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Resisting Biopolitics: Hannah Arendt as a Thinker of Automation,

Social Rights, and Basic Income

Introduction: Arendt and biopolitical modernity

The notion of biopolitics was made famous by Michel Foucault.! In his manifold studies on the
history of power and governmentality, Foucault analyzes how life as a biological fact emerges as the
central concern of modern politics. According to Foucault, biopolitics is a distinctively modern
phenomenon:

What might be called a society’s “threshold of modernity”” has been reached when the life

of the species is wagered on its own political strategies. For millennia, man remained

what he was for Aristotle: a living animal with the additional capacity for a political

existence; modern man is an animal whose politics places his existence as a living being

in question.?
Foucault’s 1975-1976 lectures augment this analysis and reveal the multifaceted historical
relationship between disciplinary power and biopower. For Foucault, the development of biopolitical
racism saw its apex during the era of Nazi Germany.2 During his 1977-1978 lectures, Foucault argued
that the origins of biopower can be located in early Christian communities, in which an understanding
of pastoral power, of a shepherd guiding and directing his flock, developed. Most importantly,
however, Foucault analyses the historical development through which populations are transformed
into a singular object of governance—for example, as the objects of statistical analysis, production,
medication, taxation, and incarceration—as the key factor in the development of modern biopower.*
Lastly, his 1978-1979 lectures sought to connect the history of biopower with the rise of modern
liberalism, but he left this connection largely unexplored.®

Even though Foucault never directly quoted the works of Hannah Arendt—only mentioning her

in passing in a 1983 interview®—Giorgio Agamben has argued that Arendt had, in fact, analyzed how



biological life entered the realm of politics “almost twenty years before The History of Sexuality.”
However, Agamben claims that Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism is lacking a biopolitical perspective
and argues that she never connected her analysis of totalitarianism with her other studies.” In seeking
to both combine and correct the analyses of Foucault and Arendt, Agamben discovers the roots of
biopolitical governance in Roman law and in the figure of homo sacer. This “sacred man” was a
figure who was banished from the political community and could be killed with impunity by anyone.
For Agamben, there is no disjunction between sovereign power and modern biopower: the question
of life as a biological fact has always been a political question, but it is only in modern times that
biological concerns have moved from the margins to the very center of politics.®

In recent literature, significant interventions by André Duarte, Claire Blencowe, and Johanna
Oksala have followed Agamben in reading Arendt as a theorist of biopolitics. However, contrary to
Agamben’s arguments, these studies have shown that Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism is, in fact,
connected to the discourse of biopolitics. Furthermore, unlike what Agamben argues, Arendt’s
narratives concerning the modern biopolitical human condition—nher account of the rise of the social
and her multifaceted diagnosis of the laboring society—are intimately linked with her study of
totalitarianism.®

Beyond analyzing her vision of modern biopolitics, important studies by Miguel Vatter and
Kathrine Braun have shown that Arendt’s understanding of natality as an unpredictable and
spontaneous human capacity to begin something new in the world provides a model of resistance to
the modern biopolitical mode of governance.'® However, even though we are now beginning to see
Arendt’s importance to the field of biopolitical research, she is still often situated at the fringes of this
discourse.! Roberto Esposito even explicitly argues that her work does not confront biopolitics in
any direct sense.*?

This paper examines Arendt’s political thought from the perspective of biopolitics. By developing
two closely interrelated arguments, | follow previous studies in reading Arendt as a critic of modern

biopolitics avant la léttre.



First, in the following section I argue that when Arendt’s famous differentiation between the private,
the social, and the political is interpreted in the light of her lesser-known writings concerning
technology and automation, Arendt emerges as a thinker who developed an original critique of
modern biopolitical governance. In aiming to criticize the modern reduction of politics to mere
bureaucracy, Arendt helps us to envision a future politics that would rise above its current biopolitical
locus. I re-interpret Arendt’s differentiation between the private, the social, and the political by
arguing that this distinction implies two different arguments: a factual-historical description and a
vision concerning future politics. Even though Arendt does indeed assert that, historically, it has been
impossible to solve social problems in political terms, she also recognizes that the development of
modern technology, especially the advent of automation, might make it possible to politicize private
life and social questions with success. Arendt thinks that with the help of technology and automation,
we can strive to politicize matters concerning life itself in a way that the requirements necessary for
an adequate human life will begin to move from being the only political matters to being the
preconditions of politics. The core idea behind this argument is that nothing is political as such, but
that every human need can be potentially politicized. In Arendt’s futuristic vision, the basic
necessities of life are politicized through technological intervention in order to guard the public realm
from being intruded upon by the necessity of the life process. In a world defined by technology, the
slaves of the ancient polis are replaced by mechanical slaves—by machines. Unlike what others have
often suggested, Arendt was not a theoretician who ignored social questions and social justice, but a
political thinker who argued that politics must be something more than the mere bureaucratic
administration of life’s basic necessities.

Second, the subsequent section examines how Arendt’s much discussed advocacy of “the only one
human right”—the “right to have rights”**—arose as a critical response to totalitarian domination and,
more generally, to the modern biopolitical human condition. Drawing on Arendt’s analyses
concerning technology and automation, the section explores how Arendt understood the economic

preconditions of citizenship in the post-totalitarian world. I argue that Arendt saw the fulfilment of



basic social rights as a fundamental precondition for the realization of political rights. Connecting
Arendt’s reflections on technology and automation with her ideas on the right to have rights, |
maintain that her differentiation between the private, the social, and the political can be fruitfully re-
interpreted as an argument for what is today called basic income.

The concluding section provides a summary of my arguments and re-situates Arendt within the
contemporary discourse on biopolitics and human rights. By comparing the different models of
resistance to biopolitical governance that Arendt, Foucault, and Agamben envision, | aim to show
that a critical reading of Arendt’s work opens up a pathway toward understanding the right to life’s
basic necessities as a future human right.

Following the much supported incentive that in understanding Arendt we must proceed from a
holistic perspective of her oeuvre,'* this paper attempts to breathe new life into Arendt’s familiar
categories by relying on a broad array of her lesser-known and recently published writings. In re-
reading Arendt as a critic of biopolitics and as a theorist of automation, social rights, and basic income,
of special importance are her essays “The Cold War and the West” (1962) and “Public Rights and
Private Interests” (1977), her lectures “Revolution and Freedom” (1961), “Labor, Work, Action”
(1964), “On the Human Condition” (1966) and “The Freedom to be Free” (1966-1967), and the
autobiographical interview “Hannah Arendt on Hannah Arendt” (1972). ¥ Because Arendt
overestimated the speed of technological development, my intention is to show that her reflections

possess an untimely actuality.

Rethinking the social in Arendt: Automation and the liberation from

poverty

The central lessons of totalitarianism—that everything is possible and that human beings have no
permanent “nature”*®—and a striking vision of technological modernity!’ set the ground for Arendt’s
famous agenda, “to think what we are doing,” in The Human Condition. By writing against the

background of the “first atomic explosions,” which, according to Arendt, mark the birth of the



“modern world,” she tentatively sketches the potentialities at the “advent of a new and yet unknown
age.”'8 In the substantially diverging German Vita Activa, Arendt speaks of a “situation of the
European humanity at a moment, when a new era dawned for them and therewith for all the people
of the earth.”*®

As Margaret Canovan notes, Arendt’s analyses of modernity are very much concerned with what
she terms the “unnatural growth of the natural”: the modern rise of the social, the development of
totalitarian movements, and the creation of atomic bombs are all processes that dislocate “natural
energies” from their traditional locations.?’ For Arendt, of special importance is an event that she
calls “the advent of automation,” which, according to her, “in a few decades probably will empty the
factories and liberate mankind from its oldest and most natural burden, the burden of laboring and
the bondage to necessity.” While freedom from life’s necessities has always been a human dream, it
has only become possible with “scientific progress and technical developments” that the modern age
has brought with it.2 Arendt’s reflections on the “advent of automation” are by no means a mere side
note in her thought. In fact, in The Human Condition she portrays automation as the last and most
recent stage in the development of modern technology, one which could potentially lead to a large-
scale liberation from labor.?? As Brian Simbrinski argues, this portrayal of technology testifies to the
fact that by 1958, Arendt’s conception of political action “pivoted on automation and cybernetics.”?3
While Simbrinski’s study on Arendt and automation focuses on her writings from the 1950s, in what
follows | aim to show that during the 1960s and 1970s, for Arendt, the rise of technology and
automation comprised an important source of hope. Without succumbing to naive technophilia or
technophobia, she delivers a critical analysis of the ways technological development may change
future politics.

We can begin by considering how Arendt understands the relationship between the social and
technology. In one of the most cited passages of On Revolution, Arendt famously states that the
“whole record of past revolutions demonstrates beyond doubt that every attempt to solve the social

question with political means leads into terror,” and a few pages later she continues that “nothing we



might say today, could be more obsolete than to attempt to liberate mankind from poverty by political
means.”?* These arguably ignorant statements are slightly lessened by the rather obscure qualification
that “it is only the rise of technology, and not the rise of modern political ideas as such, which has
refuted the old and terrible truth that only violence and rule over others could make some men free.”?
However, one can find additional elaboration on these statements if one compares them with

Arendt’s reflections in her 1961 lecture “Revolution and Freedom” and in her essay “The Cold War
and the West,” published in 1962. In both of these writings, Arendt re-states almost word for word
her conviction that poverty simply cannot be conquered via political means.?® However, the crucial
difference is that in these writings, she actually elaborates more on what she means by the rise of
technology. Instead of simply rejecting social questions as non-political ones, Arendt now explicitly
differentiates between the historical inability to resolve the social questions in revolutionary-political
terms and a potential future sphere of politics defined by a new kind of technological development.
The French Revolution no longer appears as the ultimate proof that social questions cannot be dealt
with politically, but instead as the “first fight to give battle to poverty and to deal politically with
necessity”—a fight that was, however, ultimately “lost.”?’ Elaborating on her statement that the
history of revolutions has unequivocally shown that social questions cannot be solved politically, she
writes:

From this, 1 would conclude that there would indeed be no great hope that

revolution and freedom could ever succeed in the world at large, if we were still

living under the conditions where scarcity and abundance were beyond the scope

of human power... But this is no longer the case. Even though the difficulties

standing in the way to a solution of the predicament of mass poverty are still

staggering, they are, in principle at least, no longer insurmountable. The

advancement of the natural sciences and their technology has opened possibilities

which make it very likely that, in a not too distant future, we shall be able to deal

with all economic matters on technical and scientific grounds, outside all political

considerations.?
This statement is truly astonishing. First, it clearly shows that Arendt did not simply ignore social
questions. Rather, she makes a distinction between technocratic and political interventions and argues

that poverty should be tackled on “scientific grounds.” While her choice of words in On Revolution

imply that we should not treat poverty as a political question at all, in “Revolution and Freedom” and



in “The Cold War and the West” Arendt evokes the possibility that social questions—mass poverty
in particular—are problems that could potentially be tackled technologically, “outside all political
considerations.” This is especially interesting since Arendt’s narrative of the rise of the social in The
Human Condition and her interpretation of the French and American Revolutions in her work On
Revolution have been almost unanimously interpreted as the concluding evidence that Arendt is a
thinker who altogether excludes social questions from politics.?®
In “The Cold War and the West,” however, Arendt emphasizes that the future of the West and of

the United States depends on the success of the struggle against poverty and misery at the global level.
She warns us that, in case this struggle should end in failure, in the wealthy countries of the West “we
shall have the occasion to learn by bitter experience how right the men of the French Revolution were
when they exclaimed: ‘Les malheureux sont la puissance de la terre.””% In fact, the whole essay is
defined by a rather astonishing belief in the possibilities of technological development that could
potentially define questions concerning basic human needs as a new sphere of political neutrality.
One could even argue that the plausibility of Arendt’s distinction between the social and the political
relies on the potentialities of technology as a new realm of political “neutrality.” This becomes clear
from the way Arendt continues to ponder these matters:

Our present technical means permit us to fight poverty, and force us to fight

superabundance, in complete political neutrality; in other words economic factors

need not interfere with political developments one way or another. This means for

our political future that the wreckage of freedom on the rock of necessity which we

have witnessed over and over again since Robespierre’s “despotism of liberty” is

no longer unavoidable.®
These quoted passages from “The Cold War and the West” also show Arendt’s unwillingness to
accept social struggles as directly political causes. To this end, Arendt equates technocracy with
political neutrality. How should we understand this dilemma and her distinction between technocratic
intervention and political action?

In a recent reading of Arendt’s work, Ayten Giindogdu has argued that we should read Arendt as

a thinker whose main concern is not to make unworldly conceptual differentiations, but as a thinker

who helps us to figure out how to rightly politicize matters.3? I think this is a key realization. As



Arendt herself clearly emphasizes in her Denktagebuch, when arguing against Aristotle’s view of
man as a political animal: politics is always located in the wholly contingent realm “between men,”
and therefore, “there is no political substance.”3® Everything is potentially political. Following
Gundogdu’s interpretation, | think we can read Arendt’s differentiation between the social and the
political as an argument that states that we can strive to politicize matters in a way that separates the
“social questions” from political ones. What her commentators often seem to misunderstand is that
Arendt is fully aware that defining what is and what is not political is itself always already a political
question: Arendt’s conceptual distinctions reveal her argument, her own voice in this discussion.®*
Thus, instead of understanding Arendt’s conceptual distinctions as unworldly absolutes that remain
attached to some ontological distinction between what is and what is not political, we should see them
as political arguments, as contributions to a political discussion that aims to change our world. Arendt
is acutely aware of the constantly changing nature of human reality, emphasizing that “men are
conditioned beings because everything they come in contact with turns immediately into a condition
of their existence.”® If anything then, her reflections on technology show that Arendt did not have a
stagnant view of the realms of labor, work, and action. Rather, by rethinking politics in a world
defined by technology, she aims to provide critical resources for contemporary political thought, for
politicization, by drawing inspiration from such political events that have exemplary value in her eyes.
We can find additional evidence and elaboration on Arendt’s views on the relationship between
technology and politics from a 1964 lecture entitled “Labor, Work, Action.” In it, Arendt goes into
greater detail in describing her ideas on the future of politics and technology by relating her own
reflections on Marx’s ideas:
the actual goal of the revolution in Marx is not merely the emancipation of the
laboring or working classes, but the emancipation of man from labor. For “the
realm of freedom begins only where labor determined through want” and the
immediacy of “physical needs” ends. And this emancipation, as we know now, to
the extent that it is possible at all, occurs not by political emancipation—the
equality of all classes of the citizen—but through technology. I said: To the extent

that it is possible, and | meant by this qualification that consumption, as a stage of
the cyclical movement of the living organism is in a way also laborious.3®



Here again, Arendt repeats her conviction that the emancipation from labor does not occur through
political intervention, but, if at all, “through technology.” She also clearly distinguishes herself from
the Marxist and Socialist traditions of thought by downplaying the role of politics in a process of
politicization that could potentially lead to the “emancipation of man from labor.” However, Arendt
makes an important augmentation to her earlier argument: for her, the liberation from labor can never
be absolute because the life of living organisms itself is “in a way laborious.”
She further develops her ideas on overcoming social injustice and poverty in a lecture from
1966/1967, which has been recently published under the title “The Freedom to be Free.” In this essay,
she emphasizes that the first two revolutions reveal that “the conquest of poverty is a prerequisite for
the foundation of freedom, but also that liberation from poverty cannot be dealt with in the same way
as liberation from political oppression.”®’ It is well known that in On Revolution Arendt famously
argues that every revolution necessarily has two sides and stages: first, each revolution must liberate
itself from unwanted foreign or domestic domination and from the chains of poverty; second, every
revolution is confronted with the phase of foundation—the constitution of a new political body.38 In
“The Freedom to be Free,” Arendt elaborates on this argument further by noting that in history,
“rulership” had its “most legitimate source not in a drive to power but in the human wish to
emancipate mankind from the necessities of life,” and she argues that this, and not the accumulation
of wealth, is at the “core of slavery.”3® She continues this line of thought by arguing that it is only
technology that has changed this reality, “at least in some parts of the world.”*° The following lines
are worth quoting in full:
What America achieved by great good luck, today many other states, though
probably not all, may acquire by virtue of calculated effort and organized
development. This fact is the measure of our hope. It permits us to take the lessons
of the deformed revolutions into account and still hold fast not only to their
undeniable grandeur but also to their inherent promise.*

Here, Arendt separates technological calculation and administration from political deliberation more

clearly than anywhere else in her work. Although in some of her writings Arendt makes some very

problematic interpretations and formulations concerning the history of slavery and modern forms of



social inequality, quite importantly in “The Freedom to be Free” she highlights the fact that the
accumulation of American wealth in modern times depended “to a considerable degree on black
misery.”42

When reading these surprising passages, which reveal Arendt’s belief in the possibilities of
technology and, thus, give additional elaboration to her core arguments in On Revolution and in The
Human Condition, one is compelled to ask: What does she hope to achieve by clinging to her
distinction between the social and the political? In a telling passage from “The Cold War and the
West,” Arendt elaborates on this conceptual distinction as follows: “In a sense, the fight against
poverty, though to be conducted by technical, non-political means, must also be understood as a
power struggle, namely, as the struggle against the force of necessity to prepare the way for the forces
of freedom.”*® Here, Arendt is obviously attempting to formulate the idea that technical and non-
political interventions to eradicate poverty should be understood as preconditions for political
freedom.

A similar description can be found in a statement made by Arendt at a 1972 conference dedicated
to her own political thought. Arendt was asked what she meant by her distinction between the social
and the political. To the astonishment of anyone who is familiar with her critical narrative concerning
the rise of the social, in her answer Arendt referred positively to Friedrich Engels: “Everything which
can really be figured out, in the sphere Engels called the administration of things—these are social
things in general. That they should then be subject to debate seems to me phony and a plague.”** She
stated that in relation to such pressing issues as education, health, urban problems, and living
standards, “with every one of these questions there is a double face. And one of these faces should
not be subject to debate.”*® How can Arendt positively refer to a communist thinker like Engels, who
advocated just such an “administration of things” in the realm of politics that Arendt had apparently
always criticized so harshly?

In fact, I think Arendt’s critique of bureaucracy is more nuanced than is usually argued. She is not

critical of bureaucracy as such, but even favors it in the realm of the social: what Arendt criticizes is,



more specifically, the reduction of politics to mere bureaucracy. By excluding the mere “whatness”
of labor and human life from the public realm, her concern is to salvage our “whoness,” which we
can reveal only by inserting ourselves into the public realm through words and deeds—an event that,
according to her, is like a “second birth.”*® Arendt’s ambition is to protect the public realm from
being intruded upon by the facticity of private life and to secure a space where human uniqueness can
appear. The great potential that Arendt sees in automation is precisely the possibility of freeing
politics from its current biopolitical locus: while modernity tends to reduce politics to a “gigantic,
nation-wide administration of housekeeping,” %’ Arendt’s great hope is that with the help of

technology, politics could be re-established above the mere administration of necessities.

Arendt on the priority of social rights: The right to have rights revisited

In this section, I move on to argue that Arendt’s work provides a fruitful framework for thinking
about basic income as a future human right and as a model of resistance to biopolitics. As we will see,
such a move, however, requires thinking with and against Arendt. Previous research, such as erudite
works by Seyla Benhabib, Patricia Owens, and Gundogdu, have explored how Arendt promotes the
right to belong to some form of human community as a fundamental human right.*® However, since
Arendt is usually read as an author who gives little attention to economic questions and social justice,
very little has been written on the connection between her understanding of citizenship and its
materialist or economic preconditions. In what follows, | will tackle this issue.

Inthe introduction to The Origins, Arendt famously argues that after the disaster of totalitarianism,
we need to establish a “new law on earth, whose validity this time must comprehend the whole of
humanity while its power must remain strictly limited, rooted in and controlled by newly defined
territorial entities.”*° This law would essentially mean the right of every human being to belong to
some form of human community, and within a given body politic it would concretely mean the “right

to action” and the “right to opinion.”*® Here, Arendt develops a vision of thin cosmopolitan federalism



that would remain conscious of the fact that “men cannot become citizens of the world as they are
citizens of their countries.”>!

In other words, Arendt advocates the possibility of broadening our understanding of the juridical
personality—even if in the thinnest possible sense—to the global realm. The danger for Arendt is
precisely that without this fundamental right, without juridical personality, human beings can be
reduced to their mere natural givenness and thus be dominated as subjects of biopower:

Without his persona, there would be an individual without rights and duties,

perhaps a “natural man”—that is, a human being or homo in the original meaning

of the word, indicating someone outside the range of the law and the body politic

of the citizens, as for instance a slave—but certainly a politically irrelevant being.>2
As Arendt notes, the original meaning of the word persona was elaborated in the mask that ancient
actors wore in plays. It had a double-function: on the one hand, it hid or replaced the actor’s own face,
but, on the other, this happened “in a way that would make it possible for the voice to sound
through.”>® Arendt criticizes the French Revolution precisely because it had no concept of the
juridical persona and the fact that the revolutionaries believed they had “liberated the natural man in
all men.”>* Without the rights of citizenship, no voice of a unique person can “sound through.” She
also portrayed the history of the Holocaust as a process of extermination that begun by killing the
juridical person, continued through the destruction of the moral person, and, ultimately, aimed at
destroying human spontaneity as such.®® The goal of totalitarian domination was to reduce human
beings to “undistinguishable and undefinable specimen of the species homo sapiens,”® to the “lowest
common denominator of organic life itself,”>” in order to make murder “as impersonal as the
squashing of a gnat.”®® In an “ideal” situation, death factories would merely process “superfluous
human material”’®® that was nothing more than “unqualified, mere existence.”® It is in relation to
these unparalleled events that Arendt writes: “the world found nothing sacred in the abstract
nakedness of being human”; she further states, “it seems that a man who is nothing but a man has lost
the very qualities which make it possible for other people to treat him as a fellow-man.”®!

For Arendt, totalitarianism appears as the most extreme form of biopolitical domination. In her

view, this unparalleled event was a contingent crystallization of different elements inherent to the



modern age as such.? It is thus not surprising that Arendt contends that it is in the modern world in
general that we have become “more and more concerned with life (or labor) per se.”®® She explicitly
states that “contemporary politics is concerned with the naked existence of us all.”®* For Arendt, the
modern factories of mass destruction were both an unforeseen event and the most extreme expression
of what she terms a potentially deadly “linkage of politics and life” that is “the peculiarity of modern
society.”®
Arendt’s vision of a “right to have rights” was obviously conceptualized against these historical

realities. She was always of the opinion that “politics is never for the sake of life”—that “life qua life”
should not matter in the realm of the political, arguing that politics is only possible when individuals
have the possibility and the time to free themselves from the toils of labor.% What is often
misunderstood is that, for Arendt, poverty and politics are, in fact, incompatible:

Only those who know freedom from want can appreciate fully the meaning of

freedom from fear, and only those who are free from both want and fear are in a

position to conceive a passion for public freedom, to develop within themselves

that godt or taste for liberté and the peculiar taste for egalité or equality that liberte

carries within it.%’
Arendt was very clear in expressing the opinion that “to be free for freedom mean([s] first of all to be
free not only from fear but also from want.”®® As | argued in the previous section, Arendt thought
that only the development of technology, and what she once in a letter to Jaspers terms the “coming
automation,”®® could potentially liberate human beings from the toils of labor on an unprecedented
scale. These same ideas are also implied in On Revolution. In it, Arendt argues that we should not, as
during the French Revolution, equate the rights of men with nature and make the “rights to the
necessities of life” the absolute end of government. Instead, one of Arendt’s more complex sentences
implies that these rights should be understood as “prepolitical rights that no government and no
political power has the right to touch and to violate.””® But do these passages really change anything
in terms of understanding Arendt as a political theorist?

Even though many of Arendt’s arguments are problematic, she was nevertheless aware that “the

emancipation of women and of the working class—that is, of the segments of humanity never before



allowed to show themselves in public life—puts a radically new face on all political questions.”’
Arendt’s clearest articulation of the interconnectedness of positive freedoms and the liberty from
poverty occurs in a posthumously published essay entitled “Public Rights and Private Interests”
(1977). By differentiating between “private rights we have as individuals from the public rights we
have as citizens,” Arendt seeks to challenge what she deems the “traditional assumption” prevalent
in the West: that our rights are private and our obligations public.”? Here, Arendt repeats her famed
assertion that public life is like a second life, “a luxury; it is an additional happiness that one is made
capable of only after the requirements of the life process have been fulfilled.””® After making this
point, Arendt directly endorses the correct politicization of private life as a precondition for
citizenship:

So if we talk about equality, the question always is: how much have we to change

the private lives of the poor? In other words, how much money do we have to give

them to make them capable of enjoying public happiness? Education is very nice,

but the real thing is money. Only when they can enjoy the public will they be willing

and able to make sacrifices for the public good. To ask sacrifices of individuals

who are not yet citizens is to ask them for an idealism which they do not have and

cannot have in view of the urgency of the life process. Before we ask the poor for

idealism, we must first make them citizens: and this involves so changing the

circumstances of their private lives that they become capable of enjoying the

“public.”™
In this passage, Arendt clearly recognizes minimum economic equality as a precondition of political
freedom as such and argues that we should pursue the eradication of poverty through the correct
politicization of these matters. She continues this line of thought by stating that the precondition of
freedom is not wealth, but, on the one hand, security and a place of one’s own that can shelter
individuals from the “claims of the public.” For Arendt, the primary condition of privacy is thus
ownership, which she distinguishes from mere property. On the other hand, she argues that freedom
requires the existence of a public realm, one which must also be protected from the reckless promotion
of private interests.”® At the very end of “Public Rights and Private Interests,” Arendt criticizes the

prevalent political systems for their inability to provide such a world of in-between, noting that

“neither the capitalist system nor the socialist system respects ownership any longer,” and coming to



the conclusion that, “hence, one of our problems is to find a way to restore ownership to private
individuals under the conditions of modern production.”

In my opinion, these passages testify to the fact that Arendt would actually have agreed with her
husband Heinrich Bllcher, who wrote in a letter to their mutual friend Karl Jaspers: “Like philosophy
[whose task is to bring together] truth and freedom, the task of politics is the equally immense task
of bringing together freedom and justice.””” But how could such a change towards combining politics
and justice by altering the private lives of the poor be successfully pursued?

As Steven Klein highlights, Arendt never really pursues her ideas in this direction.”® Even though
Arendt herself once noted that the two key problems of the contemporary world are “the political
integration of technical power” and “the political organization of mass societies,”’® beyond the
writings analyzed above she leaves this connection largely unexplored. However, and though she
remained quite skeptical of how far to take such an idea, Arendt recognized that a successful
“administration of things” could only be achieved “in a more or less central manner.”®? In any case,
she was sure that this could not happen as a result of the capitalist free market. Even though Arendt
herself said that she was never “either a socialist or a communist,” she was nevertheless always very
critical of capitalism and of the “liberals’ political philosophy according to which the mere sum of
individual interests adds up to the miracle of the common good.” This liberal attitude, to her, was
“always ‘totalitarian,”” because it falsely understood the relationship of society, economics, and
politics solely in the light of private interests.8! In a roundtable talk from 1975, just before her death,
Arendt criticized capitalism and classical economic theory in clear terms, noting that Adam Smith’s
theory of an invisible hand is one of the most harmful and falsest of theories that exist.®

In interpreting Arendt’s critique of capitalism, then, a problem remains: if one refuses to accept
modern liberal individualism and capitalism, and if one also rejects socialism and communism, as
Arendt does, what realistic political alternatives remain? Arendt herself, of course, always refused to

accept any such political isms and opted instead to “think without bannisters,” notoriously stating the



following words in relation to prevailing labels and political ideologies: “I don’t think the real
questions of this century will get any kind of illumination by this kind of thing.”83

I would like to suggest that it is at this point that Arendt’s thought shows quite surprising
similarities to a discourse that is gaining popularity among political theorists: the idea of an
unconditional and universal basic income.34 When Arendt’s distinction between the private, the social,
and the political is connected to her reflections on technology and automation, Arendt no longer
appears as a theorist who ignores social justice, but as a thinker who seeks to open up new realms for
democratic political action without giving any substantial goals for concrete policies beyond taking
care of the necessities of life. In reversing Arendt’s distinction between the social and the political in
this manner, and by connecting her ideas to the discourse concerning basic income, we can also avoid
reading her work and categories in teleological terms—a key point in understanding her work.8®

On the one hand, with Arendt we can assert that, more often than not, it has been historically
impossible to overcome poverty and to tackle social questions via political means. In the age of social
media and the Internet, Arendt is also a timely theorist who reminds us that all human beings need a
distinct place in the world, a private realm of darkness from which action can arise into the light of
the public realm. Being both with and against Arendt, on the other, we must recognize that with
technological development, the distinction between the social and the political takes on a new
meaning. What Arendt only recognizes as an indirect political struggle—the technological and
scientific intervention into social questions concerning the basic necessities of life—is something that
can and must be countered politically in the present world. However, in thinking with Arendt, we can
affirm that this should not be envisioned as the ultimate end of politics, but as an endeavor that strives
to redefine political citizenship. To apply an apt categorization developed by Andreas Kalyvas,
institutionalized politics, in distinction to a revolutionary and extraordinary political agency, is only
possible in the proper sense of the word in such a world in which taking care of life’s basic necessities
does not consume the entirety of our time.8 Even though | agree with Kathrin Braun and Miguel

Vatter, who have argued that in distinction to modern biopolitical governance, Arendt’s concept of



natality provides an alternative understanding of human life, temporality, and politics, | believe that
an Arendtian politics of natality and plurality must be supplemented with a political vision concerning
economic questions and poverty. &

Arendt helps us in arguing that in the technically and economically developed modern world, basic
economic equality and the right to belong to some human community can and should become the
preconditions of politics. In fact, it is possible to argue that her whole political theory is defined by
what | call a politics of affirmative exclusion: as preconditions of future politics, we can strive to
politicize fundamental social questions in a way that they would achieve a self-evident stature as
human rights, and as fundamental human rights, rise above political debate, even though we would
remain conscious of their political origins. Arendt is not an author who simply distinguishes between
all “things social” and all “things political,” but a theoretician who argues that this is what all
technologically developed societies can strive toward after “social things” have been correctly
politicized with the help of technology. In effect, Arendt’s way of understanding politics presupposes
that citizenship and the right to the necessities of life are inextricably bound to each other: on the one
hand, without freedom from labor our rights as citizens are effectively diminished because our time
will be consumed in the realm of labor; on the other, without citizenship we do not have direct access
to the public realm nor can we lay a legally valid claim to the necessities of life. Just as public rights
cannot exist without a minimum of private rights, private rights become endangered if they are not
protected by a public realm. For Arendt, the fulfilment of basic social rights is thus the sine qua non
without which the fulfilment of political rights is impossible.

However, Arendt herself over-estimated the speed of technological development. In one of the
last papers before her death, Arendt notes rather sardonically that the “debate over automation and
unemployment quickly disappeared” because it had become “universally accepted that we must make
cars to keep our jobs.”® Indeed, it is only today that we can say that automation, in some sense, will
become a reality of the current or next generations. What Arendt saw only partially is that the way

this will happen depends on our current political decisions.



The right to zoe: Toward a politics of affirmative exclusion

In this last section, I conclude my reflections by shortly comparing how Arendt, Foucault, and
Agamben have imagined alternative realities to current biopolitical governance and by arguing that a
critical reading of Arendt’s work can provide an original model of resistance. | maintain that Arendt
provides us with a pathway toward understanding the right to life’s basic necessities, to zoe, as a
future human right.

Let us begin with Foucault and Arendt. On the surface, Arendt’s quest to “think what we are doing”
displays similarities with Foucault’s famous notion of an “ontology of ourselves.”®® Foucault and
Arendt agreed that biopolitics is a distinctively modern phenomenon: both recognized the rise of
liberalism as a key factor in locating the roots of modern biopolitical governance and both also saw
Nazi totalitarianism as the most violent form of biopolitics.?® However, a key difference between
these two thinkers appears when we compare the way they looked for alternatives to prevailing
political systems and technologies of normalization. As Sergei Prozorov shows, one can read
Foucault’s later reflections on the Cynic practice of parrhesia (truth-telling) as a paradigm of
affirmative biopolitics. Cynic parrhesia becomes affirmatively biopolitical because it extends the
philosophical question of truth to one’s own way of life as concrete self-practice. As Prozorov
convincingly argues, Foucault’s turn to parrhesia arose during his active engagement with Eastern
European dissident movements. His notion of this self-practice can be understood as one that shows
affinity with the dissident liberalism of Charter 77, and, more specifically, with VVaclav Havel’s vision
of “the power of the powerless.” By refusing to participate in the official rituals of the Communist
Party and to act as if they believed in the prevailing ideologies, the dissidents refused to live a lie and,
instead, affirmed their own truths against oppressive power.%

In contrast to Foucault, who helps us in imagining forms of resistance at the individual level (and
thus, perhaps, primarily under conditions where political freedom does not exist), Arendt turns our

attention toward reforming institutionalized politics and the very notion of citizenship itself. As



Kathrin Braun and Ella Myers rightly argue, it is here that Arendt and Foucault radically diverge from
one another: while Foucault’s discovery of parrhesia and philosophically motivated self-practices
rely on an individualistic notion of politics and ethics, Arendt’s reflections are animated by what she
calls amor mundi—the care and love for the common world.®? This difference of approach also
reflects two entirely different ways of understanding human freedom. Unlike Foucault, Arendt
explicitly separates the philosophical freedom of the will from political freedom.®® Arendt argues that
the rise of modern biopolitics, in fact, testifies to how the “modern age has separated freedom and
politics.” % Arendt always criticized the Greek philosophers and Christianity for replacing the
concrete political freedom of the polis with a non-worldly freedom of the will. ® She always thought
that political freedom must be understood as a spatially limited “tangible reality” and as a “space in
which men could move freely”: for her, political freedom means the right to participate in
government.® Thus, while Foucault’s analytics of biopower are rooted in a vision of self-critical
individuality and remain primarily negative, Arendt’s “pearl diving” into history is driven by a
positive vision of what a radically democratic politics and political freedom can be.®’

Interesting contrasts can also be found between the positions of Arendt and Agamben. For both,
the greatest danger in modern politics is the reduction of human beings to nothing more than human
beings. Long before Agamben’s figure of homo sacer, Arendt made an allusion to “the ancient and
medieval custom of outlawry,” referring especially to the practice of “excommunication in the late
Roman Empire.”% In the German version of The Origins, Arendt describes the dangers that are
inherent to the condition of being modern refugees and stateless people in a way that greatly resembles
Agamben’s ideas. Already her central worry is that the growing number of stateless and rights-less
human beings would become mere “abstract human beings (abstrakte Menschenwesen).”” Arendt even
states that “their non-relatedness to the world, their worldlessness is like an invitation (Aufforderung)
to murder, to the extent that the death of human beings, who stand outside all worldly relations of the
juridical, social and political kind, remains without any consequence to the surviving ones

(Uberlebenden).”®® Against the background of twentieth-century totalitarianism, which brings these



phenomena into the open in the most extreme manner, both Agamben and Arendt pose the question
of how to rethink politics against a Western tradition that now lies hollow and devoid of authority.%

However, upon closer analysis the differences between Agamben and Arendt emerge. As
Gundogdu convincingly argues, unlike Agamben, Arendt never homogenizes all of Western history
as a history of sovereign exclusionist violence: while Agamben demands that we abandon all concepts
bound to sovereignty in order to overcome the violent exclusion of zoe, Arendt encourages us to open
up the aporias connected to human rights; human rights are not only an epiphenomenon of sovereign
violence, but also, potentially, a way to reorganize humanity in a more just manner.'°* Closer to
Foucault, Arendt argues that only the modern concept of state sovereignty within the political context
of nation-states links life and politics in an unforeseen manner.%? Even though Arendt also famously
proclaimed that “if men wish to be free, it is precisely sovereignty they must renounce,” her critique
of sovereignty is not a wholesale debunking of this concept, but rather a nuanced attempt to criticize
the idea that “the essence of politics is rulership.”% While Agamben has famously insisted that there
is an “inner solidarity” between democracy and totalitarianism,®* he never really explicates what he
means by “democracy.” In contrast, Arendt draws a distinction between parliamentarian
representative democracy and grassroots council democracy.!% In seeking to re-discover the “lost
treasure” of Ratedemokratie, Arendt turns to the Communist council tradition, which she attempts to
read and re-appropriate from an original republican perspective.%

On the basis of these brief comparisons, we are now in a better position to sketch a critically
Arendtian vision of resistance to biopolitics. In contrast to Foucault, who turned to parrhesia and to
an alternative individuality, and in contrast to Agamben, who claims that we must abandon
sovereignty altogether, Arendt argues that biopolitics can only be resisted if “the right to have rights”
becomes a universal human right and, as such, a condition guaranteed by “humanity itself.” %7 While
Foucault’s solution remains rather individualistic and gains significance primarily under conditions
where political freedom does not exist, Agamben’s quest to abandon sovereignty altogether seems

wildly utopian. In contrast, Arendt’s political thought carries an untimely actuality because her



distinction between the private, the social, and the political and her re-discovery of Ratedemokratie
help us to envision the sense in which politics could be established above and beyond its current
biopolitical locus. A critically Arendtian account of a “right to have rights,” broadened by a vision of
minimum economic equality in the form of basic income, provides a more realistic and concrete
option in countering the biopolitical reality of contemporary liberal democracies. One could also
argue that Arendt’s account thus complements Foucault’s vision of affirmative biopolitics as a critical
self-practice.

In re-reading Arendt’s concept of the social and critically connecting her ideas to the debate
concerning basic income, this paper has argued that Arendt’s vision of a “right to have rights” must
be based on a minimum of economic equality. This critically Arendtian idea of a “right to have rights,”
which is grounded in the politicization of social questions with the help of technology, provides us
with a vision in which the slaves of the ancient polis are replaced by machines and what used to be
the privilege of the few can now, at least potentially, be transformed into a basic right for all. What |
am suggesting here is that Arendt’s “right to have rights” must take its bearings from another right:
from the right to zoe—the right to life’s basic necessities. As we have seen, the central distinctions in
Arendt’s thought are, in fact, grounded in the idea that political rights cannot be effectively realized
without the fulfilment of basic social rights. In contrast to Foucault’s self-practices, which consist of
“pringing the bios down to the level of zoe,”*% and in contrast to Agamben, who aims to make zoe
and bios entirely indistinguishable so as to escape the logic of sovereignty, Arendt suggests that in
order to resist biopolitical governance we must strive to politicize zoe with the help of technology in
order to exclude zoe from politics. This “politics of affirmative exclusion,” as | have chosen to call it,
aims to politicize life in order to depoliticize life; in other words, it aims to tackle social questions
with the help of technology in order to grant them the stature of self-evident human rights. This, |
have suggested, could possibly occur by introducing basic income as a human right.

This critically Arendtian vision of a politics “above biopolitics” can be elaborated upon as an

emancipatory strategy by briefly analyzing the intricate relationship between three of Arendt’s key



notions: bios (or “life-story”), persona, and the right to have rights as the right to zoe. On the one
hand, Arendt always thought that “the chief characteristic of this specifically human life ... is that it
is itself always full of events which ultimately can be told as a story,” and it is this life, a “bios as
distinguished from mere zoe,” that only properly becomes possible beyond the realm of necessities. %
For Arendt, “individual life, a bios with a recognizable life-story from birth to death, rises out of
biological life, zoe,” and unlike the repetitive and circular realm of labor, “the rectilinear bios of the
mortals”—as defined by human spontaneity—*“interrupts the circular movement of biological life.”%
On the other hand, Arendt thinks that a human bios that rises above “mere zoe” is only properly
possible if the juridical persona—the mask that allows us to become more than our natural selves and
makes it possible for our voices to “sound through”—is established as a legally guaranteed human
condition. Arendt’s provocative argument is that a life in public, a bios, is only possible if citizenship
itself is understood as consisting of both the right to zoe and to a juridical personality.

To end these reflections, | want to highlight that although we may legitimately bestow an important
measure of hope on automation and technology, we should also remain skeptical of any easy solutions.
As | stated at the beginning of this paper, Arendt certainly was no naive technophile. Nothing could
be further from the truth. While being skeptically hopeful, Arendt always remained aware of the
potentially Pyrrhic nature of a potential “liberation of man from labor” in a world dominated by the
animal laborans. So should we. The prospect of a “society of laborers without labor” could also
potentially end up in a dangerous cul-de-sac, making “large sections of the people superfluous, even
in terms of labor.”*'! As Arendt highlights in a 1966 paper, entitled “On the Human Condition,” if
human beings are deprived of the “life cycle of the simple things” in which “most men have gained
their reward and seen their purpose,” we might end up facing an unprecedented problem: that of
vacant time. As Arendt emphasizes, it is by no means certain that human beings could adapt to such
conditions.?

Inthe end, Arendt’s reflections on the intricate relationship between politics and technology testify

to the fact, to borrow the eloquent words of Richard H. King from a different context, that she “was



opposed to ideologies of progress, but not of hope.”**2 If we want to remain faithful to Arendt’s ethos
of Selbstdenken, a critically Arendtian politics of affirmative exclusion must avoid both “reckless
optimism and reckless despair’*'* and hold on to the “uncertain and flickering ray of hope in the

otherwise rather dark and threatening prospects of the future.”®
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