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A DEMOCRATIC CONSENSUS? ISAIAH BERLIN, HANNAH
ARENDT, AND THE ANTI-TOTALITARIAN FAMILY QUARREL
Kei Hiruta

Amid the ongoing political turmoil, symbolized by
the recent violence in Charlottesville, Virginia, books
and articles abound today to encourage us to re-
read anti-totalitarian classics ‘for our times’. But what
do we find in this body of work originally written in
response to Nazism and Stalinism? Do we find a
democratic consensus forged by a shared anti-
totalitarian commitment? | doubt it. Considering the
cases of Isaiah Berlin and Hannah Arendt, this
article highlights discord beneath what may today
appear like a post-war democratic consensus. |
argue that the anti-totalitarian literature of the last
century encompassed multiple political philosophies,
which sometimes differed irreconcilably from each
other.
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On 11 August 2017, several hundred far-right activists
marched on the campus of the University of Virginia, chant-
ing white nationalist and anti-Semitic slogans: “You will not
replace us’, and ‘Jews will not replace us’. Next day they
joined other groups for a ‘Unite the Right' rally in
Charlottesville, where various racist, white supremacist, and
fascist symbols including the swastika and the Iron Cross
were proudly on display. As onlookers followed live cover-
age on TV and online, violence erupted between the
demonstrators and counter-protestors, and a white terrorist
rammed his car into his adversaries, killing 32-year-old
legal assistant Heather Heyer and leaving nineteen others
injured. The statement by the US President Donald Trump
in the afternoon exacerbated the crisis, failing to name the
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crime and condemning the ‘egregious display of hatred,
bigotry and violence on many sides’ (my emphasis). Awful
though it was, this series of events was not so much a sur-
prise as yet another confirmation of what many had sus-
pected for some time: the end of political order as we have
known it. A recent New Statesman article mobilized strong
rhetoric to articulate the widely held view: the democratic
West is crumbling and President Trump is, like ‘the
emperor Nero, fiddling while Rome burns’."

One corollary of the current turmoil has been the resur-
gence of interest in the body of work originally written in
response to Nazism and Stalinism. As swastika graffiti
announce their appearance in today’s Armagh, Sheffield,
Plymouth, Leicester, London, Glasgow, Chicago, Houston,
New York and elsewhere,? the anti-totalitarian classics of
the last century are claimed to be urgent and prescient,
ostensibly capable of helping us preserve the world built
over the last seventy years. But it is worth asking if the
post-war West was really a ‘Rome’ characterized by greater
moral and political certainty. Granted, we live in a turbulent
time today, but was there a democratic consensus forged
by a shared anti-totalitarian commitment? | doubt it. At least
among thinkers and philosophers, there was significant
discord beneath their common opposition to Nazism and
Stalinism. They often disagreed with each other when it
came to the question of what the democratic world should
stand for. If they are to be called a family, the post-war anti-
totalitarian thinkers formed a troubled family with bitter
quarrels. Isaiah Berlin and Hannah Arendt, two of the most
influential members of this family, present a case in point. The
two iconic thinkers are frequently drafted into the current
battle to save the democratic West from (self-)destruction.
But they themselves were hardly allies, proposing different
normative visions that were irreconcilable with each other.
To recall this difference serves as an antidote to the temp-
tation to romanticize the recent past.

Let me begin with Isaiah Berlin, whose political philoso-
phy represents the most influential strand of anti-totalitarian
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thought known as Cold War liberalism. Simply put, there
are six ingredients essential to the ideal society he envi-
sions. First and foremost, there must be a degree of peace,
order and stability. This might sound like a boring idea. But
as someone who lived in the age of extremes and saw
first-hand the Russian civil war as well as the Second
World War, Berlin did not take peace, order and stability for
granted. Like Thomas Hobbes, Berlin is aware that peace
is something that we must earn, a condition of society that
we must achieve. While Berlin certainly does not support
Hobbes’s defence of the absolutist state, there is a sense
in which Berlin is ‘Hobbesian’: he never underestimates the
scarcity and normative importance of peace.

The second key ingredient of Berlin’s ideal society is his
famous conception of negative liberty as non-interference.
In Berlin’s terms, a person is negatively free if he is not pre-
vented by others from doing what he could otherwise do.
This concept is called ‘negative’ because liberty is defined
in terms of the absence of that which negates freedom. To
be free in this sense is to be free from unfreedom concep-
tualized as external interference. What, then, does it mean
for a society to guarantee this type of freedom? In practical
terms, it minimally demands that men and women should
be able to choose for themselves how to live, and live
according to their own conceptions of the good. The
Berlinian society is not only a peaceful society but also a
negatively free society.

The third and fourth key ingredients directly follow from
negative liberty. The third is toleration. It follows from nega-
tive liberty because a society in which men and women
can choose how to live and live as they choose is of
necessity a society in which different conceptions of the
good are accepted as legitimate. For example, suppose
you are a Corbynite socialist and your neighbour a
Thatcherite conservative. Suppose, further, that you do not
like each other on a personal level, either. But unless you
are or your neighbour is a very unusual person, you would
not want to attack one another as a result of your
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differences. On the contrary, so long as both you and your
neighbour are members of a (negatively) free society, you
tolerate each other because we believe each and every
member is entitled to his opinion, his choice, and his con-
ception of the good. Of course, there is a limit to toleration.
If, for example, you find your neighbour radicalized and
plotting an act of terror, you should not say, ‘well, it's his
negative liberty and | respect his choice to be a terrorist’.
No. You should contact the police in the interest of public
safety. But so long as people do not harm others, you must
tolerate them, even if you disagree with them and even
dislike them.

The fourth ingredient is privacy, and it also follows from
negative liberty. In this context it is worth highlighting that
Berlin is especially concerned with interference by the state
in individual conduct. Here he departs from Hobbes and
allies himself with Benjamin Constant. For Hobbes, the
primary threat to human life and liberty comes from
anarchy, or the absence of political authority. For Berlin, as
for Constant, it comes at least as much from the excessive
concentration of power in the government, which could
undermine negative liberty in the form of arbitrary arrest
and imprisonment, unwarranted policing and censorship,
and so on. In Berlin’s free society, there is a space in
which individuals are entitled to do whatever they wish to
do so long as they do not harm others. That is the space of
privacy.

If you live in a peaceful and tolerant society, where men
and women enjoy privacy and negative liberty, you already
live in a minimally good society in Berlin’s terms. But that is
not enough. Berlin adds two further ingredients, which
make his society a richer and more fulfilling place to live.
One is decency. By this he basically means the propensity
for treating others in a humane manner. This is similar to
tolerance to the extent that both decency and tolerance are
about the relations you have with others. But decency is
more robust than tolerance. While tolerance can take the
form of cold indifference, decency requires a degree of
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warmth, a willingness to recognize dignity in others and
show an appropriate level of kindness to them.

Finally, Berlin is aware that your life could be deeply
unsatisfying if you do not feel as if you belong to the
society you are part of. The last ingredient of the Berlinian
society is a ‘sense of belonging’. Perhaps the best way to
understand this idea is to imagine what your life would be
like if you are all of a sudden transported to a foreign
country, which is peaceful, tolerant, free and decent, and
yet where you neither know anyone nor speak the local lan-
guage. You are a stranger. Nobody condemns you for
being different, but you know that you are different. Nobody
tries to humiliate you, and everybody treats you respectfully
and humanely. But you have no friends; you have no one
to talk to; you are estranged, alienated, alone. Would you
be happy? No, you would not — or so says Berlin.
According to him, it is the late eighteenth-century German
philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder who recognized the
centrality of the need to belong for human life. Berlin says,
paraphrasing Herder:

Men need food, they need drink, they need security,
they need shelter, and among other things which they
need equally strongly is to belong. That means they
want to be members of a society [...] which speaks
their language, which shares common memories with
them, so that they feel at home among these people,
and when they speak, they don’t need to explain
themselves, there’'s a certain degree of instinctive
mutual understanding [between] people like that.3

To recapitulate, the essential ingredients comprising Berlin’s
ideal society are: peace, order, and stability; negative liberty;
tolerance; privacy; decency; and a sense of belonging. Does
such a society exist? Yes, according to Berlin, one actually
existing society that already embodied all those ingredients,
albeit imperfectly, was the post-war England in which he
lived. Berlin certainly idealized England, and one wonders
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what he would say about the increasingly xenophobic post-
Brexit England today. But he lived in a different and
perhaps more innocent time, and this is what he had to say
in an interview: ‘liberalism is essentially the belief of people
who have lived on the same soil for a long time in com-
parative peace with each other. An English invention’.#

There was another society which Berlin thought could
realize his ideals, and that was the State of Israel. In an
essay he wrote in 1953, known as ‘The Origins of Israel’,
he memorably said: ‘Israel remains a living witness to the
triumph of human idealism and willpower over the allegedly
inexorable laws of historical evolution. And this seems to
me to be to the eternal credit of the entire human race’.®
True, Berlin came to be disappointed in later developments
in Israeli politics and, again, one wonders what he would
say about Benjamin Netanyahu’s Israel today. But Berlin
thought that Israel could mature into a stable, democratic,
secular, liberal, tolerant, and decent society. With a bit of
luck, he thought, it could provide a home for cultural
belonging to the majority Jewish population, while suffi-
ciently meeting the needs and demands of the minority
populations and forming peaceful relations with its neigh-
bours. Of course, there was an important difference
between Berlin’s England and his Israel. In England his
ideals had allegedly been realized to a considerable extent.
Israel, by contrast, had a long way to go. But in 1953 when
he wrote ‘The Origins of Israel’, he thought the country was
developing in a right direction. Even later, when he became
far more pessimistic, he never gave up the hope that it
might return to the right track.

To turn to Arendt, a word about terminology is firstly in
order. It is problematic to talk about an Arendtian ‘society’
because, when she speaks about politics, she generally
avoids the term ‘society’ and speaks about a body politic, a
political community, and most typically a republic. The
reason is that she follows a broadly Hegelian distinction
between the social and the political and associates society
with economic activities, and a republic with political
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activities proper. Of course, whether the political and the
social can be so neatly separated has been a matter of
debate. But | am not concerned with this issue. In the rest
of the article, | shall for the sake of convenience follow
Arendt’s terminology and discuss her republic.

The first ingredient fundamental to the Arendtian republic
is a conception of belonging. But unlike its Berlinian coun-
terpart, Arendt’s belonging is not about being a member of
a cultural group. It is to have membership in a distinctly pol-
itical community. In other words, it is about citizenship.
Herein lies one of the most important differences between
Berlin and Arendt.6 Berlin, on the one hand, believes that a
society has to be relatively homogeneous in cultural terms
if it is to be stable and give its members a sense of belong-
ing. He conceptualizes the people or the demos as a
nation, endorsing the nation-state system not only as a
legitimate form of governance but also as a way of provid-
ing cultural homes for different peoples. Of course, Berlin is
aware that the nation-state system is a relatively recent
invention. But he does not believe that this system will or
should end in the foreseeable future. On the contrary, he
thinks that the specifically national belonging is arguably
the most promising basis for satisfying people’s need to
have a sense of belonging. Arendt, on the other hand,
never tires of insisting that the nation-state system is pro-
foundly defective because it always raises, and is never
able to solve, what she calls the ‘minority problem’: the
existence of minority populations who do not belong — eth-
nically or culturally or linguistically — to the nation. If the
‘refugee crisis’ of the early twentieth century told us any-
thing at all, it is the deficiency of the nation-state system.
She writes: ‘The nation-state’s unsuitability for life in the
modern world has long been proven, and the longer people
cleave to it, the more wickedly and recklessly will the ways
in which the nation-state and nationalism have been per-
verted assert themselves’.” The first ingredient of the
Arendtian republic is citizenship as strictly separated from
nationality.
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The second key ingredient follows directly from her con-
ception of citizenship. It is a set of constitutionally guaran-
teed rights and liberties. As citizens, members of a republic
are entitled to the right to free speech, the right to free
movement, the right to free association, and so on. To have
no such rights is to be excluded from a political community;
to have the rights is to be a citizen.

It is one thing for citizens to have the rights; it is quite
another to use them. The third key ingredient of the
Arendtian republic is her conception of active citizenship.
She contrasts this with the complacency of bourgeois indi-
vidualism, which she believes to characterize liberalism.
Whereas bourgeois individuals are preoccupied with pro-
duction, consumption, and moneymaking, Arendt’s citizens
are public-spirited and enjoy the experience of discussing
and making decisions about matters of common concern.
Similarly, whereas bourgeois individuals conceptualize polit-
ics as the pursuit of private interests by way of voting,
Arendtian citizens want to make their opinions heard, either
by direct participation in an assembly or by forming volun-
tary associations in civil society. Finally, while bourgeois
individuals stay in the comfort of family and household,
Arendtian citizens show the courage to express themselves
in public, ready to be seen, heard and judged by others. If
Berlin wants members of his free society to be decent, tol-
erant, moderate, humane and kind, Arendt wants her citi-
zens to be courageous and independent, resisting social
conformism and the tyranny of the majority, which she
believes are pervasive in modern liberal democracy.

The final ingredient of the Arendtian republic is her con-
ception of political freedom. What does this mean? A
formal definition may be given as follows: a person is polit-
ically free in Arendt's sense when he is acting and interact-
ing and speaking and deliberating with others about
matters of common concern in a public realm. A useful, if
imperfect, way of understanding this idea is to see Arendt’s
political freedom as a variant of ‘positive liberty’ in a broad
sense. All conceptions of negative liberty, including Berlin’s
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liberty as non-interference, are defined as non-X, in terms
of the absence of that which makes one unfree. Positive
liberty, by contrast, is defined in terms of the presence of
something that makes one free. What, then, is it that must
be present in Arendt’s political freedom? The answer is pol-
itical action, understood as direct, discursive, and performa-
tive participation in public affairs. Freedom and politics are
inseparable because it is only through political action that
men and women appreciate and appropriately respond to
the ‘natality’ and ‘plurality’ that fundamentally condition our
being as human beings. | cannot do justice to the complex-
ity of Arendt's argument here, but her basic idea is that
each and every human person is unique not only in the
sense that everyone is different from everyone else but
also in the sense that everyone is endowed with the cap-
acity to do something to bring about a change to the world
that would have developed differently had he not acted as
he did. To exercise political freedom is to actualize spontan-
eously the distinctly human capacity for doing something
new to make unique contributions to the common world
that we share with others. To be free is to ‘act’ in this spe-
cific Arendtian sense.

In short, the key ingredients comprising Arendt’s ideal
republic are: belonging as citizenship; legal protection of
rights and liberties; citizens’ willingness to exercise those
rights, especially the right to free speech and free assem-
bly; courage as a political virtue; and political freedom as ‘a
state of being manifest in action’.8

Has there been a place in history that approximated
Arendt’s ideals? There are at least several candidates. One
is the ancient Greek city-states, especially democratic
Athens, to which Arendt repeatedly refers as a kind of ideal
polity. Another candidate is self-governing small-scale com-
munities and town-hall meetings in Colonial America, and
here one hears the echo of Tocqueville’s Democracy in
America. A further example is the late 1960s USA and
several European countries, where some among the New
Left seemed to Arendt to be acting together spontaneously
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out of a genuine desire to do something to rectify the poor
state of actually existing democracies.

Ultimately, the examples Arendt mentions to illustrate her
ideals concern not so much geography as temporality:
America in 1776 (rather than America), France 1848 and
1870 (rather than France), Germany 1918-19 (rather then
Germany), Hungary 1956 (rather than Hungary), and so on.
Those dates stand for times of crises, revolts and revolution-
ary upheavals. This is no coincidence because ‘politics as
usual’ within the framework of the modern nation-state
system is incompatible with Arendt's radical democratic
vision. Only at those moments when ordinary parliamentary
democracy breaks down do we have the chance to see the
kind of politics Arendt truly admires. This does not mean
that she wants a permanent crisis. She is emphatically con-
cerned with the question of how to institutionalize freedom,
though she is keenly aware of its difficulties and, perhaps,
its oxymoronic impossibility. Rather, her ultimate goal is an
alternative political structure to replace the nation-state
system altogether. The alternative is a highly decentralized
federation of democratic units or ‘councils’. A particularly
vivid exposition of her ideal polity is found in an interview
she gave in 1970:
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We want to participate, we want to debate, we want
to make our voices heard in public, and we want to
have a possibility to determine the political course of
our country. Since the country is too big for all of us
to come together and determine our fate, we need a
number of public spaces within it. [...] [I]f only ten of
us are sitting around a table, each expressing his
opinion, each hearing the opinions of others, then a
rational formation of opinion can take place through
the exchange of opinions. There, too, it will become
clear which one of us is best suited to present our
view before the next higher council, where in turn
our view will be clarified through the influence of
other views, revised, or proved wrong. [...] In this
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direction | see the possibility of forming a new
concept of the state.®

One important aspect of Arendt's work is that she has little
to say on the issue of transition: how the nation-state
system in which we find ourselves today might be trans-
formed into the alternative system that she endorses in
theory. One might say this is a flaw or deficiency. But |
think Arendt’s silence on transition is a testimony to her
realism. She says: ‘Politics is, among other things, the art
of the possible and the possibilities of men and peoples
are always limited. Not recognizing such limits is megalo-
mania, even when it hides behind very sublime feelings/
intentions’.’® Declining to be a political megalomaniac,
Arendt candidly conceded that her radical democratic vision
was unlikely to be realized in her lifetime. In 1970 she said:
‘if you ask me now what prospect it has of being realized,
then | must say to you: Very slight, if at all’.™

How will the recent crises across the democratic world
play out in the long run? Will future generations consider
the late 2010s comparable to the late 1920s? We are not
in a position to know. But there are some worrying signs,
and books and articles abound today, for good reason, to
encourage us to re-read anti-totalitarian classics ‘for our
times’. Useful though it is, this body of literature tends to
obscure disputes within the anti-totalitarian family, paying
little attention to the discord beneath what may today
appear like a post-war democratic consensus. But there
were multiple anti-totalitarian political philosophies, and
divides ran across the trunk of the family tree as well as its
numerous branches. To illustrate this, | have focused on
two central members of the family whose ideals clashed
with each other: Berlin and Arendt. Today we are told to
read their works (as well as their contemporaries’) to
respond to the challenges confronting us, as if to say both
thinkers are equally ‘on our side’. This, however, can be
only partially true because they endorsed irreconcilably dif-
ferent ideals. Of course, both supported democracy in
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some sense. But, on closer inspection, they disagreed over
central questions such as whether nationhood should be
relevant to the demos, what freedom the members of the
demos should be able to enjoy, and what relations they
should have with each other.

To recognize disputes like these is to attend to the com-
plexity of the post-war anti-totalitarian thinkers’ works.
Realizing this complexity by itself does little to resolve our
crises. Nevertheless, it helps us appreciate what we should
expect when re-reading texts like Arendt's Origins of
Totalitarianism and Berlin’'s “Two Concepts of Liberty’: not a
democratic consensus on which a ‘Rome’ was securely
built but a cacophony of ideas that have assisted democratic
citizens to muddle through in times of great uncertainty.

Kei Hiruta is a Research Fellow at Wolfson College,
Oxford. kei.hiruta@philosophy.ox.ac.uk
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