
Introduction

THE ARENDTIAN REVOLUTIONS

In The Origins of Totalitarianism, published in 1951, Arendt fixed her gaze
in grief and indignation on the recently overthrown totalitarian regime of
Adolph Hitler in Germany and the still-existing one of Joseph Stalin in the
Soviet Union. In On Revolution, published twelve years later, she cast her
eye forward in hope, without knowing it, to a still-invisible near future,
namely the wave of nonviolent movements that, between the mid-1970s and
the present, brought democratic governments to power in dozens of nations
on all continents, from Greece to South Africa to Chile to Poland and,
finally, to the Soviet Union itself. These revolutions might be called
Arendtian revolutions, though not in the sense that earlier ones were
Marxist revolutions. The new revolutionaries, with a few notable
exceptions, did not study Arendt as the Marxists had studied Marx; yet to a
remarkable extent the revolutions they made somehow followed pathways
first traced by Arendt in thought. Having no ambition as a prophet, she
turned out to be one. The story of her journey from the one book to the
other, it seems to me, sheds some light on the coming events that On
Revolution unknowingly foretold. All of those revolutions occurred, of
course, after Arendt wrote her book, and this introduction’s readers, who in
any case may prefer reading the book before reading commentary on it and
so avoid any preview of it, are invited to turn to Arendt first, and consider
these words as an epilogue.



Arendt combined a visceral, impassioned response to contemporary
events with an immense depth of historical and philosophical knowledge.
She was a keen follower of the news, where that “old trickster World
History” (as she and her husband used to say in their letters to one another)
was at work, and her chorus of “Ach!”s and other sighs and explosions of
feeling while watching television reports was an object of affectionate,
amused commentary among her friends. It’s tempting to say that she
brought philosophy to bear on events; but the truth appears to have been
more nearly the opposite. It was events that set her mind in motion, and
philosophy that had to adjust. Sometimes the adjustment was minor—a
sharp rebuke to some article of conventional wisdom (for example, the idea
that totalitarianism was just a new variation on dictatorship)—and
sometimes it was monumental (for example, her challenge to the low
station assigned to politics in the entire Western philosophical tradition,
from the ancient Greeks forward). Yet if as a political thinker, she was more
deductive than inductive, more Baconian than Aristotelian, neither the
modern nor the ancient model of science truly represented her style of
inquiry; for if she did not start with generalizations and then seek instances,
neither did she quite start by collecting events and then deducing a rule.
Rather, her thinking seems to “crystallize” (the word is hers) around events,
like a coral reef branching outward, one thought leading to another. The
result is an independent body of coherent but never systematically ordered
reflection that, while seeming to grow from within over her lifetime,
according to laws and principles peculiar to itself, at the same time manages
to continually illuminate contemporary affairs.

TWO WORLDS IN ONE MIND

Still, there are sharp turns in the road, and the shift in substance and mood
from The Origins of Totalitarianism to On Revolution is one of them. A
reader confronted by these two books alone might find it difficult to
imagine that they were written by the same author. In Origins, we are in a
world of rampant, triumphant evil. The enormities of totalitarianism have
far outdistanced anything in the past. Whereas previous tyrants contented
themselves chiefly with domination of the political sphere, leaving private
life, and sometimes large swaths of economic and cultural life, alone, the



totalitarians have laid claim to every corner of human existence.
Totalitarianism’s essence, she asserts, is the total domination of human
beings by terror. It is not only the scale of the crimes that is novel; it is their
very character. At their heart is the attempted extirpation of all human
“spontaneity,” which is to say human freedom. Nothing less than radical
surgery upon “human nature” has been attempted. To this end, the essential
means is the concentration camp system, perfected in different forms by
Stalin and Hitler. It acts by tearing down the dignity of human beings, layer
by layer, first nullifying the “judicial person,” then destroying the “moral
person” (by forcing the inmates to make choices between criminal
alternatives), and finally tearing down “individuality,” the seat of
spontaneity, leaving, in place of recognizable human beings, “ghastly
marionettes with human face.”1

Not only individuals, but the human worlds to which they belong—
classes, communities, peoples—are thrown down “holes of oblivion.” The
dead die a second time by being forgotten. The totalitarians could perform
such feats because among their novel arts was a wholesale assault of the
factual world and a replacement of it with a factitious world of their own
devising.

As for the organizers of these atrocities, she finds that they, too, present
horrifying novel features. Their motivations are no more like those of
classical tyrants than their crimes are like the crimes of the past. Moved not
by such familiar cravings as cupidity, territorial expansion, or even lust for
power, they in fact set as little store on their own personal survival as on the
survival of others, “and do not care whether they themselves are alive or
dead, if they ever lived or never were born.”2 Rather, insofar as motivation
is detectable at all, they take satisfaction in participating in, or at least being
swept along with, gigantic historical processes whose stages and
destinations are set forth in their ideological schemes.

Grasping for a term to describe the new reality, she tentatively turned to
Immanuel Kant’s phrase “radical evil.” Evil is radical when it destroys not
only its victims but also the means by which survivors might seek to
respond. As she wrote later, the hallmark of radically evil deeds is that they
“transcend the realm of human affairs and the potentialities of human
power, both of which they radically destroy wherever they make their
appearance.” Though she later renounced the phrase, it reveals the extent of
the victory of evil in her view of totalitarianism. The world seems to have



no unshattered tools at its disposal. The Western tradition of thought is a
heap of ruins. The rights of man have been exploded. The law is helpless,
even after the fact, to come to terms with the crimes that have been
committed, for those have themselves transcended or actually destroyed the
legal systems by which they might have been judged. (Only some court
with species-wide jurisdiction might possibly suffice, but in the early 1950s
none is on the horizon, much less in session.) Spiritual resources, too, have
been exhausted: forgiveness—one way of coming to terms with
wrongdoing—cannot encompass the immensity of these crimes. Reality
itself has also proved a weak reed in the face of the totalitarian onslaught. If
the regime lies, it can alter reality itself to fit the illusion—for example, by
murdering whole classes or races to “prove” that History has doomed them.
Even human nature, once thought unconquerable, has been dismantled in
the camp system.

Alongside this portrait of the political world, On Revolution seems to
belong to another moral universe. The two books might at a glance seem to
be the work of two different writers on opposite sides of an argument. But
such an argument is not joined. The conclusions flowing from the analysis
of totalitarianism are not rebutted (nor are they in any of Arendt’s other
writings); rather, they are conspicuous by their absence. In place of the
concentration camps, the historical scene at the dead center of On
Revolution is the Mayflower Compact. Here is no terror or domination of
any kind. Instead a few dozen men approaching a wilderness “covenant and
combine” themselves into a “Civil body Politick.” In so doing, informed by
no tradition, they discovered nothing less than “the elementary grammar of
political action and its more complicated syntax.”3 Their action affirms
their “plurality,” which, we learn, is the necessary and sufficient aspect of
human life for all political activity. Not only politics generally, but political
power specifically is generated by such nonviolent, positive participation,
or “action in concert.” She explains: “The grammar of action: that action is
the only human faculty that demands a plurality of men; and the syntax of
power: that power is the only human attribute which applies solely to the
worldly in-between space by which men are mutually related, combine in
the act of foundation by virtue of the making and the keeping of promises,
which, in the realm of politics, may well be the highest human faculty.”4 To
be free is not merely to be unobstructed; it is to take positive action with
others. Thus does Arendt embark on a decade-long scrutiny of political



power, which, she declares, not only is different from violence but is its
“opposite.” When regimes lose the Mayflower-Compact-like cooperation of
their people, their power evaporates, and, although they may stave off
defeat with violence for a while, it cannot save them. In fact, violence may
hasten their downfall. “For power can of course be destroyed by violence;
this is what happens in tyrannies, where the violence of one destroys the
power of the many, and which therefore, according to Montesquieu, are
destroyed from within; they perish because they engender impotence
instead of power.”5

Terror, the essential means of totalitarian regimes, is found to be a
perversion of revolution, often unleashed by what Arendt sees as the
mistaken attempt, illustrated by the French revolution, to use revolution to
solve “the social question,” which is to say to relieve the misery of the poor,
the force of whose terrible need propels the revolution “to its doom.” She
believes that just because most revolutions have concerned themselves with
the poor, the disastrous French revolution was studied and taken as a model,
while the American revolution was, to Arendt’s great regret, placed in the
shade. (This rejection of the cause of the poor as a revolutionary project
was met with a gale of objections from Marxists and many others
concerned with poverty, and remains one of the most contested aspects of
the book.)

Yet she finds that episodes of true action in concert have nevertheless
occurred, almost unnoticed by later historians, in all of the major modern
revolutions, taking the form of spontaneously arising “councils.” In the
French revolution, it was the municipal communes and popular societies; in
Russia in 1905, and 1917 it was the Soviets, soon subverted and then
eliminated (in the Kronstadt rebellion of 1921, if not earlier) by the
Bolshevik Party; in Germany in 1918 and 1919 it was the räte, which soon
confederated into nationwide groupings to undertake the business of
revolution and even governing.

TOWARD ON REVOLUTION

Of course, there is no contradiction between saying that Hitler and Stalin’s
concentration camps were unspeakable and the Mayflower Compact
splendid. But contradiction is not the question. Rather, On Revolution



seems to represent a new world of political thought, a new mood, almost a
new temperament, and the question is what the relationship is with her
earlier work and how and why the change occurred. (The new spirit is on
display, though less vividly, in The Human Condition, published in 1958, in
which Arendt’s developing understanding of politics was embedded in a
broader theoretical framework.)

I suggested that in Arendt’s work events stirred reflection. The events
that prompted The Origins of Totalitarianism are clear enough: they are
named in the book’s title, and they had shaped Arendt’s life. Of Jewish
origin, she fled Germany in 1933 following a brief arrest by the Nazis. She
spent the next eighteen years as a stateless person, first in France, working
for Youth Aliyah, a Zionist organization, and then, when France fell to the
Nazis, in the United States, where she became a citizen in 1951. But it was
surely not her personal suffering, comparatively modest for someone of her
background in that time and in those places, that first compelled her to start
writing her book. Rather, it was above all the news, reaching her in New
York in late 1942 and early 1943, of what the Nazis had been doing to Jews
in the camps. “At first we did not believe it . . .” she later said. “Before that,
one would say to one’s self—so we all have enemies. That’s quite natural.
Why should a people have no enemies? But this was different. This was
really as though the abyss had opened. . . . This couldn’t be. This should
never have been allowed to happen.”6

Did a fresh event “crystallize” the new strands of thought that led
through The Human Condition to On Revolution? I suggest that one did: the
Hungarian Revolution against Soviet rule in October of 1956. The rebellion
was preceded by Nikita Khrushchev’s famous de-Stalinization speech at the
Twentieth Communist Party Congress in February. The first of the satellite
countries to rebel was Poland, where repression of a workers’ protest
against price rises sparked a national movement demanding fundamental
changes in the regime. The Polish events were soon overtaken by the far
more radical insurrection in Hungary, which, in the space of twelve days,
overthrew the existing government and commenced the foundation of a new
one, which then was crushed by Soviet tanks. When Arendt first got the
news from Hungary, she wrote to her husband, Heinrich Blücher, of her
“joy.” “Finally, finally, they had to show how things really are!” she wrote.7
Things were as she had said they were in The Origins of Totalitarianism,
but now they were being revealed by people participating in the first major



rebellion against totalitarianism from within. (No comparable revolution
had occurred against the Nazi regime, which was crushed by the Allied
armies.) Most important, the Hungarians had resisted.

There is more dramatic evidence of Arendt’s reaction in an essay she
wrote on the first anniversary of the revolution. It has a peculiar publishing
history. She included it as an epilogue in the second edition of Origins,
which came out in 1958, but then withdrew it from later editions. It never
appeared again in any other volume. I surmise that she withdrew it because
she recognized that the essay was the gateway to the new path of thought
that would culminate in On Revolution. It was the beginning of
fundamentally fresh work, not the tail end of the old work. Indeed, several
books that Arendt worked on extensively in the years on either side of the
Hungarian revolution were never completed, perhaps in part because they
straddled the two epochs, and the two trains of thought. (Recently, excerpts
from this material have been published under the title The Promise of
Politics.) A piece she wrote for The Meridian, a newsletter of the book’s
publisher, Meridian Books, supports this interpretation:

There is in this chapter a certain hopefulness—surrounded, to be sure, with many
qualifications—which is hard to reconcile with the assumption [in the body of Origins of
Totalitarianism] that the only clear expression of the age’s problems up to date has been the
horror of totalitarianism . . . [the Hungarian Revolution] has brought forth once more a
form of government, which, it is true, was never really tried out, but which can hardly be
called new . . . I am speaking of the council-system . . . I had no hope for its re-
emergence. . . . The Hungarian Revolution had taught me a lesson.8

The passage is worth dwelling on. She might have said: totalitarianism is
the problem; the councils and the politics they embody are the answer. But
she does not quite say that. Rather, she identifies something called the
“age’s problems,” which is the mother of both totalitarianism and the
councils, each seen as an expression of the problems, the one nightmarish,
the other full of promise.

In her biography of Arendt, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World,
Elisabeth Young-Bruehl observes that in the memo to Underwood indeed
Arendt goes on to describe totalitarianism as a horrific, misbegotten
“solution” to the age’s problems—problems that remained very real and
thoroughly unsolved. Arendt wrote that “behind the decay of the national
state,” there was “the unsolved problem of a new organization of peoples;
behind racism, the unsolved problem of a new concept of mankind”; behind



imperialism, “the unsolved problem of organizing a constantly shrinking
world . . .”9 The list is striking for its contemporary relevance, and can
readily be applied to our post–Soviet era. If we see only totalitarianism as
the problem, then we can bask with Francis Fukuyama, author of The End
of History and the Last Man, in the triumph of liberalism. But if like Arendt
we see totalitarianism as an evil that grew out of that same liberal
civilization in the first place, we will be on the lookout for new evils that
may arise again out of liberalism’s still-unsolved underlying problems.

Arendt made an addition to this list of the age’s problems in the
posthumously published material for one of the never-completed works of
this period, Introduction into Politics. She wrote, “Both . . . totalitarianism
and the atomic bomb . . . ignite the question about the meaning of politics in
our time.”10 The phrase “meaning of politics” refers to the meaning that
grows out of institutions like the council system described in On
Revolution. Curiously, her reflections on the atomic bomb, though quite
extensive in this manuscript, never made it into work published in her
lifetime. (They have now happily been made available in The Promise of
Politics.)

In short, for Arendt, the Hungarian Revolution was like a torch thrust
into the otherwise impenetrable darkness of the totalitarian dungeon.
Perhaps it even showed the way out. Though wary of her own enthusiasm,
Arendt was in fact unable to rein it in. The fact was that the revolution gave
her a first moment of relief from the crushing weight of the totalitarian
phenomenon and stirred the most far-reaching hopes in her heart.

The essay itself makes this clear. She opens with a peal of praise for the
revolutionaries. The revolution is a “true event whose stature will not
depend upon victory or defeat; its greatness is secure in the tragedy it
enacted.” For “What happened in Hungary happened nowhere else, and the
twelve days of the revolution contained more history than the twelve years
since the Red Army had ‘liberated’ the country from Nazi domination.”11

One can almost see the totalitarian miasma begin to lift from her spirit when
she writes, “The voice from Eastern Europe, speaking so plainly and simply
of freedom and truth, sounded like an ultimate affirmation that human
nature is unchangeable, that nihilism will be futile, that even in the absence
of all teaching and the presence of overwhelming indoctrination a yearning
for freedom and truth will rise out of man’s heart and mind forever.”12

Arendt rarely wrote in such ringingly affirmative tones, especially not in



response to a specific contemporary event. But here, it seemed, was firm
new ground on which she felt she could stand.

The raw shock of the event was still palpable a year later: “For what
happened here was something in which nobody any longer believed, if he
ever had believed in it—neither the communists nor the anti-communists,
and least of all those who, either without knowing or without caring about
the price other people would have to pay, were talking about possibilities
and duties of people to rebel against totalitarian terror.”13 Among those who
had not believed, she wrote to Underwood, had been she herself. In the
essay, she advised that “every policy, theory and forecast” regarding
totalitarianism “needs reexamination.” But she did not embark, at least in
print, on this reexamination. Instead, she set forth on the hopeful path of
reflection that would appear full-blown in On Revolution. The essay on the
Hungarian revolution, indeed, goes on to mention many of what would
become that book’s chief elements: a brief description of the council
system, the location of freedom in action, the potential for a wholly new
form of government.

Of course, her response to the Hungarian thunderclap did not occur in
an intellectual vacuum. For one thing, her analysis of totalitarianism had
disclosed, as if in a negative image, the malevolent features to which the
councils provided positive counterparts: automatism in place of
spontaneous action; the will of a single individual or party in place of the
plural participation of many; History’s law in place of human law. For
another, her experience of the American political system, which she lauds in
On Revolution, had also given her hope, which increased with the demise of
McCarthyism. And she had already been aware of the history of the council
system, through the works of Rosa Luxemburg and the first-hand
observation of her husband, who had participated in the 1918–19 events in
Germany. But she had thought the tradition dead and irrelevant to
contemporary events. When she understood that it was not, the whole
formidable apparatus of her intellect was apparently pitched in a new
direction. Only twelve months after the Hungarian events, she arrived at the
following remarkable premonition of a sudden, peaceable fall of the Soviet
Union. Of the 1956 events she wrote:

. . . it would not be wise to forget them. If they promise anything at all it is much rather a
sudden and dramatic collapse of the whole regime than a gradual normalization. Such a



catastrophic development, as we learned from Hungarian revolution, need not necessarily
entail chaos . . .”14

And so it came to pass.

THE WAVE OF DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTIONS

The importance of the Hungarian revolution in the development of Arendt’s
thought suggests a new periodization for the wave of democratic
revolutions of the late twentieth century. Its beginning should perhaps be
dated from 1956 rather than, as is usually done, the mid-1970s, when the
series seemed to begin in southern Europe with the overthrow of the Greek
junta in 1974, of the autocracy in Portugal that same year, and the transition
to democracy in Spain in 1975. The long parade of revolutions that
followed included, among others, the Solidarity movement in Poland in the
1980s, the ouster of the Argentinean junta in 1982, the fall of the military
dictatorship in neighboring Brazil in 1985, the expulsion of the dictator
Fernando Marcos in the Philippines in 1986, in the revolution by “people
power,” the fall of the autocrat Chun Doo Hwan in South Korea, the
collapse of the Soviet Union and its empire in the late 1980s and early ’90s,
the replacement of the apartheid regime of South Africa with majority rule
in the early nineties, the fall of Slobodan Milosevicz in 2003, the “Rose
Revolution” in Georgia in 2003, and the “Orange Revolution” in Ukraine in
2005. The great majority of these movements and revolutions exhibited a
remarkable number of Arendtian characteristics. Most were aimed at
establishing conditions of freedom rather than solving social questions. (In
consequence, these social questions were unfortunately left on the table in
the new world of market globalization, which, having proved unable or
unwilling to deal with them, now faces a powerful backlash, in South
America and elsewhere.) Most tended to look no longer at the French,
Russian, or Chinese models of revolution but rather at one another or the
American Revolution, which suddenly recovered international attention and
respectability. All were largely nonviolent, deliberately foregoing
revolutionary violence, not to speak of terror. Perhaps most interesting and
important, they repeatedly vindicated Arendt’s new conception of power
and its relationship to violence. Not merely “nonviolent,” they were also, in
a positive sense, breeding grounds of what she had identified as the true



sources of power: vigorous action in concert among equals ready to
sacrifice themselves for their beliefs. Again and again, as in Hungary in
1956, movements won over the hearts and minds of national majorities,
depriving repressive governments of legitimacy, and again and again those
governments collapsed, in a process described before the fact by Arendt. As
she wrote in On Revolution:

That all authority in the last analysis rests on opinion is never more forcefully
demonstrated than when, suddenly and unexpectedly, a universal refusal to obey initiates
what then turns into a revolution.15

We find a similar description in the great essay by Václav Havel of 1978
The Power of the Powerless. Havel, as far as I know, had not read Arendt at
the time. Yet his conception of the power of what he calls “living in truth”
(which Arendt more abstractly calls the force of “opinion”) and how it can
suddenly upend seemingly unchallengeable oppressive governmental power
is remarkably close to hers:

For the crust presented by the life of lies is made of strange stuff. As long as it seals off
hermetically the entire society, it appears to be made of stone. But the moment someone
breaks through in one place, when one person cries out, “The emperor is naked!”—when a
single person breaks the rules of the game, thus exposing it as a game—everything
suddenly appears in another light and the whole crust seems then to be made of tissue on
the point of tearing and disintegrating uncontrollably.16

It’s also true that there were many developments that Arendt did not
foresee and that no doubt would have surprised her as much as the specific
characteristics of the Hungarian revolution. One was the role of a new
conception of the “social” in many of the movements, and above all in the
South African, the Polish, and the Czechoslovakian movements, the last
two being critical turning points in the downfall of the Soviet Union.
(Indeed the Polish precursor to Solidarity, the Worker’s Defense
Committee, defined its task as “social work,” which included assistance to
victims of repression and their families.) Arendt distinguished sharply
between the social and the political, and opposed any admixture of the two,
fearing that the integrity of the political realm, whose aim and meaning
should be the exercise of freedom, would be adulterated and spoiled by all
kinds of other social aims, such as the “housekeeping” work of guiding a
modern economy. She was not a herald of what today we call “civil
society.” The Poles and Czechs, as well as others, however, realized that
society offered not only a refuge from politics but a realm of action in



which power, including political power, could develop. Indeed in Poland,
Solidarity, fearful of overthrowing the Communist state and triggering a
Soviet military intervention like the one that had suppressed the Hungarian
revolution, proposed a division of roles in which the movement would
control “the society” and the government would be left in charge of “the
power.” In its heyday, Solidarity, with its ten million members, including
parts of the Communist Party, became one gigantic collection of “councils.”
However, their business was not, like those of Arendt’s ideal, politics per se
but almost anything whatever, including honest education, protection of the
environment, and social work of all kinds. As it happened, however—in an
irony that I imagine Arendt would have appreciated—those who prevailed
in society acquired political power anyway, almost in spite of themselves.
To their immense surprise and not inconsiderable alarm, power fell into
their laps in 1989 when the tottering and enervated Polish state, realizing it
could no longer carry out its functions, and having lost Soviet backing,
turned to Solidarity for legitimacy and support. Two years later, the Soviet
Union itself was gone.

Another development that might have surprised Arendt was the use by
popular movements of election results, falsified or real, as a lever for
winning power. The pattern first emerged in the Philippines in 1986 when
Marcos called an election but then suppressed the victory of his opponent,
Corazon Aquino, widow of the murdered opposition leader Benigno
Aquino. Two years later, the Chilean democratic movement Acuerda
Nacional made use of a plebiscite organized by Augusto Pinochet to
organize a successful “No” vote. When his military chiefs, now aligning
themselves with a majority of Chileans rather than the dictator, refused his
order to declare martial law, Pinochet was required to leave the office of
president. The Philippine path of mounting a movement in opposition to the
theft of an electoral victory was later followed in Serbia and Ukraine. In
almost all the revolutions of the democratic wave, the nonviolent
movements led to democratic government, but in these cases the process
was at least partially reversed. Democratic elections assisted the nonviolent
movements, which then proceeded on their way to victory.

There is at least one large hope of Arendt’s that went unrealized. She
envisioned the revolutionary councils as the embryos of what might become
an entirely new form of government whose lifeblood would be the kind of
continuous, active participation in politics exhibited in the revolutions. But



everywhere the councils had been pushed aside or taken over by political
parties, or worse. The story has been no different since she wrote. The
councils arose again and they fell again—this time in favor of more or less
democratic, more or less representative systems of government that were
familiar to all through two centuries of use in the United States, Europe, and
elsewhere.

The kinship among the revolutions of the democratic wave is notable,
but it was of course the totalitarianism Arendt had known and the resistance
to it that interested her most deeply. (A true daughter of the West and the
Western tradition, she rarely reflected at length on events in other parts of
the world.) It is in the context of these interests that it might be especially
fruitful to date the beginning of the whole wave at 1956 rather than 1974.
Let us note, for example, that the Polish events that preceded the Hungarian
revolution were touched off by demands for independent workers’ shop
councils. When striking workers were shot, the population at large reacted
in anger, forcing a change in the leadership. The seeds of the Solidarity
movement of 1980, probably the decisive turning point in the fortunes of
Soviet power, were thus sown in 1956. It was then that Polish workers first
felt their power, and formulated some of the demands that Solidarity would
later adopt. No one knew it at the time, but the political combination that
would bring down the Soviet Union had been born: reform of the
Communist Party at the top plus nonviolent popular resistance at the base.
In the 1950s, the reformer was Khrushchev and the resistance was a short-
lived workers’ rebellion, and in the 1980s the reformer was the far more
liberal Gorbachev and the resistance was the far more powerful Solidarity
movement and its successors. In 1956, Arendt was almost alone in
understanding that the Hungarian revolution, though extinguished, had dealt
the Soviet Union a body blow. By the time the Prague Spring took up the
anti-totalitarian cause again in 1968, Arendt, making use of her new
conceptual understanding, was able to write, “the head on clash between
Russian tanks and the entirely nonviolent resistance of the Czechoslovak
people is a textbook case of a confrontation between violence and power.
To substitute violence for power can bring victory, but the price is very
high; for it is not only paid by the vanquished, it is also paid by the victor in
terms of his own power.”17

In the light of these concepts and subsequent events, a new history of
the decline and fall of Soviet power would seem to be in order. In this



history, the defeated Polish, Hungarian, and Czech movements would figure
not as noble defeats but as precursors of the complete victory of 1989–91.
One of this history’s more surprising features would be the importance to
the rebellion of formerly dedicated communists. The Polish workers were at
one time probably better believers in Communist ideas than most Poles.
Many of the Polish intellectuals who played a central role in Solidarity as
advisers had likewise been believers. One of them, Adam Michnik, who
grew up in a communist family, later wrote that as a young boy he had
believed that “A communist is a man who fights for social justice, for
freedom and equality, for socialism . . . He goes to prison because of his
beliefs.”18 And Gorbachev remained a believer in a reformed Communist
system to the end.

It was also surprising that the methods the rebels of the democratic
wave pioneered, with high originality and superb courage over a course of
decades, turned out to be so similar to one another in opposition to regimes
as disparate as the military rule of southern Europe, the right-wing
dictatorships of South America, and the apartheid regimes of South Africa.
It’s enough to make one believe that Arendt was right when she wrote that
the signers of the Mayflower Compact, who exemplified her new
understanding of politics, had discovered the very “grammar” and “syntax”
of any action whatsoever.

We are at the half-century anniversary of the Hungarian events, and
reflections on beginnings suggest reflections on endings. Has the wave of
Arendtian democratization run its course? The matter is under debate. One
school holds that under the leadership of the United States, democracy is
about to make a great leap forward and conquer the entire globe. President
George W. Bush has devoted himself to the goal of “ending tyranny in our
world,” though without setting a date. Another school fears that the
movement is in danger of being corrupted by that same American
intervention. What is unquestionable is that since the Soviet collapse, the
surrounding context has changed. Most important, the United States has
adopted a policy of democratizing other countries by armed force. The shift
in policy began even before the September 11 attacks with the idea of
humanitarian intervention. It was practiced by the United States in Somalia,
in 1991, to relieve a terrible famine, and then in Serbia, in 1999, to drive
Serbia out of Kosovo. It was notably not practiced in by far the worst
humanitarian crisis of the period, the genocide of the Tutsi population of



Rwanda by the Hutu-led government. The shift accelerated after September
11, when the United States added democratization to humanitarianism as a
goal of intervention. Many advocates of the new policy, both liberal and
conservative, have frankly named it imperial, and called on the United
States to assume the burdens of global empire. Their opponents fear that
militarization will not foster but harm the democracy movement. To be
sure, the only country where the policy has been put fully into effect is Iraq.
And there democratization was introduced as a kind of fill-in when the
war’s announced goal, seizing alleged weapons of mass destruction, proved
to be a mirage.

China, whose “1989” was the suppression of the democratic movement
in Tiananmen Square, never joined the trend. Under President Vladimir
Putin, Russia has slipped back toward authoritarianism. Equally important,
and equally relevant to our subject, a shadow has fallen over American
liberty. In reality, and even more so in the world’s eyes, the United States, in
pursuit of its war on terror, is losing track of its founding ideals, which
Arendt, for one, admired so much. An administration has claimed a right to
jail American citizens and others at its discretion, to wiretap American
citizens without permission from Congress, and to abuse prisoners in secret
jails around the world. Even as we ask whether the further spread of
democracy is still likely, we are justified in asking whether it will flourish,
or even survive in the United States, where it already exists. Either way, the
consequences for the fifty-year-old democratic wave are bound to be
considerable.

Let’s recall that Arendt believed that totalitarianism, while of course
itself an evil, was also a fantastical attempted solution to problems deeply
rooted in the modern system. It was precisely these “origins” in the broader
non-totalitarian society that were the subject of The Origins of
Totalitarianism. One, of course, was imperialism. A resurgence today of
imperial ambition at the heart of the dominant liberal order would likely
have had a deep and ominous meaning for her.

The new uses of American military force provide a fresh test of her
conceptions of politics and power. Arendt, an early and outspoken opponent
of the Vietnam War, which she called imperial, knew that the United States
was scarcely immune to the temptations that had undone other great powers
in the past. It’s dubious to ventriloquize the dead to comment on current
affairs. But shouldn’t we listen carefully today to Arendt’s forecast of a



“reversal in the relationship between power and violence, foreshadowing
another reversal in the future relationship between small and great powers”?
19 It was an augury highly favorable to democracy, but unfavorable to
empires with global pretensions, whether totalitarian or republican, and
whether practiced by Soviets, Americans, or anyone else.
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On Revolution



INTRODUCTION

WAR AND REVOLUTION

Wars and revolutions—as though events had only hurried up to fulfil
Lenin’s early prediction—have thus far determined the physiognomy of the
twentieth century. And as distinguished from the nineteenth-century
ideologies—such as nationalism and internationalism, capitalism and
imperialism, socialism and communism, which, though still invoked by
many as justifying causes, have lost contact with the major realities of our
world—war and revolution still constitute its two central political issues.
They have outlived all their ideological justifications. In a constellation that
poses the threat of total annihilation through war against the hope for the
emancipation of all mankind through revolution—leading one people after
the other in swift succession ‘to assume among the powers of the earth the
separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God
entitle them’—no cause is left but the most ancient of all, the one, in fact,
that from the beginning of our history has determined the very existence of
politics, the cause of freedom versus tyranny.

This in itself is surprising enough. Under the concerted assault of the
modern debunking ‘sciences’, psychology and sociology, nothing indeed
has seemed to be more safely buried than the concept of freedom. Even the
revolutionists, whom one might have assumed to be safely and even
inexorably anchored in a tradition that could hardly be told, let alone made
sense of, without the notion of freedom, would much rather degrade
freedom to the rank of a lower-middle-class prejudice than admit that the
aim of revolution was, and always has been, freedom. Yet if it was amazing
to see how the very word freedom could disappear from the revolutionary
vocabulary, it has perhaps been no less astounding to watch how in recent
years the idea of freedom has intruded itself into the centre of the gravest of
all present political debates, the discussion of war and of a justifiable use of



violence. Historically, wars are among the oldest phenomena of the
recorded past while revolutions, properly speaking, did not exist prior to the
modern age; they are among the most recent of all major political data. In
contrast to revolution, the aim of war was only in rare cases bound up with
the notion of freedom; and while it is true that warlike uprisings against a
foreign invader have frequently been felt to be sacred, they have never been
recognized, either in theory or in practice, as the only just wars.

Justifications of wars, even on a theoretical level, are quite old,
although, of course, not as old as organized warfare. Among their obvious
prerequisites is the conviction that political relations in their normal course
do not fall under the sway of violence, and this conviction we find for the
first time in Greek antiquity, in so far as the Greek polis, the city-state,
defined itself explicitly as a way of life that was based exclusively upon
persuasion and not upon violence. (That these were no empty words,
spoken in self-deception, is shown, among other things, by the Athenian
custom of ‘persuading’ those who had been condemned to death to commit
suicide by drinking the hemlock cup, thus sparing the Athenian citizen
under all circumstances the indignity of physical violation.) However, since
for the Greeks political life by definition did not extend beyond the walls of
the polis, the use of violence seemed to them beyond the need for
justification in the realm of what we today call foreign affairs or
international relations, even though their foreign affairs, with the one
exception of the Persian wars, which saw all Hellas united, concerned
hardly more than relations between Greek cities. Outside the walls of the
polis, that is, outside the realm of politics in the Greek sense of the word,
‘the strong did what they could, and the weak suffered what they must’
(Thucydides).

Hence we must turn to Roman antiquity to find the first justification of
war, together with the first notion that there are just and unjust wars. Yet the
Roman distinctions and justifications were not concerned with freedom and
drew no line between aggressive and defensive warfare. ‘The war that is
necessary is just,’ said Livy, ‘and hallowed are the arms where no hope
exists but in them.’ (‘Iustum enim est bellum quibus necessarium, et pia
arma ubi nulla nisi in armis spes est.’) Necessity, since the time of Livy and
through the centuries, has meant many things that we today would find
quite sufficient to dub a war unjust rather than just. Conquest, expansion,
defence of vested interests, conservation of power in view of the rise of new



and threatening powers, or support of a given power equilibrium—all these
well-known realities of power politics were not only actually the causes of
the outbreak of most wars in history, they were also recognized as
‘necessities’, that is, as legitimate motives to invoke a decision by arms.
The notion that aggression is a crime and that wars can be justified only if
they ward off aggression or prevent it acquired its practical and even
theoretical significance only after the First World War had demonstrated the
horribly destructive potential of warfare under conditions of modern
technology.

Perhaps it is because of this noticeable absence of the freedom argument
from the traditional justifications of war as the last resort of international
politics that we have this curiously jarring sentiment whenever we hear it
introduced into the debate of the war question today. To sound off with a
cheerful ‘give me liberty or give me death’ sort of argument in the face of
the unprecedented and inconceivable potential of destruction in nuclear
warfare is not even hollow; it is downright ridiculous. Indeed it seems so
obvious that it is a very different thing to risk one’s own life for the life and
freedom of one’s country and one’s posterity from risking the very
existence of the human species for the same purpose that it is difficult not to
suspect the defenders of the ‘better dead than red’ or ‘better death than
slavery’ slogans of bad faith. Which of course is not to say the reverse,
‘better red than dead’, has any more to recommend itself; when an old truth
ceases to be applicable, it does not become any truer by being stood on its
head. As a matter of fact, to the extent that the discussion of the war
question today is conducted in these terms, it is easy to detect a mental
reservation on both sides. Those who say ‘better dead than red’ actually
think: The losses may not be as great as some anticipate, our civilization
will survive; while those who say ‘better red than dead’ actually think:
Slavery will not be so bad, man will not change his nature, freedom will not
vanish from the earth forever. In other words, the bad faith of the
discussants lies in that both dodge the preposterous alternative they
themselves have proposed; they are not serious.1

It is important to remember that the idea of freedom was introduced into
the debate of the war question after it had become quite obvious that we had
reached a stage of technical development where the means of destruction
were such as to exclude their rational use. In other words, freedom has
appeared in this debate like a deus ex machina to justify what on rational



grounds has become unjustifiable. Is it too much to read into the current
rather hopeless confusion of issues and arguments a hopeful indication that
a profound change in international relations may be about to occur, namely,
the disappearance of war from the scene of politics even without a radical
transformation of international relations and without an inner change of
men’s hearts and minds? Could it not be that our present perplexity in this
matter indicates our lack of preparedness for a disappearance of war, our
inability to think in terms of foreign policy without having in mind this
‘continuation with other means’ as its last resort?

Quite apart from the threat of total annihilation, which conceivably
could be eliminated by new technical discoveries such as a ‘clean’ bomb or
an anti-missile missile, there are a few signs pointing in this direction.
There is first the fact that the seeds of total war developed as early as the
First World War, when the distinction between soldiers and civilians was no
longer respected because it was inconsistent with the new weapons then
used. To be sure, this distinction itself had been a relatively modern
achievement, and its practical abolition meant no more than the reversion of
warfare to the days when the Romans wiped Carthage off the face of the
earth. Under modern circumstances, however, this appearance or
reappearance of total war has a very important political significance in so
far as it contradicts the basic assumptions upon which the relationship
between the military and the civilian branches of government rests: it is the
function of the army to protect and to defend the civilian population. In
contrast, the history of warfare in our century could almost be told as the
story of the growing incapacity of the army to fulfil this basic function,
until today the strategy of deterrence has openly changed the role of the
military from that of protector into that of a belated and essentially futile
avenger.

Closely connected with this perversion in the relationship between state
and army is second the little-noticed but quite noteworthy fact that since the
end of the First World War, we almost automatically expect that no
government, and no state or form of government, will be strong enough to
survive a defeat in war. This development could be traced back into the
nineteenth century when the Franco-Prussian War was followed by the
change from the Second Empire to the Third Republic of France; and the
Russian Revolution of 1905, following upon defeat in the Russo–Japanese
War, certainly was an ominous sign of what lay in store for governments in



case of a military defeat. However that may be, a revolutionary change in
government, either brought about by the people themselves, as after the
First World War, or enforced from the outside by the victorious powers with
the demand of unconditional surrender and the establishment of war trials,
belongs today among the most certain consequences of defeat in war—
short, of course, of total annihilation. In our context it is immaterial whether
this state of affairs is due to a decisive weakening of government as such, to
a loss of authority in the powers that be, or whether no state and no
government, no matter how well established and trusted by its citizens,
could withstand the unparalleled terror of violence unleashed by modern
warfare upon the whole population. The truth is that even prior to the horror
of nuclear warfare, wars had become politically, though not yet biologically,
a matter of life and death. And this means that under conditions of modern
warfare, that is since the First World War, all governments have lived on
borrowed time.

The third fact seems to indicate a radical change in the very nature of
war through the introduction of the deterrent as the guiding principle in the
armament race. For it is indeed true that the strategy of deterrence ‘aims in
effect at avoiding rather than winning the war it pretends to be preparing. It
tends to achieve its goal by a menace which is never put into execution,
rather than by the act itself.’2 To be sure, the insight that peace is the end of
war, and that therefore a war is the preparation for peace, is at least as old as
Aristotle, and the pretence that the aim of an armament race is to safeguard
the peace is even older, namely as old as the discovery of propaganda lies.
But the point of the matter is that today the avoidance of war is not only the
true or pretended goal of an over-all policy but has become the guiding
principle of the military preparations themselves. In other words, the
military are no longer preparing for a war which the statesmen hope will
never break out; their own goal has become to develop weapons that will
make war impossible.

Moreover, it is quite in line with these, as it were, paradoxical efforts
that a possible serious substitution of ‘cold’ wars for ‘hot’ wars becomes
clearly perceptible at the horizon of international politics. I do not wish to
deny that the present and, let us hope, temporary resumption of atomic tests
by the big powers aims primarily at new technical developments and
discoveries; but it seems to me undeniable that these tests, unlike those that
preceded them, are also instruments of policy, and as such they have the



ominous aspect of a new kind of manoeuvre in peacetime, involving in their
exercise not the make-believe pair of enemies of ordinary troop manoeuvres
but the pair who, potentially at least, are the real enemies. It is as though the
nuclear armament race has turned into some sort of tentative warfare in
which the opponents demonstrate to each other the destructiveness of the
weapons in their possession; and while it is always possible that this deadly
game of ifs and whens may suddenly turn into the real thing, it is by no
means inconceivable that one day victory and defeat may end a war that
never exploded into reality.

Is this sheer fantasy? I think not. Potentially, at least, we were
confronted with this kind of hypothetical warfare the very moment the atom
bomb made its first appearance. Many people then thought, and still think,
it would have been quite sufficient to demonstrate the new weapon to a
select group of Japanese scientists to force their government into
unconditional surrender, for such a demonstration to those who knew would
have constituted compelling evidence of an absolute superiority which no
changing luck or any other factor could hope to alter. Seventeen years after
Hiroshima, our technical mastery of the means of destruction is fast
approaching the point where all non-technical factors in warfare, such as
troop morale, strategy, general competence, and even sheer chance, are
completely eliminated so that results can be calculated with perfect
precision in advance. Once this point is reached, the results of mere tests
and demonstrations could be as conclusive evidence to the experts for
victory or defeat as the battlefield, the conquest of territory, the breakdown
of communications, et cetera have formerly been to the military experts on
either side.

There is finally, and in our context most importantly, the fact that the
interrelationship of war and revolution, their reciprocation and mutual
dependence, has steadily grown, and that the emphasis in the relationship
has shifted more and more from war to revolution. To be sure, the
interrelatedness of wars and revolutions as such is not a novel phenomenon;
it is as old as the revolutions themselves, which either were preceded and
accompanied by a war of liberation like the American Revolution, or led
into wars of defence and aggression like the French Revolution. But in our
own century there has arisen, in addition to such instances, an altogether
different type of event in which it is as though even the fury of war was
merely the prelude, a preparatory stage to the violence unleashed by



revolution (such clearly was Pasternak’s understanding of war and
revolution in Russia in Doctor Zhivago), or where, on the contrary, a world
war appears like the consequences of revolution, a kind of civil war raging
all over the earth as even the Second World War was considered by a
sizeable portion of public opinion and with considerable justification.
Twenty years later, it has become almost a matter of course that the end of
war is revolution, and that the only cause which possibly could justify it is
the revolutionary cause of freedom. Hence, whatever the outcome of our
present predicaments may be, if we don’t perish altogether, it seems more
than likely that revolution, in distinction to war, will stay with us into the
foreseeable future. Even if we should succeed in changing the physiognomy
of this century to the point where it would no longer be a century of wars, it
most certainly will remain a century of revolutions. In the contest that
divides the world today and in which so much is at stake, those will
probably win who understand revolution, while those who still put their
faith in power politics in the traditional sense of the term and, therefore, in
war as the last resort of all foreign policy may well discover in a not too
distant future that they have become masters in a rather useless and obsolete
trade. And such understanding of revolution can be neither countered nor
replaced with an expertness in counter-revolution; for counter-revolution—
the word having been coined by Condorcet in the course of the French
Revolution—has always remained bound to revolution as reaction is bound
to action. De Maistre’s famous statement: ‘La contrerévolution ne sera point
une révolution contraire, mais le contraire de la révolution’ (‘The counter-
revolution will not be a revolution in reverse but the opposite of
revolution’) has remained what it was when he pronounced it in 1796, an
empty witticism.3

Yet, however needful it may be to distinguish in theory and practice
between war and revolution despite their close interrelatedness, we must not
fail to note that the mere fact that revolutions and wars are not even
conceivable outside the domain of violence is enough to set them both apart
from all other political phenomena. It would be difficult to deny that one of
the reasons why wars have turned so easily into revolutions and why
revolutions have shown this ominous inclination to unleash wars is that
violence is a kind of common denominator for both. The magnitude of the
violence let loose in the First World War might indeed have been enough to



cause revolutions in its aftermath even without any revolutionary tradition
and even if no revolution had ever occurred before.

To be sure, not even wars, let alone revolutions, are ever completely
determined by violence. Where violence rules absolutely, as for instance in
the concentration camps of totalitarian regimes, not only the laws—les lois
se taisent, as the French Revolution phrased it—but everything and
everybody must fall silent. It is because of this silence that violence is a
marginal phenomenon in the political realm; for man, to the extent that he is
a political being, is endowed with the power of speech. The two famous
definitions of man by Aristotle, that he is a political being and a being
endowed with speech, supplement each other and both refer to the same
experience in Greek polis life. The point here is that violence itself is
incapable of speech, and not merely that speech is helpless when confronted
with violence. Because of this speechlessness political theory has little to
say about the phenomenon of violence and must leave its discussion to the
technicians. For political thought can only follow the articulations of the
political phenomena themselves, it remains bound to what appears in the
domain of human affairs; and these appearances, in contradistinction to
physical matters, need speech and articulation, that is, something which
transcends mere physical visibility as well as sheer audibility, in order to be
manifest at all. A theory of war or a theory of revolution, therefore, can
only deal with the justification of violence because this justification
constitutes its political limitation; if, instead, it arrives at a glorification or
justification of violence as such, it is no longer political but antipolitical.

In so far as violence plays a predominant role in wars and revolutions,
both occur outside the political realm, strictly speaking, in spite of their
enormous role in recorded history. This fact led the seventeenth century,
which had its share of experience in wars and revolutions, to the assumption
of a prepolitical state, called ‘state of nature’ which, of course, never was
meant to be taken as a historical fact. Its relevance even today lies in the
recognition that a political realm does not automatically come into being
wherever men live together, and that there exist events which, though they
may occur in a strictly historical context, are not really political and perhaps
not even connected with politics. The notion of a state of nature alludes at
least to a reality that cannot be comprehended by the nineteenth-century
idea of development, no matter how we may conceive of it—whether in the
form of cause and effect, or of potentiality and actuality, or of a dialectical



movement, or even of simple coherence and sequence in occurrences. For
the hypothesis of a state of nature implies the existence of a beginning that
is separated from everything following it as though by an unbridgeable
chasm.

The relevance of the problem of beginning to the phenomenon of
revolution is obvious. That such a beginning must be intimately connected
with violence seems to be vouched for by the legendary beginnings of our
history as both biblical and classical antiquity report it: Cain slew Abel, and
Romulus slew Remus; violence was the beginning and, by the same token,
no beginning could be made without using violence, without violating. The
first recorded deeds in our biblical and our secular tradition, whether known
to be legendary or believed in as historical fact, have travelled through the
centuries with the force which human thought achieves in the rare instances
when it produces cogent metaphors or universally applicable tales. The tale
spoke clearly: whatever brotherhood human beings may be capable of has
grown out of fratricide, whatever political organization men may have
achieved has its origin in crime. The conviction, in the beginning was a
crime—for which the phrase ‘state of nature’ is only a theoretically purified
paraphrase—has carried through the centuries no less self-evident
plausibility for the state of human affairs than the first sentence of St John,
‘In the beginning was the Word’, has possessed for the affairs of salvation.



CHAPTER ONE

THE MEANING OF REVOLUTION

1

We are not concerned here with the war question. The metaphor I
mentioned, and the theory of a state of nature which spelled and spun out
this metaphor theoretically—though they have often served to justify war
and its violence on the grounds of an original evil inherent in human affairs
and manifest in the criminal beginning of human history—are of even
greater relevance to the problem of revolution, because revolutions are the
only political events which confront us directly and inevitably with the
problem of beginning. For revolutions, however we may be tempted to
define them, are not mere changes. Modern revolutions have little in
common with the mutatio rerum of Roman history or the , the civil
strife which disturbed the Greek polis. We cannot equate them with Plato’s 

 the quasi-natural transformation of one form of government into
another, or with Polybius’s , the appointed recurring
cycle into which human affairs are bound by reason of their always being
driven to extremes.1 Antiquity was well acquainted with political change
and the violence that went with change, but neither of them appeared to it to
bring about something altogether new. Changes did not interrupt the course
of what the modern age has called history, which, far from starting with a
new beginning, was seen as falling back into a different stage of its cycle,
prescribing a course which was preordained by the very nature of human
affairs and which therefore itself was unchangeable.

There is, however, another aspect to modern revolutions for which it
may be more promising to find precedents prior to the modern age. Who
could deny the enormous role the social question has come to play in all
revolutions, and who could fail to recall that Aristotle, when he began to



interpret and explain Plato’s  had already discovered the
importance of what we call today economic motivation—the overthrow of
government by the rich and the establishment of an oligarchy, or the
overthrow of government by the poor and the establishment of a
democracy? Equally well known to antiquity was that tyrants rise to power
through the support of the plain or the poor people, and that their greatest
chance to keep power lies in the people’s desire for equality of condition.
The connection between wealth and government in any given country and
the insight that forms of government are interconnected with the
distribution of wealth, the suspicion that political power may simply follow
economic power, and, finally, the conclusion that interest may be the
moving force in all political strife—all this is of course not the invention of
Marx, nor for that matter of Harrington: ‘Dominion is property, real or
personal’; or of Rohan: ‘The kings command the people and interest
commands kings.’ If one wishes to blame any single author for the so-called
materialistic view of history, one must go as far back as Aristotle, who was
the first to claim that interest, which he called the , that which is
useful for a person or for a group or for a people, does and should rule
supreme in political matters.

However, these overthrows and upheavals, prompted by interest, though
they could not but be violent and full of bloodshed until a new order was
established, depended on a distinction between poor and rich which itself
was deemed to be as natural and unavoidable in the body politic as life is in
the human body. The social question began to play a revolutionary role only
when, in the modern age and not before, men began to doubt that poverty is
inherent in the human condition, to doubt that the distinction between the
few, who through circumstances or strength or fraud had succeeded in
liberating themselves from the shackles of poverty, and the labouring
poverty-stricken multitude was inevitable and eternal. This doubt, or rather
the conviction that life on earth might be blessed with abundance instead of
being cursed by scarcity, was prerevolutionary and American in origin; it
grew directly out of the American colonial experience. Symbolically
speaking, one may say that the stage was set for revolutions in the modern
sense of a complete change of society, when John Adams, more than a
decade before the actual outbreak of the American Revolution, could state:
‘I always consider the settlement of America as the opening of a grand
scheme and design in Providence for the illumination of the ignorant and



the emancipation of the slavish part of mankind all over the earth.’2

Theoretically speaking, the stage was set when first Locke—probably under
the influence of the prosperous conditions of the colonies in the New World
—and then Adam Smith held that labour and toil, far from being the
appanage of poverty, the activity to which poverty condemned those who
were without property, were, on the contrary, the source of all wealth.
Under these conditions, the rebellion of the poor, of ‘the slavish part of
mankind’, could indeed aim at more than liberation of themselves and
enslavement of the other part of mankind.

America had become the symbol of a society without poverty long
before the modern age in its unique technological development had actually
discovered the means to abolish that abject misery of sheer want which had
always been held to be eternal. And only after this had happened and had
become known to European mankind could the social question and the
rebellion of the poor come to play a truly revolutionary role. The ancient
cycle of sempiternal recurrences had been based upon an assumedly
‘natural’ distinction of rich and poor;3 the factual existence of American
society prior to the outbreak of the Revolution had broken this cycle once
and for all. There exists a great body of learned discussion about the
influence of the American on the French Revolution (as well as about the
decisive influence of European thinkers on the course of the American
Revolution itself). Yet, justified and illuminating as these inquiries are
bound to be, no demonstrable influence on the course of the French
Revolution—such as the fact that it started with the Constituent Assembly
or that the Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme was modelled on the
example of Virginia’s bill of rights—can equal the impact of what the Abbé
Raynal had already called the ‘surprising prosperity’ of the lands which still
were the English colonies in North America.4

We shall still have ample opportunity to discuss the influence, or rather
the non-influence, of the American Revolution upon the course of modern
revolutions. That neither the spirit of this revolution nor the thoughtful and
erudite political theories of the Founding Fathers had much noticeable
impact upon the European continent is a fact beyond dispute. What the men
of the American Revolution counted among the greatest innovations of the
new republican government, the application and elaboration of
Montesquieu’s theory of a division of powers within the body politic,
played a very minor role in the thought of European revolutionists at all



times; it was rejected at once, even before the French Revolution broke out,
by Turgot, for considerations of national sovereignty,5 whose ‘majesty’—
and majestas was Jean Bodin’s original word, which he then translated into
souveraineté—allegedly demanded undivided centralized power. National
sovereignty, that is, the majesty of the public realm itself as it had come to
be understood in the long centuries of absolute kingship, seemed in
contradiction to the establishment of a republic. In other words, it is as
though the nation-state, so much older than any revolutions, had defeated
the revolution in Europe even before it had made its appearance. What on
the other hand posed the most urgent and the politically least solvable
problem to all other revolutions, the social question in the form of the
terrifying predicament of mass poverty, played hardly any role in the course
of the American Revolution. Not the American Revolution, but the
existence of conditions in America that had been established and were well
known in Europe long before the Declaration of Independence, nourished
the revolutionary élan in Europe.

The new continent had become a refuge, an ‘asylum’ and a meeting
ground of the poor; there had arisen a new race of men, ‘united by the
silken bands of mild government’ and living under conditions of ‘a pleasing
uniformity’ from which ‘absolute poverty worse than death’ had been
banished. Yet Crèvecœur, from whom this is quoted, was radically opposed
to the American Revolution, which he saw as a kind of conspiracy of ‘great
personages’ against ‘the common ranks of men.’6 Not the American
Revolution and its preoccupation with the establishment of a new body
politic, a new form of government, but America, the ‘new continent’, the
American, a ‘new man’, ‘the lovely equality’, in Jefferson’s words, ‘which
the poor enjoy with the rich’, revolutionized the spirit of men, first in
Europe and then all over the world—and this to such an extent that from the
later stages of the French Revolution up to the revolutions of our own time
it appeared to revolutionary men more important to change the fabric of
society, as it had been changed in America prior to its Revolution, than to
change the structure of the political realm. If it were true that nothing else
was at stake in the revolutions of the modern age than the radical change of
social conditions, then indeed one might say that the discovery of America
and the colonization of a new continent constituted their origins—as though
the ‘lovely equality’, which had grown up naturally and, as it were,
organically in the New World, could be achieved only through the violence



and bloodshed of revolution in the Old World, once word of the new hope
for mankind had spread to it. This view, in many and often quite
sophisticated versions, has indeed become rather common among modern
historians, who have drawn the logical conclusion that no revolution has
ever taken place in America. It is certainly noteworthy that this is somewhat
supported by Karl Marx, who seems to have believed that his prophecies for
the future of capitalism and the coming proletarian revolutions did not
apply to the social developments in the United States. Whatever the merits
of Marx’s qualifications—and they certainly show more understanding of
factual reality than his followers have ever been capable of—these theories
themselves are refuted by the simple fact of the American Revolution. For
facts are stubborn; they do not disappear when historians or sociologists
refuse to learn from them, though they may when everybody has forgotten
them. In our case, such oblivion would not be academic; it would quite
literally spell the end of the American Republic.

A few words need still to be said about the not infrequent claim that all
modern revolutions are essentially Christian in origin, and this even when
their professed faith is atheism. The argument supporting this claim usually
points to the clearly rebellious nature of the early Christian sect with its
stress on the equality of souls before God, its open contempt for all public
powers, and its promise of a Kingdom of Heaven—notions and hopes
which are supposed to have been channelled into modern revolutions, albeit
in secularized fashion, through the Reformation. Secularization, the
separation of religion from politics and the rise of a secular realm with a
dignity of its own, is certainly a crucial factor in the phenomenon of
revolution. Indeed, it may ultimately turn out that what we call revolution is
precisely that transitory phase which brings about the birth of a new, secular
realm. But if this is true, then it is secularization itself, and not the contents
of Christian teachings, which constitutes the origin of revolution. The first
stage of this secularization was the rise of absolutism, and not the
Reformation; for the ‘revolution’ which, according to Luther, shakes the
world when the word of God is liberated from the traditional authority of
the Church is constant and applies to all forms of secular government; it
does not establish a new secular order but constantly and permanently
shakes the foundations of all worldly establishment.7 Luther, it is true,
because he eventually became the founder of a new church, could be
counted among the great founders in history, but his foundation was not,


