
THE ROLE OF AESTHETICS IN THE POLITICS
OF HANNAH ARENDT

Hannah Arendt’s work is often inter
preted as promoting an aesthetic form of pol
itics. For Arendt, political action discloses 
who someone is in words and deeds, and re
veals her unique character. Because political 
actions disclose the uniqueness of the indi
vidual actor, Arendt’s politics seems to ad
vocate the artistic expression of the political 
actors as the primary purpose for politics. 
Politics would be like a work of art, in which 
a few political actors express themselves to 
an audience of spectators who view their ar
tistic work. Politics becomes an expressive 
art for the benefit, distinction, and fame of 
certain individuals, rather than focusing on 
the needs of the community as a whole. 
Arendt’s discussion of political judgment 
provides further evidence for an aesthetic in
terpretation of her work. For Arendt, politi
cal actions are judged by a community 
through the use of reflective judgments of 
taste that are similar to Kantian aesthetic 
judgments. The term “taste” is most often 
used in relation to art objects, so politics is 
assumed to be aesthetic for Arendt, given her 
model of judgment in based upon Kant’s the
ory of taste. Overall, Arendt has received 
both criticism and praise for the perception 
of her politics as a type of artistic display. 
However, the relation between aesthetics 
and politics in Hannah Arendt’s thought is 
complicated, and she was very careful not to 
conflate the tw o.1 In this essay, I argue that 
Arendt does not aestheticize politics or be
lieve that political actions should be inter
preted through aesthetic categories. First, 
this view would violate her distinction be
tween the activities of action and work, and 
second, this interpretation would ignore her 
assertion that the spectators who judge are 
more important than the political actors. Al-
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though there are some points of commonal
ity between politics and aesthetics in 
Arendt’s project, she remained suspicious of 
attempts to aestheticize or romanticize poli
tics, even at the level of judgment.

Arendt’s account of action in The Human 
Condition is the initial source of the diffi
culty in interpreting the relation between 
aesthetics and politics in her thought. In this 
work, she distinctly divides the activities of 
labor, work, and action. Labor is a human ac
tivity concerned with the cyclical and repeti
tive biological needs of human life that must 
be renewed continuously. Work, in contrast 
to labor, builds more permanent fabricated 
structures that begin to separate persons 
from nature. Through work and fabrication, 
humans build a world with a higher degree of 
permanence and durability to stand against 
nature and to separate themselves from the 
cyclical demands of nature. Finally, action is 
participation in the political life that dis
closes persons in their singularity, and gives 
them the opportunity to be remembered. Ac
tion is important for Arendt because through 
words and deeds persons can accomplish 
acts that are unique to them. She writes in 
The Human Condition, “in acting and speak
ing, men show who they are, reveal actively 
their unique personal identities and thus 
make their appearance in the human world.”2 
In other words, political action discloses 
“who” someone is.3 Also, through political 
action, one can attain a degree of immortality 
because through oral and written record and 
tradition, an individual’s action can be re
membered beyond one’s lifespan. Many 
have interpreted Arendt’s discussion of ac
tion from The Human Condition as an aes
thetic activity because action discloses per
sons in  th e ir  in d iv id u a lity  th ro u g h

PHILOSOPHY TODAY
46

SPEP SUPPLEM ENT 2001



performance. Politically, Arendt seems to be 
endorsing an aesthetic model of politics 
which promotes the creativity and individu
ality of the actor above all else.

Once action is interpreted as aesthetic, 
Arendt is generally either criticized or ap
p lau d ed . The c r it ic s  o f A re n d t’s 
“aestheticization” of politics believe that she 
promotes the creativity and virtuosity of the 
political actor, at the expense of others 
within the community. George Kateb, forex- 
ample, believes that Arendt has a tendency to 
celebrate the play of the actor, without con
sidering the moral consequences of such ac
tion.4 Kateb asserts that since action is not 
tied to universal moral judgments, the actor 
has free reign when it comes to how he or she 
chooses to act. All kinds of action, no matter 
how immoral, seem allowable and permissi
ble for the sake of the actor’s performance. 
Consequently, the creative development of 
the actor could easily lead to detrimental 
consequences for the community, because 
the actor’s creativity is prioritized. For 
Kateb, the demands of disclosing the indi
vidual actor override the political needs of 
the community as a whole in Arendt’s work.

The best of those who defend Arendt’s 
“aestheticization” of politics, such as Dana 
Villa, are careful to note that the political 
“art” of action is not a type of political fabri
cation or romanticism, which is often criti
cized by Arendt. Nonetheless, in Arendt and 
Heidegger: the Fate o f the Political, Villa as
serts that the aesthetic interpretation of ac
tion is a positive component to Arendt’s 
thought. Since action primarily concerns 
freedom and performance, Villa thinks that it 
can be characterized as “artistic” and she 
claims that Arendt is inspired by Nietzsche 
in her artistic portrayal of action. Arendt’s 
strength over Nietzsche, however, is that she 
adopts N ietzsche’s critique of Western 
Metaphysics and Platonism, but improves 
upon it by overcoming its political and ethi
cal weaknesses, such as its tendency towards 
nihilism, subjectivism, and relativism. Villa 
thinks that Arendt surpasses Nietzsche’s

work because she supplements her view with 
a Kantian theory of judgment. By using 
Kant’s aesthetic ideas such as disinterested
ness and common sense, Villa asserts that 
Arendt maintains a boundary that keeps the 
“play playful,” and places limits on the unde
sirable forms of action for the community.5 
Another im portant difference between 
Nietzsche and Arendt’s projects for Villa, is 
that although the political actors are dis
closed through action, they do not express 
themselves, because the meaning of the ac
tion is determined by the audience.6 Thus, 
Villa stresses Arendt’s aesthetic model of 
politics as performative, rather than expres
sive. Although Villa’s interpretation of 
Arendt’s politics is sophisticated because it 
eliminates expressive romanticism, he still 
maintains that Arendt’s politics is primarily 
artistic, and action, understood as “artistic,” 
is a good model for politics. However, 
throughout her work, Arendt recognizes the 
danger of an artistic model of politics and 
has been highly critical of such models.

Even in The Human Condition, the source 
of her so-called aestheticization of politics, 
Arendt clearly separates aesthetics from po
litical action. Art works are fabrications cre
ated by human work, rather than action. The 
main purpose of art objects is that they help 
to create an objective and durable world for a 
community. In distinction from the endless, 
cyclical, necessities attended to by human 
labor, the world created by fabrication is 
somewhat independent from nature and pro
vides a space of durability and relative per
manence in which politics can take place. 
The world built by human fabrication stabi
lizes human life, provides shelter from the 
natural world, and for Arendt, is the neces
sary precondition for the public space of ac
tion.7 Fabrications, including art works, al
low for the creation of a public space that 
relates and separates individuals, and makes 
action possible.

Like all other fabricated things, art works 
begin with the idea of the artist. Each art 
work is constructed according to the idea or
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blueprint of the artist and is built by human 
hands. The idea of the work is used as a pat
tern to guide the actualization of the end 
product.8 The excellence of the object is de
termined by how well the product mimics its 
conceptualization.9 The fabricator has con
trol over the process of creation and there is a 
degree of reversibility with fabrications be
cause the worker can destroy the product and 
begin again if the product is not satisfactory. 
For Arendt, all fabrications, including art 
works, are guided by a means-end rationale. 
The idea or pattern serves as a means to 
guide the fabricator in creating the actual ob
ject.

However, art has a special place amongst 
fabricated things for Arendt. Art works are 
the most durable of fabricated things be
cause they are not used like other use objects, 
such as chairs, tables, and instruments. Art 
has a durability of a higher order than other 
use objects and therefore has the potential to 
survive longer.10 Thus art objects have a simi
larity to political action because they can 
touch upon immortality, but they remain dif
ferent because art is ultimately always an ob
ject of fabrication that helps provide a stable 
and objective world. Art can assist action, 
because poets and artists can help to preserve 
the stories of the actions in order to immor
talize the acts, but the artistic process itself is 
not action for Arendt. The main purpose of 
the work of art is to contribute to the perma
nence and durability of a fabricated human 
world that will last throughout the ages and 
provide a home for human beings.

The art work must be placed in the realm 
of fabrication in Arendt’s project, but even in 
the case of art itself, the importance of art is 
not the creative expression of the artist. In 
Between Past and Future, she states that art 
work helps to provide a stable world for hu
man beings and this function is more impor
tant and compelling that the expression of 
creativity by the artist. She asserts that art 
provides a record of cultural history that far 
surpasses the psychological state of artists,

and thus art can only be judged by its lasting
ness and durability as an object.11 The focus 
of art for Arendt, therefore, is not on the cre
ativity of the artist, but concerns the objectiv
ity of the created thing. If art, like a painting, 
is used for other purposes, such as the disclo
sure of the artist, the refinement of the social 
taste of the viewer, or even to cover a hole in 
the wall, it runs the risk of no longer being 
able to fulfill its function, which is to provide 
a stability and continuity throughout the 
ages for human beings.12 One of Arendt’s cri
tiques of mass society is that it tends to con
sume art works for entertainment purposes, 
which threatens the durability and lasting
ness of art and the fabricated world. She 
claims that this will hinder the possibility of 
human action because without lasting struc
tures, there will not be a permanent space for 
political activity. For her, the most important 
purposes of art are its durability and objec
tivity. Even for the artist, the expressive qual
ity of art is not of great importance, which 
makes political action thought of as artistic 
expression, highly unlikely.13

Although art has a positive function for 
Arendt by helping to build a more permanent 
world, she is highly critical when the model 
of fabrication that is used to create art works 
and other permanent structures, is applied 
politically. Following Heidegger, she sus
tains the importance of the Greek distinction 
between praxis and poiesis. She is against 
the fabrication model of politics based upon 
poiesis. If action is aesthetic, then politics is 
interpreted as a process that can be fabri
cated, created, and controlled according to 
the idea or “pattern” of one actor who ex
presses himself in the creation of the politi
cal act. For Arendt, this is impossible be
cause political action cannot be predicted 
and controlled in this manner. Action falls 
into a web of human relationships and how 
an action will be received cannot be con
trolled in advance. Action is unpredictable 
because it relies upon other people. The 
spectators, who view the action, decide its
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ultimate meaning through a reflective judg
ment. The actors cannot completely control 
or fashion the outcome of their action, and 
they also cannot control how they are dis
closed to a community. These decisions do 
not belong to one individual, but are 
intersubjective in Arendt’s view and are de
cided upon by the community as a whole. If 
one seeks to control all aspects of politics 
like one would control the process of fabri
cation, the result is tyrannical. Politics would 
be based upon one vision of the good, rather 
than taking into account the differing views 
of members of a community. The belief in a 
fabrication model of politics is one of the 
major political problems of contemporary 
times for Arendt. If action were to be under
stood as a type of creative art, then action 
would function like a fabrication where the 
actor uses a pattern in order to create a partic
ular end. Fabricated politics is the antithesis 
of Arendt’s conception of politics, which 
stresses the tyrannical danger of a politics 
dominated by one viewpoint whose ends are 
fabricated like one would fabricate an art 
work. Arendt describes the problem of the 
fabrication model of politics as the “substitu
tion of making for acting,” because action is 
replaced by the fabrication. If political ac
tion were aesthetic, then politics would suf
fer from precisely the problem that she criti
cizes.

Arendt traces the problem of the substitu
tion of making for acting back to Plato’s phi
losophy. Fearing the unpredictability and ir
reversibility of action, Plato sought a more 
predictable standard for politics, guided by 
“ideas” or forms which derive from a model 
of fabrication. These “ideas” provide a uni
versal pattern or plan for ruling the state. 
Since there is only one ideal model, utopian 
politics becomes possible because there is 
one universal plan that assures consensus 
amongst all the members of the community.14 
However, Arendt claims that a universal pol
itics founded on the model of fabrication, 
crushes human plurality and leads to domi
nation because there is only one ideal plan of

action that merely needs to be instituted. In 
the fabrication model of politics, politics is 
controlled by a master in the technique of hu
man affairs who constructs the state accord
ing to a blueprint.15 She thinks that a “form” 
that guides the production of the state is pre
cisely “at the root of all theories of domina
tion which are not mere justifications of an
irreducib le  and irresponsib le  w ill to16power.

In her essay from 1961, “Freedom and 
Politics,” Arendt plainly states that regard
less of the perceived similarities between art 
and action, the political relation is not mod
eled upon the creative arts.17 She states:

Because all action demands virtuosity, and 
because virtuosity is a characteristic pecu
liar to the applied arts, the opinion has been 
widely held that politics constitutes an art.
If, as is frequently the case the word art is 
understood to mean creative art, and the 
State is regarded as a work of art, as, in
deed, the greatest work of art created by the 
hand of man, then such an idea is com
pletely false. In terms of the creative arts, 
which produce something concrete that 
survives the labor that produced it and is 
completely disassociated from it, politics 
are the very reverse of an art . . . .  The State 
is not a work of art, because, if for no other 
reason, its existence never becomes inde
pendent of the actions of the men who cre
ated it.18

Clearly, it is Arendt’s position that action is 
not a creative art. The purpose of fabrication 
is to create a durable object, while action 
cannot be interpreted in the same way, be
cause it does not create an object that can be 
divided from the actor. Action discloses who 
a person is and does not create a fabrication 
from a pattern that can be separated from the 
actor. Art, in contrast, is produced through 
the means of a preconceived plan in order to 
achieve the production of the object that sur
vives as part of the durable world. The tale or
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story of the achievement may be preserved 
through artist’s rendering, but action itself 
cannot be separated from the actors who cre
ate it in freedom. As Jacques Taminiaux 
points out, “what action introduces into the 
world is the uniqueness of someone: not the 
initiative he or she has of making something, 
but the initiative open to the individual for 
being somebody.”19

Since Hannah Arendt does not believe 
that politics and art are the same, why does 
she look to an aesthetic text at all in order to 
construct a theory of political judgment? The 
pivotal similarity between Kant’s theory of 
aesthetic judgment and politics is that both 
art and politics require a community of hu
man beings in order to occur at all. She states 
in “Freedom and Politics”:

Exactly as music, the ballet and the theater 
have need of an audience before which to 
unfold their virtuosity, action, too, requires 
the presence of others in a politically orga
nized sphere. ..  where men live together in 
some sort of community.20

So it is not the creativity or expression of the 
actor that causes action to be like an art, but 
only that politics, like art, requires an audi
ence of other people, in order to take place at 
all. Politics requires other people, and cannot 
occur in isolation. If politics does occur in 
isolation by one ruler, the result is tyranny, 
and possibly totalitarianism, because no 
other views are consulted. Art works also re
quire a public of spectators and this is one 
reason why she looks at Kant’s aesthetic 
writings in order to discuss political judg
ment.

Through exploring Arendt’s Lectures on 
Kant’s Political Philosophy, a provisional 
theory of political judgment can be con- 
structed.21 In this work, Arendt discusses the 
relation between the actor and spectator in 
Kant’s philosophy. Arendt looks to Kant for 
a theory of judgment because Kant’s focus is 
on the audience’s reception of the art work,

rather than the creative process of the artist. 
This follows Kant’s privilege of taste over 
genius in the third Critique. Kant thought 
that taste, which is used to judge an art ob
ject, is more important than the genius and 
originality needed to create the art work.22 
For Kant, the function of art was not to fulfill 
the personality of the creator, but for it to be 
judged by the audience. Following Kant’s 
aesthetic writings, Arendt believes the spec
tator of a political event is more important 
than the actor, because without the spectator, 
action could have no meaning.23 It is the 
spectators who decide the meaning of the po
litical action for a community and they deter
mine how the political agent is disclosed. 
The spectators are vital because they come to 
an impartial decision concerning the mean
ing of the action based upon the community 
sense. The actors are partial when it comes to 
the meaning of their own action, and they are 
incapable of adequately judging the mean
ing of their action for a community. The ac
tors also cannot completely control the 
meaning of their action or how they will be 
disclosed to a community because it depends 
upon the discussion and decision of the spec
tators. The focus of Arendt’s politics, then, is 
not upon the aesthetic potential of political 
actors, but it is upon the common interest of a 
community composed of a plurality of citi
zens.

Action and artistic fabrication are distinct 
in Arendt’s thought and should not be con
fused. Action is political, while art is fabri
cated or produced through human work. The 
similarity that lies between both action and 
artistic fabrication is that both require an au
dience of spectators, albeit in different ways 
and for different reasons. Art requires an au
dience to recognize the durability of the ob
ject in order to build a world separate from 
nature. Action requires spectators who will 
judge the action and decide what is best for a 
community.24 Therefore, action does not 
have any meaning without the audience of 
spectators. Although judgments of beauty
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and political judgments are similar in some 
ways, it cannot be concluded that politics is 
aestheticized by Arendt because it clearly 
goes against her classifications of action and 
work, her focus on the objectivity of the art 
object rather than the expression of the artist, 
and her distrust of a model of politics based 
upon poiesis and fabrication. Arendt’s the
ory of political judgment is intended to allow 
for persons of differing views to participate 
in the process of deciding the meaning of po
litical action. In this way, the community can 
judge based upon the best interests of the 
whole rather than privileging the actor’s ex
pression. Despite the apparent similarities 
between politics and art, it should not be con
cluded that politics is aestheticized by 
Arendt.

This being the case, Arendt escapes the 
criticisms of those who criticize her for con

flating aesthetics and politics, but this does 
not rid her political theory of all its prob- 
lems.25 Although Arendt does not turn poli
tics into art, there is a problem concerning 
the disclosure of the actor in political action. 
Although we are all spectators, not everyone 
will be an actor. In fact, Arendt rightly be
lieves that not everyone will want to be a po
litical actor in the public realm. Therefore, 
Arendt needs to admit some other forms of 
activity that allow individuals to disclose 
themselves as “who” they are. Otherwise, 
the actors will be the only persons afforded 
this opportunity and Arendt’s politics will 
still be liable to the criticism that she unfairly 
prioritizes the political actors, even though it 
is argued that the spectators are more impor
tant politically.
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