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Total Domination

ANNAH ARENDT (1906-1975) was born and
educated in Germany, earning her doctorate from

the University of Heidelberg when she was twenty-two years old. She left Germany for
Paris after Hitler came to power in 1933 and early in the development of Nazi ideology. In
New York City she worked with Jewish relief groups and in 1940 married Heinrich Bluecher,
a professor of philosophy. Arendt joined the faculty of the University of Chicago in 1963
and then taught as a visiting professor at a number of universities, eventually settling at
the New School for Social Research in New York.

The Origins of Totalitarianism, from which this selection is excerpted, was first pub-
lished in 1951 and solidified Arendt’s reputation as an important political philosopher. She
began work on the book in 1945, after Nazism was defeated in Europe, and finished most
of it by 1949, during the period of growing tension between the United. S.tates.and the
Soviet Union that began the Cold War. Much of the book analyzes the politics of lfieology
in fascist and communist countries. Arendt went on to write a number of other influen-
tial works, such as The Human Condition (1958) and Crises of the Republic ( 197?.), both of
Which address the problems she saw connected with a decline In moral values in moc‘lern
society. One of her most controversial books, Eichmann in jerusale.m (1963), exam;n?s
Adolf Eichmann, head of the Gestapo’s Jewish SeCtiO”'.WhO g U,'elc: 12(:':?_(::;; h'i:
Jerusalem. She observed that the nature of Eichmann.'s evil was essen;lsalS e);S P o g
crime involved going along with orders without taking the “mi 3 ¢ its planned thiee
Her last work, The Life of the Mind, was not completed, although tW

volumes were published posthumously In 1978.
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Irtue in maintaining huge numbers of
1y In the Soviet Union, inmates’ labor was of
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might have been used to fight the ¥ .n. :mic.‘_a War I, German resources that
functioned as extermination cente i& il 1 to the concentration cam ps, which
other words, the concentration ny reeled ::,ﬂ_m« potent

that they demonstrated to a
One important rhe

already trumpeted the news to the world in e ¢ ro_._. The Nazis knew, and Hitler had
: . . A his  book Mein Kampf (M hat if

b = R S v pf (My Struggle), tha
a lie was big enough, large numbers of eople would b, . f , W\m 5 mM_a s

states, “a victory of the concentration-camp system would mean the same inexorable
doom for human beings as the use of the hydrogen bomb would mean the doom of the
human race” (para. 14).
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22 PREREADING QUESTIONS: WHAT TO READ FOR

The following prereading questions may help you anticipate key issues in the discussion of

Hannah Arendt’s “Total Domination.” Keeping them in mind during your first reading of
the selection should help focus your attention.

1. What is the role of terror in the totalitarian state?
2. Why is total domination necessary in a totalitarian state?

3. What happens to human beings in concentration camps?

Total Domination

oncentration cam i.vm was of such poor quality v

he concentration and extermination camps of totalitanan regimes Serve

L as the laboratories in which the fundamental belief of moggmamm: Emﬁ
everything is possible is being verified. Compared 59 this, all oamm_. MM%w:-
ents are secondary in importance —including Eomw in the field of m mnm”m
whose horrors are recorded in detail in the trials against the physicians ol the

[ o that these laboratories were used

Third Reich—although it is characteristl

for experiments of every kind. |
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ferentiation of human beings as if all of homanily ¥

e the infinite plurality and dif
ere just one individual, is
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ize all n..mﬁ@nﬁ from the concentration camps and constitute one of the main

for, %@ as m”. ay sound, these camps are the true central institution of
totalitarian organizational power,

_ . , | _ s | 3 0 o
%Nﬂm. reflex was to salivate at the sound of EE‘QONN gm:.—m bell with food. m<m—.—ﬁﬁm.=v~ the
 la société . . . réalisée “The most totalit

about his experience.
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the contrary, anyone mvm.&a:m Or writing about concentration camps is still
regarded as suspect; and if the speaker has resolutely returned to the world of

the living, he himself is often assailed by doubts with regard to his own truth-
fulness, as though he had mistaken a nightmare for reality.

This doubt of people concerning themselves and the reality of their own
experience only reveals what the Nazis have always known: that men deter-
mined to commit crimes will find it expedient to organize them on the vastest,
most improbable scale. Not only because this renders all punishments pro-
vided by the legal system inadequate and absurd; but because the very immen-
sity of the crimes guarantees that the murderers who proclaim their innocence
with all manner of lies will be more readily believed than the victims who tell
the truth. The Nazis did not even consider it necessary to keep this discov-
ery to themselves. Hitler circulated millions of copies of his book in which he
stated that to be successful, a lie must be enormous—which did not prevent
people from believing him as, similarly, the Nazis’ proclamations, repeated ad
nauseam,* that the Jews would be exterminated like bedbugs (i.e., with poison
gas), prevented anybody from not believing them.

There is a great temptation to explain away the intrinsically incredible
by means of liberal rationalizations. In each one of us, there lurks such a lib-
eral, wheedling us with the voice of common sense. The road to totalitarian
domination leads through many intermediate stages for which we can find
numerous analogies and precedents. The extraordinarily bloody terror during
the initial stage of totalitarian rule serves indeed the exclusive purpose of
defeating the opponent and rendering all further opposition impossible; but
total terror is launched only after this initial stage has been overcome and
the regime no longer has anything to fear from the opposition. In this context
it has been frequently remarked that in such a case the means have become
the end, but this is after all only an admission, In paradoxical disguise, that
the category “the end justifies the means” no longer applies, that terror has
lost its “purpose,” that it is no longer the means to frighten people. Nor does

the explanation suffice that the revolution, as in the case of the French Rev-

olution, was devouring its own children, for the terror continues even after

——
ad nauseam To the point of sickness.
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d is that the psyche can
al man; that, indeed, psy-

Ircumstances to express
slowness with which they disintegrate.

-, men who can no longer be

intelligibly human world closely resembles the resurrection of Lazarus.® All
statements of common sense, whether of a psychological or sociological nature,

serve only to encourage those who think it “superficial” to “dwell on horrors.”

If it is true that the concentration camps are the most consequential insti-
tution of totalitarian rule, “dwelling on horrors” would seem to be indispens-
able for the understanding of totalitarianism. But recollection can no more do
this than can the uncommunicative eyewitness report. In both these genres
there is an inherent tendency to run away from the experience; instinctively
or rationally, both types of writer are so much aware of the terrible abyss that
separates the world of the living from that of the living dead, that they can-
not supply anything more than a series of remembered occurrences that must
seem just as incredible to those who relate them as to their audience. Only the
fearful imagination of those who have been aroused by such reports but have
not actually been smitten in their own flesh, of those who are consequently
free from the bestial, desperate terror which, when confronted by real, present
horror, inexorably paralyzes everything that is not mere reaction, can afford to
keep thinking about horrors. Such thoughts are useful only for the perception
of political contexts and the mobilization of political passions. A change of
personality of any sort whatever can no more be induced by thinking about
horrors than by the real experience of horror. The reduction of amanto a bun-
dle of reactions separates him as radically as mental disease from everything
within him that is personality or character. When, like Lazarus, he rises from
the dead, he finds his personality or character unchanged, just as he had left it.

Just as the horror, or the dwelling on it, cannot affect a change of character
in him. cannot make men better or worse, thus it cannot become the basis of
a political community or party in a narrower Sense. The attempts to build up a
European elite with a program of intra-European understanding based on the

common European experience of the concentration camps have foundered in

much the same manner as the attempts mocosn:m the First SM.HEHQM_M Mwm MHM
political conclusions from the international eXperence of the front B
mselves can communicate

In both cases it turned out that the experiences the

; ted Lazarus,
"Lazarus From the Bible (John 11:18-48). Jesus. urged by Martha, resurrec

who had been dead for four days. | s
! the front generation The generation that fought or experienced the fighting

War I (1914-1918).
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dependent systems. First,

d-labor groups that live In relative freedom and

sentenced for limited periods. Secondly, there are the concentration camps

~ in which the human material is ruthlessly exploited and the mortality

re are the authentic force

PO TEAT

<y

.
o b

rate 1s

g

.~ extremely high, but which are essentially organized for labor purposes. And.
t = hirdly, there are the annihilation camps in which the inmates are systemati-
~ cally wiped out through starvation and neglect.

- The real horror of the concentration and extermination camps lies in the
o i that the inmates, even if they happen to keep alive, are more effectively cut

. off from the world of the living than if they had died, because terror enforces
. oblivion. Here, murder is as impersonal as the squashing of a gnat. Someone

3 ~ may die as the result of systematic torture or starvation, or because the camp is

- overcrowded and superfluous human material must be liquidated. Conversely,
. it may happen that due to a shortage of new human shipments the danger
a \_  arises that the camps become depopulated and that the order is now given
~ to reduce the death rate at any price. David Rousset called his report on the
~ period in a2 German concentration camp “Les Jours de Notre Mort,”" and it is
. indeed as if there were a possibility to give permanence to the process of dying
. itself and to enforce a condition in which both death and life are obstructed

- equally effectively.

= It is the appearance of some radical evil, previously unknown to us, that
puts an end to the notion of developments and transformations of qualities.
,. - Here, there are neither political nor historical nor simply moral standards but,

~ atthe most, the realization that something seems to be involved In modern pol-

. ~ iticsthat actually should never be involved in politics as we :mma.ﬁo understand
. it, namely all or nothing—all, and that is an undetermined infinity of forms of
. - human living-together, or nothing, for a victory of the concentration-camp Sys-
- tem would mean the same inexorable doom for human beings as the use of the

1 hydrogen bomb would mean the doom of the human wmom.
There are no parallels to the life in the concentration camps. Its horror can

~ never be fully embraced by the imagination for the very rea5or EWMMMMMW
~ outside of life and death. It can never be fully reported for the very

~ the survivor returns to the world of the living, which makes it impossible for

him to believe fully in his own past experiences. It is B8 @_ocm:_wmcwﬂmmzmﬁﬁww
to tell of another planet, for the status of the wzmcimﬁmw MM Mrmm Mom:n: A 2
o : . are alive ; :
~ Where nobody is supposed to know if ﬁw%.w " all parallels create co nfusion and

though they had never been born. The

Jours . . . Mort Literally, the days of our death.

e
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1 as instruments of labor they had a definite price and as property a definite
1e. The concentration-camp inmate has no price, because he can always be

1 nobodv knows to whom he belongs, because he is never seen. Frop,

the point of _ i€ sty he is absolutely superfluous, although in
times of acute labor shortage, as in Russia and in Germany during the war, he
is used for worke: .. & s el e Be
The concentration camp mmub stitution was not established for the
sake of any possible labor yield; t QE% permanent economic function of the
camps has been the financing of their own supervisory apparatus; thus from
the economic point of view the concentration camps exist mostly for their own
sake. Any work that has been performed could have been done much better
and more cheaply under different conditions. Especially Russia, whose con-
centration camps are mostly described as forced-labor camps because Soviet
bureaucracy has chosen to dignify them with this name, reveals most clearly
that forced labor is not the primary issue; forced labor is the normal condi-
tion of all Russian workers, who have no freedom of movement and can be
arbitrarily drafted for work to any place at any time. The incredibility of the
horrors is closely bound up with their economic uselessness. The Nazis carried
this uselessness to the point of open anti-utility when in the midst of the war,

i

This atmosphere of madness and unreality

| . Created by t lack of
purpose, is the real iron curtain whi chiildes a1 ed by an apparen

forms of concentration camps
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no longer of any interest to anybody, as if they were already dead and some evil

spirit gone mad were amusing himself by stopping them for a while between
life and death before admitting them to eternal peace.

12PDP camps Displaced Persons camps. These camps were common in Europe after World
War I1.

2 QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL READING

1. Why are concentration camps described as “laboratories” for the totalitarian
regime?

2. What is the importance of the concentration camps’ goal of removing human
spontaneity?

3. In what sense are the concentration camps “the true central institution of total-
itarian organizational power” (para. 4)?

4. Arendt implies that the experience of the concentration camp has the effect of
“a mental disease.” Why would that be so?

5. How is murder different from the mass death that characterizes the concentra-
tion camps?

4 L :
6. Why is the concentration camp “useful” to the totalitarian government

8 SUGGESTIONS FOR CRITICAL WRITING

| | | establish-
1. Examine the economic issues Arend raises that aré involved in the

. | itarian state. Decide
ment and operation of concentration camps ina totalitarian s

i | ination, would
whether a totalitarian state, whose goal is to achieve S.nwrmnwﬂ_ g -
be able to derive economic advantage from concentratl

: mic advantage to
this be an important issue? If there Were no:m_%ac_mxmnﬁﬂ“wﬂ any less terrifying?
maintaining concentration camps, would that fact make
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e ey this essay. FOT her the most terrifying
e ents were those of Nazi Germany and the
an . vern see in our contemporary world that mighr,
e pletely “dead”? Do you perceive any threatenin
- in the world today? How do they seem to

3. Should you establish that a government is functioning as a tot.ahtarlan. State
’ | imperative that you do everything possible to

today, do you feel it isa mora i _ .
overthrow that state? Would it be ethical and moral to 50 T eainst Pt
Would it be ethical and mor;

state even if it did not immediately threaten you: VVc . |
for you to turn your back on a totalitarian state and ignore its operation so that
it could achieve the kind of total domination Arendt describes?

4 CONNECTIONS How would Machiavelli (p. 84) interpret Arendt’s discussion of
ends and means in paragraph 8? Would Machiavelli have recommended concen- f
tration camps to his prince as a means of maintaining power? If a prince believed
that concentration camps would be the means by which a state could achievesta-
bility and power, would he be right in assuming that the stability and power thus
achieved were worthwhile ends? Do you think Machiavelli would have accepted
a totalitarian prince?

5. Hannah Arendt reminds us that Hitler practiced “The Big Lie,” which was pred-
icated on the belief that for a lie to work, it had to be enormous — so big that
huge numbers of people would believe it, even if it went against common sense
(para. 6). Arendt also notes that spreading vast lies has become a common prin-

ciple of modern political science. Research current events and write a brief essay
that demonstrates the truth of what Arendt says about the big lie. How many :

instances can you find in recent political statements, either in the United Statés
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his career in order to decide how closely it

domiqation: N\uamm.ar Gaddaf (Libya), Hosn Mubarak (Egypt), or Saddam
Hussein (Iraq). You might also consider Bashar al-Assad he Syri;n leader wh

fight to maintain rule during the Syrian Civil W ‘
' thou
sands of refugees to flee abroad beginning i, 5 Oa:shas caused hundreds of

satisfies Arendt’s conditions of rota
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