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The following essay will evaluate the distinct separation of political agency and 

human survival throughout Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition, and the unnecessary 

boundaries drawn by this separation, with which Arendt limits her own brilliant ideas.  

The German Jewish political theorist values the complexity of newness, remembrance, 

and public space, and yet sets boundaries on the political potential of those values by 

separating them from the privacy of “simple” life and survival.  While articulating the 

valuable ideal of individual agency through creative, political action, Arendt fails to 

utilize the interactions of the system of Nature, which, if recognized and emulated, would 

allow man not only to act with agency, but to live by our ability to act.  Arendt’s theory 

would do well to incorporate and adjust to the fact that the material of man’s work, the 

inspiration for our action, and the historical and geographical context of the change we 

create all depend upon the earth’s environment, and on the evolving, mutually dependent, 

biological cycles of our natural world.  Instead, Arendt limits her core values in The 

Human Condition to a world that requires selectivity, subordination, and slavery, when 

man could embrace her underlying vision of agency, remembrance, and diverse 

individuals, in a system without such negative qualities. 

Before we turned to Arendt, Alexis de Tocqueville, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and 

Frederick Nietzsche led our class in a quest for the proper place of agency in our political 

organization.  Each of the three men referred to individual agency as a positive quality in 

human life, crucial to democracy, and yet consistently misunderstood or endangered in 

modern society.  Tocqueville lamented the homogenizing influence of public opinion,1 

and the passive American belief that our “chief business is to secure a government which 

will allow [us] to acquire the things [we] covet, and which will not debar [us] from the 

peaceful enjoyment of those possessions.”2  Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor described the 

way men seek a shepherd, and even prefer to give up their freedom for the sake of peace, 

                                                
1 Tocqueville, Alexis de.  Democracy in America, Volume 2.  (Vintage Books: New York, 1990), 9. 
2 Tocqueville, 142. 
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rejoicing to be led, as sheep.3  Nietzsche found agency in the ability to “recognize untruth 

as a condition of life,”4 and to reject the “herd morality,” establish one’s own values, and 

take responsibility for one’s individual perspective.  By the time we came to The Human 

Condition, Arendt represented the potential to change this trajectory of salvaging man’s 

weak and unlikely individuality, with her refreshing focus on the human capacity to 

initiate and begin, to speak and act and reveal one’s self.  Yet she distinctly categorizes 

this capacity into as limited a framework as the men before her, embracing the capitalist 

tendency to simplify our complex world.  Arendt’s version of agency, and her plan for 

rescuing individual action from disappearance in an apathetic, modern society, depends 

upon the division of human life into public and private spheres, and the delegation of 

human activities into three distinct categories.  There is an alternative to such organized 

simplification.  

If man were to consider the interactions of Nature as models for political 

relationships, we would recognize not a few but all of our activities as intricately 

connected and interdependent.  We would tend to the necessities of life, the basis of 

Nature’s network of biological cycles, with work that would be new while traditional, 

and creative while full of memory.  We would survive the way our species has for 

thousands of years, while needing to consciously adapt to the natural changes in our 

environment, and the evolution of the materials with which we work.  We would conduct 

our lives in concert with the other biological cycles of the earth, our own cycle of life 

necessary to and needing the system as a whole.  The mysterious relationships of Nature 

form a structure made not by man, and hold a strong presence in this world.  It is one we 

might embrace, a complex organization of mutually dependent individuals and species 

that allows neither exploitation nor apathy.  The freedom of life within Nature is an 

“abyss”5 strung with innumerable, complex webs of relationships.  Nature itself is an 

                                                
3 Dostoevsky, Fyodor.  The Grand Inquisitior.  (Continuum: New York, 1956), 13. 
4 Nietzsche, Frederick.  Beyond Good & Evil.  (Vintage Books: New York, 1966), 12. 
5 Zerilli, Linda M. G.  Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom.  (University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 2005), 25. 
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authority, and requires our faith in the land by which we survive, strength and self-control 

in the face of frightening unpredictability, humility and pride in mutual dependence, and 

respect for the “others” of a diverse system.  The relationships between the cycles of the 

biological systems of the earth reflect the relationships of the members of an “empowered 

and mutually respectful”6 family, and could reflect too those of citizens in a democracy.  

Arendt characterizes members of a family as acting with “one opinion and one interest,”7 

and blames modern society for demanding such familial, conformist individuals.  Yet a 

family is made up of no such members, nor need modern democracy breed a homogenous 

community.  Rather, amongst family members and potentially among citizens, different 

perspectives, needs, and priorities abound, and weave together in a complex matrix of 

power, compromise, and recognized dependence.  

Arendt would consider the interactions of Nature as a model for political action 

with significant skepticism.  Her categorizations of human life and activity do not allow 

for any complex matrix of biological cycles.  Her “world-building” occurs only through 

the relationships and memories created by action, a label she reserves for an activity of 

freedom, conducted in the public realm, a space she considers lost to modern society.  

She might find it difficult to imagine that a system not created by man would show us 

how to live.  Arendt faults the alienation of capitalism,8 the contradiction of Marx’s goal 

to “emancipate man from labor,”9 and the “victory of society” in the modern age,10 while 

ignoring the ever-evolving political model of mutual recognition and respect that has 

always surrounded us, and is ever more affected by our unwillingness to acknowledge 

our dependence upon it.  There is a difference between knowledge and 

acknowledgment.11  We know Nature is here.  We must acknowledge her.  The natural 

world embraces the importance of place and belonging; celebrates not only the creative 

                                                
6 Benjamin, Jessica.  The Bonds of Love.  (Pantheon Books: New York, 1988), 5. 
7 Arendt, Hannah.  The Human Condition.  (University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 1958), 39. 
8 Arendt, 256. 
9 Arendt, 104. 
10 Arendt, 45. 
11 Roth, Kenneth.  Lecture for The Albert Gallatin Lecture Series at New York University.  11 Dec. 2007.   
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but the necessarily interactive and reactive qualities of human activity, and challenges 

humanity with the constant evolution of the materials we use for survival and 

reproduction.  

Arendt traps her theory in the idea that the need to labor, to complete the tasks of 

survival, is contrary to freedom.  “The productivity of labor power produces objects only 

incidentally and is primarily concerned with the means of its own reproduction…it never 

produces anything but life.”12  Arendt does not consider life to be a valuable, permanent 

product, nor reproduction as part of a beautiful cycle that is more than her basic 

“survival.” “The new beginning inherent in birth,” Arendt writes, “can make itself felt in 

the world only because the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something 

anew, that is, of acting.”13  She thus ignores the constantly changing and evolving 

conditions of man’s survival.  Consider the food system today, in which urban dwellers 

must begin to source more local products, not only to conserve Nature’s limited supply of 

oil, but to cut the carbon emissions that are contributing to global warming, which is 

affecting Nature’s seasons that are central to the timing of our agricultural production.  

Consider the agricultural system itself, working with the unpredictable drift and breeding 

of seeds that alter the nutritional value of our foods, the inexplicable loss of bees that 

pollinate our fruit trees, and the potentially boundless spread of a deadly avian influenza 

in our poultry.  Despite all our government policies, programs, and payments, there is 

much we cannot control.  The production of food is a recognized element of survival, yet 

one that is inherently political.  It is an example Arendt uses too,14 of what until recently 

has been man’s only acknowledged relationship with the natural world.  Here, now, even 

acknowledgement is not enough.  We must emulate the interactions of Nature.  “Labor,” 

Arendt writes, “caught in the cyclical movement of the body’s life process, has neither a 

                                                
12 Arendt, 88. 
13 Arendt. 9. 
14Arendt, 138. 
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beginning nor an end.”15  So must we recognize the nature of all our activities!  Arendt 

suggests that “the various limitations and boundaries we find in every body politic may 

offer some protection against the inherent boundlessness of action.”16  She presents 

promising and forgiving as actions also helpful in curbing boundless consequences.  Yet 

the boundless and unpredictable character of the “abyss” of freedom only requires 

boundaries if we are fearful.  Man will never be capable of organizing or quantifying the 

innumerable and unpredictable forces of Nature, and perhaps for this reason, it is a 

perfect model of interactive power that sustains life and supports change while upholding 

tradition, allows for diversity, and opens up space for complexity and collaboration!  Just 

as the consequences of action are boundless and unpredictable, so are (and always will 

be) the consequences of how we survive on this earth.   

Arendt laments the way  “Society” allows “the fact of mutual dependence for the 

sake of life and nothing else [to] assume public significance” and “activities connected 

with sheer survival…to appear in public.”17  She faults society as “housekeeping, 

whereby the public/private distinction is dissolved and citizens are situated in a relatively 

passive relation to the…welfare state.”18  Her categorized politics cannot address the 

“social questions” of justice and equality.  Her agency requires freedom from necessity in 

order to be new and active.  The social questions are implicitly solved if instead of using 

Arendt’s perspective, we consider agency a way of life, and not only creative, but 

interactive and reactive, formative of a societal system full of agency and change.  By 

requiring a “public space” for political action, Arendt draws boundaries around that 

space, and excludes the possibility of our “living” politically in the world as a whole.  

This is not to say, “The private is political,” but only to point out that to outline the space 

we consider political limits this space. If Arendt might have seen all toils of survival as 

elements of her “world-building” construction of relationships and memories, she might 
                                                
15 Arendt, 144. 
16 Arendt, 191. 
17 Arendt, 46. 
18 Zerilli, 3. 
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not have resorted to exclusion and categorization as an alternative to modern apathy and 

skepticism.    

The population of men on this earth does have the potential (and tendency) to 

conform into what Arendt calls “society.”  The solution to this passive behavior is to 

acknowledge and embrace the diverse ecological system within which we inevitably live.  

The “others” of this natural system are not an obstacle to revealing the individual “I,” but 

in fact highlight and strengthen individuality and personal capability.  As men, we must 

open our eyes to the complex map of relationships in our world that is not man-made, and 

the collaborative, interdependent networks that in fact allows for our own individual 

agency.    

The system of Nature and the activities of man are beginning to consciously 

conflict, and man’s capacity to adapt, cooperate with, and eventually emulate the 

organization of Nature may decide the fate of all human generations to come.  If we 

continue to ignore the natural system within which we live, not only might we destroy the 

fertile lands of our memories, the webs of meaning we have created, and the world of 

relationships we have built, but our children may simply not survive.  And Arendt’s 

political agency, of freedom from necessity, will mean little if man no longer lives.  Her 

“public sphere” will have little potential if our “natural sphere” has been destroyed. 

Arendt focuses her theory on the importance of speech and action.  For these 

values she has earned the deserved following of student movements, activists, and 

revolutionaries.  She brilliantly articulates man’s need to act together as individual 

agents, and to use political spaces for activity and change.  She warns with good reason 

of the progress of man’s modern world towards a conformist, skeptical, and apathetic 

society.  Yet she presents a solution that requires exclusion, exploitation, and elitism.  

There is another answer.  Man need only be respectfully conscious of his surroundings, of 

the complex ecological system in which he already lives, and he will have embraced a 

model by which he can survive, speak, and act in the modern world. 


