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Law and the World; 

Thinking with Arendt 
’Tis not, what once it was, the world; 

But a rude heap together hurled; 

All negligently overthrown, 

Gulfs, deserts, precipices, stone. 

— Andrew Marvell, “Upon Appleton House” 

 

In this essay, I explore two interrelated terms: the law and the world. I trace the figure of law as 

rights (as distinguished from law as punishment or as emergency) from Hegel’s Elements of the 

Philosophy of Right through the tumult of revolutions to the declarations that underpin human 

rights discourse today. This genealogy demonstrates an emerging approach to the world: rights-

language imagines a world because it constitutes a subject that is endowed with rights. In this 

sense, then, law creates or precedes the world. At the same time, rights do not come about by 

themselves; they do not have ontological priority. Instead, law is a response to the world. Here 

we can think of Walter Benjamin’s dictum that “there is no document of civilization that is not at 

the same time a document of barbarism.”1 The most emphatic protections of human rights occur 

precisely because of barbaric trespasses against the tenets of civilization — hence the creation of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in direct response to World War II. In this 

(democratic) understanding of rights, law responds to or proceeds from the world. 

The emergence of law and rights in this form parallels a shift in understanding the world. 

Pre-Enlightenment thought, particularly in Christian theology, identified the world with a 

                                                 
1 “Es ist niemals ein Dokument der Kultur, ohne zugleich ein solches der Barbarei zu sein.” Benjamin, Gesammelte 

Schriften, 696 (“Über den Begriff der Geschichte,” section VII). “Kultur” is translated as “culture” in Benjamin, 

Selected Writings, 392, but is widely circulated as “civilization,” as in Balfour and Cadava, “The Claims of Human 

Rights,” 296, n. 33. 
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bounded community within which one had mutual obligations. This community was constituted 

(Augustine said) by the injunction to love thy neighbor as thyself (Matthew 22:39). Modernity 

transformed this bounded world in two ways. First, capital and imperialism pushed outwards, 

creating a much wider horizon on which Europeans could gaze (longingly) — the world-as-

globe. Enlightenment thought developed alongside this spatial expansion, by capital, of the 

world-as-community. Kant and Hegel introduced temporality by reckoning with teleology: the 

Christian community of mutual obligation would eventually encompass all of deterritorialized 

humanity. This introduction of temporality imbues normative force to the alienated world of 

capital, thus creating the tradition of normative cosmopolitanism. The fundamental contrast here 

is that of time and space: it is temporality that provides normative force, since a norm is always a 

call to reach something else — something that will arrive in the future or has already passed. 

Karl Marx, the astute theorist of capital and the heir to German idealism, helps us recognize that 

the emerging Kantian circle of belonging not only belies the realities of all-devouring capital but 

is in fact only possible as a philosophical project because of imperialism. We thus see a 

transformation of the world through modernity, a tension that can be productively juxtaposed 

with the funny double relation of the law to the world (both creating and responding to it). 

It is between these two oppositions that I want to intervene by turning to Hannah 

Arendt’s ideas of natality and action as forces that open up a world. In The Origins of 

Totalitarianism, Arendt demonstrates the inherent failure of normative cosmopolitanism. The 

experience of the Jews, she says, gives the lie to the Rights of Man. Not only are the Jews denied 

basic rights because they do not belong to any government, but they are precluded from the very 

right to have rights: the right to exist in community. Seven years later, Arendt draws on this 

analysis to provide a positive vision of the world in The Human Condition. It is this vision, I 
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argue, that provides resources for non-colonial forms of world-making. Her emphasis on natality 

and action is based on her early work on Augustine, and thus has one foot in the world-as-

community that preceded the emergence of the nation. It is from this position that Arendt 

ultimately refuses cosmopolitanism. This Enlightenment project grounds rights not in a true 

community of deterritorialized humanity, she says, but in the shallow world-as-globe alienated 

by capital. Her project, too, aspires to transcend the bounded world of a Christian community, 

but not through teleology: instead, through natality and action. Thus, we can re-read the funny 

double relation of the law to the world. Activists bring something new into the world because 

natality endows them with the power to act and call upon legislators to incorporate this action 

into law. Legislators, too, introduce something new into the world when they act to create a law; 

this is what a literary scholar might call imagination. Furthermore, Arendt’s vision of community 

opens space for a kind of pluralism that is sorely needed in today’s world. Stressing action and 

natality subtends the world-as-community, the world-as-globe, and the world-as-teleological-

temporality to ground a pluralistic polity. It is in these traits of her thought that we can find the 

resources for a vision of the world that is neither stubbornly parochial nor quixotically 

cosmopolitan. 

*** 

The law has provided fertile ground for thinking in non-colonial registers. One figure is the law 

as punishment. Foucault is the lodestar here for how he shows the development of discipline and 

the state’s expansion and bureaucratization through the emergence of punishment.2 Others have 

expanded on his work to demonstrate the peculiar ways punishment takes shape in the colony,3 

                                                 
2 Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
3 See, for instance, Guha, Dominance without Hegemony; Fassin, The Will to Punish. 
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and further how punishment is not just exported from the metropole to the periphery, but instead 

(like modernity) is constituted by colonialism just as colonialism is formed through punishment. 

Thus, Chandak Sengoopta documents how the technology of fingerprinting was first practiced in 

Bengal before it was exported to Britain.4 As this example shows, law as punishment lends itself 

well to social history but may be less amenable to a history of ideas. I thus find the law as 

punishment less fertile ground for thinking generatively in non-colonial registers. Another figure 

of the law is the state of exception or emergency. Here the reference point is Carl Schmitt 

(around whom one always feels as if one is playing with fire, given his legitimation of Nazi 

rule).5 Less controversial, but still deeply concerned with nomos, is Giorgio Agamben.6 Their 

discussion is fascinating and immensely fertile ground for political theory, but runs the risk of 

thinking with the state (a colonial form) as a constant, since the state of exception and 

sovereignty are inextricable. 

In this essay, then, I choose to focus on the law as rights. Rights have proven a 

particularly adept subject of interdisciplinary inquiry. Beyond the many legal thinkers, 

philosophers have long worked with rights as their bedrock; literary scholars, too, turn to rights 

as a genre of literature. This kind of study was given legitimacy by Derrida’s speech at the 1976 

bicentenary of the American Declaration of Independence.7 One of the most fascinating works of 

the latter kind is Joseph Slaughter’s Human Rights, Inc. Slaughter is concerned with 

the conceptual vocabulary, deep narrative grammar, and humanist social vision that human rights 

law shares with the Bildungsroman in their cooperative efforts to imagine, normalize, and realize 

what the Universal Declaration and early theorists of the novel call “the free and full development 

of the human personality.” … Tracking the formula of free and full human personality 

development in literature and the law — and in literary and legal theory — allows me to excavate 

                                                 
4 Sengoopta, Imprint of the Raj. 
5 Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth. 
6 Agamben, State of Exception. 
7 Derrida, “Declarations of Independence.” 
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a neglected discursive genealogy of human rights that intersects with German idealism and its 

particular nomination of the bourgeois white male citizen to universal subject.8 

Slaughter is here pushing us to recognize how both the law and novels imagine a world. One 

facet of this imagination is the formation of a subject. Cultivating personality (Bildung) is the 

central project not only of a novel but, Slaughter argues, also of the UDHR. This formation of a 

subject is is also redolent of German idealism: as we will see, Hegel too imagines a world from 

the position of a subject. The UDHR goes a step farther. Its preamble explicitly states that “the 

advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom 

from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common people.”9 Here 

we see not only Hegel’s Bildung but also his teleology: the UDHR not only cultivates a subject 

but explicitly imagines (and therefore precedes) a world to come. 

This imagination of the world is not a pure conceit. The UDHR readily acknowledges that 

it is establishing rights not ex nihilo but in response to a world that already exists. Its preamble 

motivates the declaration with language reminiscent of Benjamin: “Whereas disregard and 

contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of 

mankind…” Ian Balfour and Eduardo Cadava drive home the point that human rights 

conventions only come about from an issue in the world. This is especially obvious given the 

proliferation of treaties on everything from mercenaries (1987) to the independence of judges and 

lawyers (1994) to foreign debt and economic, social and cultural rights (1994) to even toxic waste 

(1995). Cadava and Balfour write that “it goes without saying that the drafters of the Declaration 

of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen can be forgiven for not having included such categories 

                                                 
8 Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc., 4. 
9 The text of the UDHR is available at https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html. 

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html
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as ‘toxic waste’ among the things from which men and citizens needed to be protected.”10 This is 

not to dismiss the “late” human rights documents as lesser, but to note the foundational — but 

fictional — premise of all rights documents: that they are protecting something that matters to 

everyone, not just correcting some abuse that already exists. 

To solidify this point, we can adduce another example from Human Rights, Inc. 

Slaughter’s magisterial work not only notes that declarations borrow form and function from the 

Bildungsroman, so that both imagine a subject and a world; he also cites proceedings from the 

1948 meeting of the UN committee that drafted the UDHR, where “delegates invoked Robinson 

Crusoe, and Daniel Defoe took his official place among the unacknowledged legislators of the 

world.”11 The issue in question was the place of society in the development of personality: could 

an individual have rights without society? As one delegate put it, “It might … be asserted that the 

individual could only develop his personality within the framework of society; it was, however, 

only necessary to recall the famous book by Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, to find proof of the 

contrary.”12 A Soviet delegate drew the opposite lesson from Defoe: “The example of Robinson 

Crusoe, far from being convincing, had, on the contrary, shown that man could not live and 

develop his personality without the aid of society.”13 The point is that even as they deliberated on 

what principles and personality the UDHR would craft, the drafters responded to pre-existing 

worlds. Thus, we see the dual role of the law in imagining and responding — both in specific 

cases (toxic waste) and broader principles (Robinson Crusoe) — to the world. 

*** 

                                                 
10 Balfour and Cadava, “The Claims of Human Rights,” 290–91. 
11 Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc., 47. 
12 Ibid., 48. 
13 Ibid. Note that this question of society and the individual is one we will return to with Hannah Arendt. 
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I mentioned earlier (glossing Slaughter) that human rights discourse borrows its approach to the 

world from German idealism. Hegel’s Elements of the Philosophy of Right helps shed light on 

the place of the subject and teleology in his thinking, and thus on world-making more broadly. 

This text is particularly illuminating because it helps bridge our understanding of the right (as in 

“right and wrong”) and a right. For Hegel, the recognition of someone else’s right to property is 

really the recognition that that person’s claim is universally right. 

Taking possession … and contract, for themselves and in their particular varieties, are in the first 

place different expressions and consequences of my will in general; but since the will is 

inherently [in sich] universal, they are also legal claims [Rechtsgründe] in respect of their 

recognition by others.14 

What transforms my claim to a right is an appeal to the universal right; and, too, the recognition 

of my claim by someone else. Multiple claims, e.g. to property, may collide. 

Such a collision, in which a legal claim is made to a thing [Sache], and which constitutes the 

sphere of civil actions, involves the recognition of right as the universal and deciding factor, so 

that the thing may belong to the person who has a right to it.15 

Hegelian rights thus do indeed center on the subject, like with the UDHR. But as with his 

Phenomenology of Spirit, this subject is only a provisional starting point; it is not endowed with 

ontological priority as with, say, Locke. Instead, rights are only possible through recognition: 

that is, through intersubjectivity. This intersubjectivity is not Hobbesian, either. Recognition is 

not a contract between two autonomous individuals in a state of nature, but instead part of social 

life more broadly. Indeed, it is not simply the case that the two subjects have conflicting desires 

and accommodate their differences through recognition. Instead, both subjects ultimately have a 

common will, or in particular a common understanding of “right as the universal and deciding 

factor.” 

                                                 
14 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 117, §84. 
15 Ibid., §85. 
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This common will is similar to the world spirit, the Geist that is the telos of Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of Spirit. Most pertinent for us (and the easiest to understand) is its appearance 

in Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of History. There, Hegel notes that “the philosophy of 

history is nothing more than the application of thought to history; and thinking is something we 

cannot stop doing.”16 Hegel’s reconciliation of thought and history here takes the form of a 

“world-historical process.” He says that “the only thought which philosophy brings with it is the 

simple idea of reason — the idea that reason governs the world, and that world history is 

therefore a rational process. … That this Idea is true, eternal, and omnipotent, that it reveals itself 

in the world, and that nothing is revealed except the Idea in all its honour and majesty — this, as 

I have said, is what philosophy has proved, and we can therefore posit it as demonstrated for our 

present purposes” (27–8). We thus realize that “world history is governed by an ultimate design, 

that it is a rational process — whose rationality is not that of a particular subject, but a divine and 

absolute reason”; world history “is the image and enactment of reason” (28). 

Hegel goes on to trace the progress of this world spirit. He describes “the great day of the 

spirit and the day’s work it accomplishes in world history” as follows: 

World history travels from east to west; for Europe is the absolute end of history, just as Asia is 

the beginning. World history has an absolute east, although the term east in itself is wholly 

relative; for although the earth is a sphere, history does not move in a circle around it, but has a 

definite eastern extremity, i.e. Asia. It is here that the external and physical sun rises, and it sets in 

the west: but it is in the west that the inner sun of self-consciousness, which emits a higher 

radiance, makes its further ascent. (107) 

The first form the spirit assumes is that of the Orient, which is rooted in the family; the second, 

the spirit’s adolescence, is Greece, the “realm of beautiful freedom” (202); the third is that of 

universality, or the Roman Empire. Hegel continues in this fashion, yoking together historical 

                                                 
16 Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, 25. Subsequent parenthetical citations refer to this text. 
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progress and the Bildung of the world spirit. We here see the two essential elements of Hegel’s 

thought: the subject, or spirit; and the temporality of teleology. These are elements that were also 

clearly present in the UDHR, which cultivated a personality as a means to achieve a better world. 

We should note that Hegel’s philosophy, especially here, is profoundly Eurocentric and 

possibly racist. Many postcolonial theorists suggest casting off the yoke of Hegel and discarding 

such strange and problematic understandings of history.17 By contrast, I think that we can 

recuperate something valuable from Hegel. It was Martin Luther King, Jr., after all, who in a 

1956 interview called Hegel his favorite philosopher.18 Even King’s famous (though borrowed) 

aphorism that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice” bears the traces 

of Hegelian teleology. What can Hegel offer for, in particular, non-colonial forms of world-

making? Pheng Cheah is a useful guide on this point: 

Despite its disturbing political and ethical implications, Hegel’s spiritualist account of the world 

provides a more complex framework [for understanding “the world.”] … Hegel anchors the world 

to an explicitly teleological understanding of time that overcomes temporal finitude by 

reconciling the passage of time with the ends of reason. … [For Hegel,] the world is not a spatial 

container for the sum total of objects and subjects but a dynamic spiritual whole. … As reason 

that actualizes itself in history, the world is an objective structure that is dynamically constituted 

by relations of violence and domination between nations.19 

Hegel’s teleology, as disturbing as it is, rescues the world from a flattened globe by introducing 

time. The world is no longer a spatial object, but a temporal one. As Hegel explains, 

Higher forms are produced through the transformation of earlier and less advanced ones. The 

latter accordingly cease to exist; and the fact that each new form is the transfiguration of its 

predecessor explains why the appearance of spiritual forms occurs within the medium of time. 

Thus, world history as a whole is the expression of the spirit in time just as nature is the 

expression of the Idea in space. (128) 

This introduction of temporality is powerful because it forces open space for a normative project: 

                                                 
17 See, for instance, Guha, History at the Limit of World-History. 
18 Ansbro, “Martin Luther King’s Debt to Hegel.” 
19 Cheah, What Is a World?, 57. 
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Teleological time is the time of incarnation in which rational ends are actualized in the empirical 

world. It functions to bridge the mechanical natural world and the realm of freedom, defined as a 

sphere of rational spontaneity that characterizes the rational human being’s power of self-

determination.20 

In other words, it is only with time that we can achieve something better. It is thus the second 

part of Andrew Marvell’s verse that rings true: “Had we but world enough and time / This 

coyness, lady, were no crime.”21 Thus too does Goethe note that “through historical progress [i.e. 

time], the ideal humanity that literary intercourse reveals will be actualized in the existing 

world.”22 Time liberates: freedom does not exist if we do not have the capacity to change. And 

without freedom there is no normative force. How can you ask someone to become better if they 

cannot change? 

This normative force is uniquely powerful because Hegel balances between a world-to-

come and the world-as-is — what we saw earlier in the law as both creating and responding to 

the world. In his preface to Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Hegel characterizes his thought 

as follows: 

To comprehend what is is the task of philosophy, for what is is reason. As far as the individual is 

concerned, each individual is in any case a child of his time; thus philosophy, too, is its own time 

comprehended in thoughts. It is just as foolish to imagine that any philosophy can transcend its 

contemporary world as that an individual can overleap his own time or leap over Rhodes. If his 

theory does indeed transcend his own time, if it builds itself a world as it ought to be, then it 

certainly has an existence, but only within his opinions — a pliant medium in which the 

imagination can construct anything it pleases.23 

Hegel here touches on two key themes we have discussed: first, the place of philosophy as a 

response to the world (“its own time comprehended in thoughts”); and second, philosophy as an 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 6. 
21 Marvell, “To His Coy Mistress.” Italics mine. 
22 Cheah, What Is a World?, 6. 
23 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 21. 
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imaginary that “builds itself a world as it ought to be.” Hegel later turns to more explicitly 

considering this latter aspect, normative force: 

A further word on the subject of issuing instructions on how the world ought to be: philosophy, at 

any rate, always comes too late to perform this function. As the thought of the world, it appears 

only at a time when actuality has gone through its formative process and attained its completed 

state. … When philosophy paints its grey in grey, a shape of life has grown old, and it cannot be 

rejuvenated, but only recognized, by the grey in grey of philosophy; the owl of Minerva begins its 

flight only with the onset of dusk.24 

Where does philosophy lie in relation to the world? This is a central preoccupation of Hegel’s 

thought. Hegel is acutely aware of time: thus the “onset of dusk,” and thus the stress on one’s 

own time (ihre Zeit). It is this timeliness, this teleological temporality, that opens up the world. 

Even as he considers the place of the subject (the individual, a “child of his time”) in imagining a 

world, Hegel acknowledges that philosophy is late — though, as Edward Said would point out 

two centuries later, there is something immensely generative about lateness’ “nonharmonious, 

nonserene tension, and above all, a sort of deliberately unproductive productiveness going 

against.”25 Hegel, inhabiting this tension of lateness, would recognize immediately the 

predicament of rights documents as early writing on the wall yet also writing that comes too late 

to right immense wrong. 

*** 

We have so far seen one side of Enlightenment world-making: the imagination of a world 

through German idealism. This takes on two casts: the strictly idealist function of a literary 

imaginary, and the more metaphysically ambiguous Hegelian introduction of teleological 

temporality. Alongside this transformation of the world, we see too that the emerging power of 

capital creates the globe: a flat network or “bounded object in Mercatorian space” (as Pheng 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 23. 
25 Said, On Late Style, 7. 
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Cheah calls it).26 Perhaps the best elucidation is provided by Marx in his classic passage on 

world literature from The Communist Manifesto: 

The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire 

surface of the globe [Erdkugel]. … The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world 

market [Weltmarkts] given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every 

country [aller Länder kosmopolitisch gestaltet]. … In place of the old local and national seclusion 

and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations 

[Nationen]. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of 

individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness 

become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there 

arises a world literature. The bourgeoisie … compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt 

the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization 

[Zivilisation] into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a 

world after its own image.27 

This world is, in a word, capitalist. There is no imagined transcendence: Marx has turned Hegel 

on his head so that instead of a vertical axis of progress (temporality, the source of normative 

force), capital is responsible for limitless horizontal expansion. Marx’s analysis of globalization 

is characteristically potent. He recognizes that the expansion of capital is not accompanied by the 

expansion of the community of mutual obligation to encompass all of deterritorialized humanity. 

Indeed, the expansion of capital robs the world of normative force altogether because it removes 

time entirely. While Hegel cares deeply about temporality, especially in its teleological form, the 

alienated world of capital is only extensive spatially.28 As Cheah explains: 

In spiritualist [Hegelian] accounts, the world is a normative category because it is a rationally 

projected temporal horizon that preserves the achievements of humanity from the corrosiveness of 

time. Marx’s reduction of the world to the space of market exchange empties out this normative 

dimension.29 

                                                 
26 Cheah, What Is a World?, 30. 
27 Marx and Engels, “The Manifesto of the Communist Party.” 
28 In reality, Marx doesn’t eliminate time: he just sees it as part of the progress of modes of production. Thus, Pheng 

Cheah sees a normative force of temporality in the telos of socialist revolution; I do not discuss this in this essay in 

the interest of time (or space?). 
29 Cheah, What Is a World?, 62. 
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Where can one find a universal right or a common will to which subjects can appeal in a globe 

flattened by capitalism? For Marx, such ethical conceits (and other spiritual formations like art 

and literature) are “merely the epiphenomena of material processes that operate in every aspect 

of concrete existence, namely, the development of productive forces by world trade and 

production.”30 This is the alienated world that capital has left us with. 

In drawing this picture of the globe, Marx has one foot firmly in German idealism. His 

other foot is planted in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European imperialism, which 

provided the grounds for new pictures of the world. In The Worldmakers, Ayesha Ramachandran 

describes in detail how the world was transformed from 

an expression of a creative, omniscient deity to a modern conception of cosmic totality — from a 

world revealed to a world made up. … All aspects of early modern culture were fueled by this 

desire to comprehend the world, to organize and capture its variety in a single, harmonious 

frame.31 

Marx uses the conceptual resources of German idealism to comprehend a world forced open by 

capital. Ramachandran again: 

political treatises dream of empires vaster than any classical civilization. The new, global scale of 

such dreams is also indexed by their immense cost: the slaughter of the Amerindians at Cuzco and 

Tenochtitlán, the flames which burned heretics at the stake for daring to think of plural worlds or 

different origins for the cosmos.32 

This opening of a new world has metaphysical consequences, too: 

When in 1651 Andrew Marvell mused, “’Tis not, what once it was, the world,” he was speaking 

for at least two generations of Europeans who had experienced at first hand the effects of an 

expanding world … No longer the divinely ordered terrain familiar to classical antiquity or the 

Middle Ages, “the world” now seemed, in Marvell’s words, “but a rude heap together hurled.” … 

No longer did a golden chain connect “this pendant world” to Heaven.33 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 63. 
31 Ramachandran, The Worldmakers, 4. 
32 Ibid., 5. 
33 Ibid. 
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The world was, in a word, disenchanted by the forces of capital and imperialism. We have seen 

the tail end of this process in Hegel and even more so in Marx. But it is equally important to 

attend to the precolonial world. Just how was this golden chain to Heaven fashioned? And can 

we recuperate some of these resources for our own projects? To the latter question, 

Ramachandran answers a resounding yes: “in the wake of recent calls to reevaluate cosmopolitan 

notions of global belonging, as well as their critique, it is particularly urgent to recover the pre-

Enlightenment vision of ‘world’ as a politically potent, morally compelling category.”34 I thus 

contest Pheng Cheah’s delimitation of world literature as coterminous with postcolonial 

literature — and hence his push to think about cosmopolitanism only through the postcolonial. I 

instead agree with la paperson that “there is no adequate English word for ‘beyond 

colonization’”:35 precolonial worlds are just as interesting and important in this question of 

exteriority as are postcolonial worlds. This subject is vast and worthy of much more attention 

than it currently receives. For our purposes, though, I will focus on the world imagined by 

Augustine (354–430 CE), who will help guide us back to Hannah Arendt. 

*** 

In 1929, Arendt wrote a doctoral dissertation entitled Der Liebesbegriff bei Augustin (referred to 

in English as Love and Saint Augustine). This early study of Christian theology would have an 

indelible influence on her later works. In other words, Arendt owes a great deal of her thought to 

a firmly precolonial (and pre-Reformation) conception of the world-as-community.36 How is this 

world figured? Both Arendt and Augustine focus on Matthew 22:35–40: 

“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “‘You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the 

                                                 
34 Ibid., 17. 
35 paperson, A Third University Is Possible, xx. 
36 Note that for me, “precolonial” here designates any time before modernity and capitalism; I am disregarding in 

this essay the debate over premodern forms of colonialism, most notably in the expansion of the Roman Empire. 
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greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” (NRSV) 

Arendt’s argument hinges on the crucial final words of the second commandment: love your 

neighbor as yourself. For Arendt, Augustine means by this not just an equivalent magnitude of 

love for the self and the neighbor. It is not the case that you should love your neighbor in the 

same way as you love yourself. Instead, Augustine says (via Arendt), you should love your 

neighbor as if he were your self. There is something ontological in common between yourself 

and your neighbor. What this leads to is a Christian community that is bound by love for one 

another — because the other is oneself. 

Equally important is the commonality of redemption. Although redemption is won for all by 

the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, this grace of God is revealed only through constant 

striving in community. As Arendt puts it: 

The reason one should love one’s neighbor is that the neighbor is fundamentally one’s equal and 

both share the same sinful past. … Salvation itself is made to depend on the conduct of the world, or 

rather, on its conquest. Thus the world is relevant, not because the Christian still lives in it, to a 

certain extent by mistake, but on the ground of his constant tie to the past and thereby to original 

kinship, which consists of an equal share in original sin and thus in death.37 

Arendt here introduces time, too, into the picture. We see in some of our fellow Christians 

models of good conduct to emulate, and in others humbling reminders of our former condition. 

Whether through encouragement or rebuke, our fellow members of the Christian community 

push us to strive for future salvation. Our love of God the Redeemer is thus identical to a turn to 

our fellow members of the Christian community. We love our neighbor not because it is the right 

thing to do, but because the neighbor is my self which is Christ. In Arendt’s words: 

I never love my neighbor for his own sake, only for the sake of divine grace. … This indirectness 

turns my relation to my neighbor into a mere passage for the direct relation to God himself. … We 

are commanded to love our neighbor, to practice mutual love, only because in so doing we love 

                                                 
37 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, 106–7. 
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Christ.38 

Arendt, in my reading, is attracted to Augustine’s explanation of Matthew 22:39 because it 

provides a strong grounding in community. The world for Augustine is not a globe: it is a 

community of fellow believers united by striving for God. This is a recognizably Arendtian 

world — except that she discards God. In her dissertation, Arendt turned to Heidegger (her 

mentor) and Jaspers (her advisor) to replace the strongly Christian grounding of Augustinian 

community with estrangement. She argued that 

the neighbor’s relevance is not tied to Christianity. … Faith in Christ redeems the past and only the 

common past can make the faith a common faith. This past alone is common to all. … Estrangement 

itself gives rise to a new togetherness, that is, to a new being with and for each other that exists 

beside and against the old society.39 

Augustine’s ontological exegesis of Matthew 22:39 thus becomes a “new being with and for each 

other” that is premised not on faith in a Christian god but rather on the human condition of 

estrangement. 

In her mature thought, Arendt goes a step farther. Instead of simply substituting God the 

Redeemer with estrangement, she turns to natality. This concept is, though, stubbornly 

transcendental. Arendt unmistakably invokes Christianity with natality, but hesitates to posit 

divinity — because she is a Protestant Jew who lives in disenchanted modernity. Turning to 

natality means centering action (which she distinguishes from labor and work), since “the new 

beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because the newcomer 

possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of acting.”40 This shift implies a turn 

to the political, “since action is the political activity par excellence” and natality “may be the 

central category of political, as distinguished from metaphysical thought” (HC 9). This shift to 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 111. 
39 Ibid., 107. 
40 Arendt, The Human Condition, 8. Hereafter in parentheticals with the abbreviation HC. 
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Arendtian natality also forces us to acknowledge plurality, because “action, the only activity that 

goes on directly between men without the intermediary of things or matter, corresponds to the 

human condition of plurality, to the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the 

world” (HC 7). 

I argue that placing action and natality at the foundation of a pluralistic polity provides 

the resources for a non-colonial form of world-making. This world stands between (and draws 

the best from) the Augustinian world-as-community, the Marxist world-as-globe, and the 

Hegelian world-as-teleological-temporality (these latter two being the colonial forms of world-

making par excellence). In particular, Arendt is painfully clear about the failures of 

Enlightenment cosmopolitanism — but she does not abscond the responsibility to foster “a circle 

of political belonging that transcends the limited ties of kinship and country to embrace the 

whole of deterritorialized humanity.”41 As she points out so astutely, this is the very issue with 

human rights documents (like the UDHR) writ large: admirable ideals are undercut by the 

inherent failures of Enlightenment thinking. This element of critique in Arendt’s thought can also 

be put in reverse terms: although Arendt is deeply invested in community, she pushes against 

both the community-as-nation-state (for its simple exclusionary practices) and the community-

as-globe (since it precludes natality) as the delimitations of this world-as-community. 

Arendt expresses this tension most articulately in the analytical mode, in her chapter of 

The Origins of Totalitarianism entitled “Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of 

Man.” She begins by explaining that the Rights of Man are constituted alongside the nation-state: 

The whole question of human rights, therefore, was quickly and inextricably blended with the 

question of national emancipation; only the emancipated sovereignty of the people, of one’s own 

people, seemed to be able to insure them. As mankind, since the French Revolution, was 

conceived in the image of a family of nations, it gradually became self-evident that the people, 

                                                 
41 Cheah, What Is a World?, 3. 
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and not the individual, was the image of man.42 

The emergence of the Rights of Man “meant nothing more nor less than that from then on Man, 

and not God’s command or the customs of history, should be the source of Law” (290). This shift 

from particular rights guaranteed by history to universal rights endowed by nature parallels the 

emergence of the Jewish problem. The Jews 

were at the head of the so-called minority movement because of their great need for protection 

(matched only by the need of the Armenians) and their excellent international connections, but 

above all because they formed a majority in no country and therefore could be regarded as the 

minorité par excellence, i.e., the only minority whose interests could be defended only by 

internationally guaranteed protection. (289) 

It was thus the Jews, through the phenomenon of mass statelessness, who showed the inherent 

failure of the Rights of Man. Arendt explains 

that the moment human beings lacked their own government and had to fall back upon their 

minimum rights, no authority was left to protect them and no institution was willing to guarantee 

them. … The Rights of Man, supposedly inalienable, proved to be unenforceable — even in 

countries whose constitutions were based upon them — whenever people appeared who were no 

longer citizens of any sovereign state. (292–3) 

In other words, the Jewish problem demonstrated that the Rights of Man only worked in a 

system of nations. The Jews were thus at the mercy of the “host” governments; as soon as mass 

statelessness began — that is, when Jews had to fall back on the “international community” as 

their provider of rights — the system of rights collapsed. Because the Jews did not belong to any 

government, they were denied the most fundamental of rights: the right to have rights. One 

tempting response would be to urge that the non-national rights be strengthened sufficiently. We 

surely must create institutions capable of giving the stateless rights (one of the core 

responsibilities of the early United Nations). 

                                                 
42 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 291. Hereafter in parenthetical citations. 
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But Arendt denies the possibility of grounding rights in the globe. She elaborates on this 

through a proleptic link to natality: 

The fundamental deprivation of human rights is manifested first and above all in the deprivation 

of a place in the world which makes opinions significant and actions effective. Something much 

more fundamental than freedom and justice, which are rights of citizens, is at stake when 

belonging to the community into which one is born is no longer a matter of course … [People 

deprived of human rights] are deprived, not of the right to freedom, but of the right to action; not 

of the right to think whatever they please, but of the right to opinion. (296) 

The issue that underlies the problem of statelessness is not that the stateless are denied rights per 

se. Instead, they are denied the ability to exercise what makes them human: action. What lies at 

the center of the world is action, since this is an ability endowed by the birth of every human 

being (natality). The Rights of Man, because they are co-constituted with the nation-state, 

necessarily exclude some people from rights. By doing so, the Jews are not just excluded from 

the exercise of civil rights — the kind of freedoms that can be restored through legislation. 

Instead, the Jews are excluded from the very act of world-making itself. The Rights of Man bar 

the world-as-community from those who are not citizens of any nation. This world-making is the 

essential element for freedom. Hence why Arendt defends the community: 

Not the loss of specific rights, then, but the loss of a community willing and able to guarantee any 

rights whatsoever, has been the calamity which has befallen ever-increasing numbers of people. 

Man, it turns out, can lose all so-called Rights of Man without losing his essential quality as man, 

his human dignity. Only the loss of a polity itself expels him from humanity. (297) 

A polity, Arendt says, is necessary to secure man’s humanity. This polity should not be a nation, 

or another exclusive community: the Jewish problem has shown us that in painfully clear detail. 

But this polity cannot be cosmopolitan, either. After all, this kind of cosmopolitanism is founded 

in the idea that humanity is what gives people rights. But this humanity for Arendt can only be 

exercised in community: the very essence of what it is to be human is to take action, and thereby 

participate in the making of a world-as-community. 
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Perhaps it would be too much to read this as an endorsement of the nation-state. Indeed, it 

is unclear whether Arendt has any idea (at this point) what the polity she deems necessary for 

human dignity looks like. But Arendt certainly rejects a normative project that simply embraces 

the sum of deterritorialized humanity; not because she wants to deny anyone rights, but because 

she sees the predicament of the stateless and reminds us that the right to have rights is to be in a 

community. After all, Arendt says, “we are not born equal; we become equal as members of a 

group on the strength of our decision to guarantee ourselves mutually equal rights” (301). To 

endorse a vision of cosmopolitanism that aligns simply with Kant and Hegel is to accept “that a 

global, universally interrelated civilization may produce barbarians from its own midst by 

forcing millions of people into conditions which, despite all appearances, are the conditions of 

savages” (302). These conditions are quite literally subhuman: the loss of rights through 

cosmopolitanism would create a group of people excluded from natality, the essence of 

humanity. 

To explain just why Arendt pushes so strongly against cosmopolitanism, it is helpful to 

be mildly anachronistic: that is, to mix natality and her analysis of rights (as I have been doing). 

Arendt wrote The Human Condition seven years after The Origins of Totalitarianism. In the 

meantime, she was preoccupied with a manuscript on Marx, first called “Totalitarian Elements in 

Marxism,” then “Karl Marx and the Tradition of Western Political Thought,” and finally 

“Introduction into Politics” — this last shift after she realized, in 1953, that Karl Jaspers was 

right: Marx was “not interested in freedom or in justice. (And he’s a terrible pain in the neck in 

addition.)”43 It seems fair to say that her shift from The Origins of Totalitarianism to The Human 

Condition was precipitated by Marx. In other words, the move from a simple negation of 

                                                 
43 See the introduction to Arendt, The Promise of Politics. 
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cosmopolitanism to a normative endorsement of the world as community is driven partly by a 

thoughtful engagement of Marx. 

Perhaps the most important lesson Arendt drew from Marx is a clear understanding of the 

world-as-globe. This is the world of alienated capital: extensive horizontally but not temporally, 

and hence lacking normative force. Cosmopolitanism, Arendt recognizes, is driven by the logic 

of capital. Hegel saw the expansion of the Christian community of mutual obligation to 

eventually encompass the globe as driven by teleological temporality, and hence full of 

normative force. But, as we have seen, this world-opening force is in fact the imperialism that 

underwrote the Enlightenment. In other words, the world-as-teleological-temporality is in fact 

the world-as-globe. This flattened world is too shallow a source for Arendt’s vision of the world, 

one that can ground rights. Hence, ultimately, why Arendt rejects cosmopolitanism: this kind of 

normative project is in fact only grounded in the globe; Arendt is instead thinking of the force of 

a world-as-community.44 

*** 

I will now briefly gesture towards some of the possibilities I see an Arendtian world providing. 

One of the most valuable traits of her form of world-making is the form of the plural. For me, 

this is a way to grapple with critiques of multiculturalism, especially by anthropologists and 

indigenous scholars such as Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Elizabeth Povinelli, and Eduardo Kohn, 

among others. They push against multiculturalism, which I gloss as the shallow pluralism of the 

world-as-globe. Kohn in particular (reading Viveiros de Castro and working from his 

                                                 
44 Arendt’s natality is also strongly inflected by the phenomenology of Heidegger, an influence I cannot trace here 

for lack of space — but see chapter 4 of Cheah, What Is a World? and even better Villa, Arendt and Heidegger. 
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transspecies ethnography in Ecuador) argues strongly against a reductive view of culture and 

nature: 

The claim that humans are not the only knowers points to the limits of Viveiros de Castro’s 

(2004:483–484) multinaturalist critique of our excessive multiculturalist emphasis on 

epistemology. Although I insist, with him, that anthropology can and should make ontological 

claims, the solution to the dilemma he points to cannot simply be “richer ontologies” (Viveiros de 

Castro 2004:484). Rather than turning to ontology as a way of sidestepping the problems with 

representation, I think it is more fruitful to critique our assumptions about representation (and, 

hence, epistemology) through a semiotic framework that goes beyond the symbolic.45 

Because Arendt founds her form of world-making in the world-as-community, which has 

temporal extension and hence normative force, she affords us a way to make sense of the 

alternative ontologies, temporalities, and natures these scholars have argued for. The world is not 

constituted by a diversity of opinions in a world that is fixed — that is, a world that is spacious 

enough to accommodate diversity. Instead, the world is constituted through action. In an echo of 

Marvell’s poem (the epigraph for this essay), Arendt notes that 

without being talked about by men and without housing them, the world would not be a human 

artifice but a heap of unrelated things … Without action to bring into the play of the world the 

new beginning of which each man is capable by virtue of being born, “there is no new thing under 

the sun”; without speech to materialize and memorialize, however tentatively, the “new things” 

that appear and shine forth, “there is no remembrance”; without the enduring permanence of a 

human artifact, there cannot “be any remembrance of things that are to come with those that shall 

come after.” (HC 204) 

These quotes are, of course, from Ecclesiastes. Arendt thus grounds the world in community, but 

one not tied to its Christian roots, making space for truly plural actions. It is humans and their 

unique capacity for action that make the world what it is. We need neither flatten 

incommensurable ways of being in the world nor give up on any hope of transcendence, that is of 

metaphysics in the true sense. Instead, we can turn to the political through Arendt as a way to 

                                                 
45 Kohn, “How Dogs Dream,” 17. This is an extraordinarily rich article that I regret not being able to elaborate on. In 

a similar vein, see also Kohn, “Anthropology of Ontologies”; Povinelli, “Do Rocks Listen?” 
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navigate incommensurabilities. We can thus, for instance, open space for alternative geologics in 

the time of urgent climatic catastrophe. 

Arendt provides us with a powerful set of resources for non-colonial forms of world-

making. Natality and action, I have argued, subtend and sublate the precolonial (Augustinian) 

world-as-community; the flattened (Marxist) world-as-globe; and the normative (Hegelian) 

world-as-teleological-temporality. These ideas also address our early worries about the law. We 

can now see the reading of law as a literary imaginary preceding the world and the law as 

responding to activist calls from the world as both forms of action. The activist perceives a 

problem in the world and, endowed with natality, brings something new into the world through 

action: namely, she calls on her representative in the legislature to enact reform (this is the sense 

in which the law responds to the world). But the legislator also has natality; her writing of law 

brings something new into the world, too — what we glossed earlier as an act of imagination, 

creating a world. This instance of action and the earlier explication of pluralism intimate the 

tantalizing possibilities of thinking with Arendt as a way into non-colonial forms of world-

making. 

*** 

To seek non-colonial forms of world-making is to operate with colonialism — whether in the 

form of capital (Marx), the Rights of Man (Hegel), or Christianity (Augustine). As Cornel West 

tells us, in this kind of intellectual work “you find yourself having to be jazzlike: protean, 

flexible, fluid, open-minded and, therefore, in close conversation and sometimes in very close 

intellectual proximity to gangsters.”46 To imagine otherwise — that one could turn away from 

such figures in favor of a “true noncolonialism” — is at best an act of self-deception and at worst 

                                                 
46 West and Mendieta, “What It Means to Be Human!,” 155. 
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an invitation to the kind of parochialism that gives cover for the worst of modernity to operate 

unchecked (this is the crass nationalism that emerged from too many decolonial movements of 

the mid-twentieth century). Instead, we should cultivate resources for different ways of thinking. 

One way of doing so is by recognizing the possibilities not of exteriority or transcendence but of 

“the structural agency of persons who have picked up colonial technologies and reassembled 

them to decolonizing purposes” — what la paperson calls the “scyborg,” or the “decolonizing 

ghost in the colonizing machine.”47 Thinking with Scott Lyons and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, paperson 

reminds us that it was the British colonial schools in Kenya that fostered the Mau Mau 

revolutionaries and the boarding schools of the settler colonial governments of North America 

that gave rise to American Indian decolonial projects. Similarly, we need not reject the resources 

of Augustine, Hegel, Marx, and Arendt. Instead, we should take our position as colonialist by-

products with decolonizing desires to theorize contingently and pragmatically in search of non-

colonial forms of world-making. 

  

                                                 
47 paperson, A Third University Is Possible. 
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