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 Arendt, Rousseau,
 and

 Human Plurality in
 Politics

 Margaret Canovan
 University of Keele

 Hannah Arendt's political thought seems at first sight strikingly similar to Rousseau's.
 Closer consideration shows, however, that the two offered fundamentally different solutions
 to the problem of human plurality in politics. Whereas Rousseau tried to unite citizens in a
 single General Will, Arendt stressed the importance of a common public world within which
 plural citizens can be contained. If Arendt's approach is accepted, an important implication

 is that the proper role of political philosophy is much more limited than often is believed.

 Men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world.
 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 9

 H annah Arendt is a writer who arouses strong feelings in her readers.

 To some she is a brilliantly original thinker who has revealed essential
 features of politics (e.g., Parekh, 1981), whereas others have seen her as a
 deplorable romantic, propounding eccentric views without taking the
 trouble to justify them (e.g., O'Sullivan, 1973). There is one aspect of
 her thought, however, that may seem persuasive even to those who are
 not impressed by the rest of her philosophy. This is her emphasis upon

 the plurality of men, the fact that "men, not Man, live on the earth and
 inhabit the world." Although the fact itself may be obvious enough,
 Arendt is unusual in having made a serious effort to face up to its political
 implications, and her conclusions are of considerable interest.

 In this paper I shall explore Arendt's politics of plurality by way of a
 comparison with Rousseau, who also, in a sense, wrestled with human
 plurality, but whose solution rarely has been thought entirely satisfac-

 *I am grateful to Ronald Beiner, Noel O'Sullivan, John Charvet, and Christopher Brewin

 whose comments on an earlier version of this paper have saved me from many errors
 (although they should not be held responsible for those that remain).
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 HUMAN PLURALITY IN POLITICS 287

 tory. If, as I hope to show, Arendt's views emerge creditably from this

 comparison, then a disconcerting general conclusion appears to follow,
 namely, that a style of political philosophy which has had and still has

 many respected practitioners is doomed to futility.

 ARENDT AND ROUSSEAU: RESEMBLANCES

 At first sight, Arendt and Rousseau appear to have a good deal in com-

 mon. Some of these similarities arise from a general feature of her
 writings, namely, her affinity with eighteenth-century modes of thought.
 She consciously threw off the nineteenth-century heritage of historical
 and sociological theory and returned to something more like the intellec-
 tual mood of the Enlightenment. Whereas sociological traditions had
 reduced politics to a superstructure determined by social forces, Arendt

 asserted the independence and dignity of the political realm; and whereas
 theories of nineteenth-century provenance had assumed that nothing ever

 interrupts the smooth flow of history, she went back deliberately to the
 eighteenth-century stress upon political beginnings and upon the impor-
 tance of individuals in making things happen. She therefore was drawn
 to the tradition of the social contract theory with its myths of founding
 fathers making an original compact.

 Arendt therefore was bound to find herself face to face with the most
 celebrated of all social contract theorists, Jean Jacques Rousseau, and
 there are certain striking similarities between them. Perhaps the most
 obvious is that they were both "participationists," criticising represent-
 ative government and recommending face-to-face involvement in politics
 by the ordinary citizen. Rousseau's image of the little city-state where
 the citizens are active members of the sovereign body' is paralleled by
 Arendt's scheme for direct citizen participation based upon smell-scale
 "councils" federated into larger bodies.2

 There are many other similarities, however. For example, both were
 influenced by a great reverence for antiquity. Rousseau's model was
 Sparta, Arendt's Athens, and neither shrank from admiring the political
 freedom of the masters in these states but recognising that only slavery
 had made it possible (Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 97; Arendt, 1959a, pp. 30,
 74, 103, 112). Another resemblance is their common concern for politics

 I Rousseau says that sovereignty cannot be represented. He included representatives in
 his sketch for a Polish constitution, but insisted that they should be delegates strictly

 answerable to their constituents (Rousseau, 1962, II, pp. 40, 92, 96, 450).

 2 Arendt maintained that grassroots political assemblies of this kind continually sprang up

 wherever there was revolution or the opportunity to construct politics anew.-in the
 townships of early America, during the French Revolution, in Russia in 1905 and 1917, and in

 Hungary in 1956. In all the European cases these assemblies were repressed by dictatorial
 party organisations (Arendt, 1963, pp. 242-284).
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 rather than for socioeconomic matters. Despite Rousseau's great in-
 fluence upon movements for social reform, it is clear that he himself
 thought that the purpose of the state was to secure freedom, not to cater to
 the material welfare of its inhabitants,3 whereas the chief ground upon
 which Arendt has been attacked is her insistence that politics should not
 be subordinate to social ends, which only can corrupt it.4 Like
 Rousseau,who wanted his citizens to be citizens first and private in-
 dividuals afterwards (Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 95), Arendt maintained the
 superior dignity of public compared to private life (Arendt, 1959a, pp.
 23-69).

 Besides these obvious similarities there are two others that are perhaps
 not so obvious. Both writers believed that contingent human actions, not
 inevitable historical processes, lie at the heart of politics; and neither
 believed that rules for establishing good states were revealed to men by
 God or Nature. These are points which need some elaboration.

 Amid the turmoil of revolutionary activity in the nineteenth century,
 one of the less-noticed effects of the historical and sociological theories in-
 vented at that time was a weakening of men's sense of direct responsibility
 for politics. If it is really the dynamic of history and its underlying social
 forces that impel states to develop and revolutions to break out, then it
 cannot be a matter of vital importance what any particular man may do
 or fail to do. But Rousseau, living before the age of historicism, did not
 believe that; neither did Arendt. Both therefore were intensely interested
 in the question of how (in a world where despotism always has been more
 common and more durable than freedom) men ever manage to establish a
 republic that works. Arendt studied with intense interest the men who
 led the American Revolution, whereas Rousseau, having spent his
 childhood poring over Plutarch's Lives of the legendary founders of
 Sparta and Rome, incorporated into his The Social Contract that
 mysterious founding father, the Lawgiver.

 Both theorists claimed that the only thing that can hold a free state
 together is mutual consent (Arendt 1963, pp. 164-178; Rousseau 1962, II,
 p. 27). Consent to abide by mutually established fundamental laws was
 particularly vital to both Rousseau and Arendt because neither believed
 that the laws and rights that a free state guards could be derived from
 nature. Even Rousseau, who claimed that upon each man's conscience
 were inscribed basic rules for individual moral conduct, did not think that
 these rules sufficed for the citizen. On the contrary, he made a sharp
 distinction between "man" and "citizen," stressing that whereas the one is

 3Rousseau constantly inveighed against luxury and saw a high standard of living as a

 threat to a free republic (e.g., Rousseau, 1962, II, pp. 73, 83, 95).
 4 See On Revolution (especially chs. 2 and 3) for the argument that social questions have

 diverted all revolutions since the American from the foundation of free institutions. For the
 distinction between "society" and "politics" see Human Condition, pp. 23-117.

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.14 on Sun, 25 Nov 2018 17:50:34 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 HUMAN PLURALITY IN POLITICS 289

 natural, the other is artificial and operates according to man-made rules
 (Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 145). No principles of political justice are to be
 found inscribed upon the human heart; on the contrary, a free state
 which guarantees justice and rights for its citizens is an artificial construc-
 tion set in the midst of the natural world, within which the citizens must
 invent rules of justice for themselves (Rousseau, 1962, II, pp. 48, 91).5

 Arendt's political theory is even more explicitly secular and unwilling to
 rely upon nature, human or otherwise. Her experiences as a refugee from
 totalitarianism had taught her the folly of resting upon the assumption
 that men have natural rights qua man: they can claim rights (as innocent
 but stateless refugees had been forcibly reminded) only if they are citizens
 of a political body with the will to enforce those rights (Arendt, 1967a,
 pp. 290-302). Neither do men have inscribed upon their consciences a
 natural respect for other people and their supposed natural rights. The
 behaviour of apparently respectable men within the institutionalised
 criminality of the totalitarian regimes (Arendt, 1972, p. 71) was enough
 to give her a healthy distrust of the "chartless darkness of the human
 heart." Her point was that the equality and rights which men do not
 possess by nature, and which are not naturally respected by others, exist
 (where they exist at all) strictly as human constructs, because men have
 joined together to create institutions that will secure them.6 Men as
 citizens can be equal and possess rights if they have the good fortune to be
 citizens of a free state, but there is nothing natural about it (Arendt,
 1959b, p. 50; cf. Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 39).

 Given this shared conviction that a free republic in which men are
 equal citizens is not something natural but is a very unusual and fragile
 human construct, it is not surprising that Rousseau and Arendt should
 have had yet another point in common. This is their shared concern with
 the durability of such republics and their liability to corruption.7 Both
 argued that the corruption that can destroy a republic comes about when
 men put their private affairs before their public responsibilities: when
 they cease to act as citizens, and private affairs take over the public realm
 (Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 95; Arendt, 1963, pp. 255-6).

 5 Rousseau's position is spelled out most clearly in his early draft of The Social Contract
 (1962, I, pp. 447-454). On Rousseau's strong sense of the artificiality of civil society and the

 lack of natural law as a foundation for it, see Shklar (1969, pp. 19, 160) and Masters (1968,
 pp. 160, 202, 269, 275, 316).

 6 According to Arendt, early American confidence in free institutions rested upon faith in
 neither nature nor man, but in the power of mutual promises and the common world they can
 erect (1963, pp. 174, 195).

 7"Si Sparte et Rome ont peri, quel Etat peut esperer de durer toujours?" (Rousseau, 1962,
 II, p. 91. See Cranston and Peters, 1972, p. 487). Arendt discusses the Founding Fathers'

 concern with durability in On Revolution, pp. 225-227. For her stress upon the need for
 durability of the human-built world see Human Condition (pp. 119-153).
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 ARENDT AND RoussEAu: DIFFERENCES

 The similarities between Rousseau and Arendt are at first sight very
 striking, but the differences between the two writers are much more
 significant. Arendt was highly critical of Rousseau and his influence,
 and the vital difference lies in their attitudes to something upon which she
 laid great stress -the plurality of men.

 The problem Rousseau avowedly sets out to solve in The Social Con-
 tract is this: "Trouver une forme d'association . .. par laquelle chacun,
 s'unissant a tous, n'obeisse pourtant qu a lui-meme, et reste aussi libre
 qu'auparavant." His solution is that the sovereign, composed of all
 citizens united together, should govern itself by its own general will.
 Freedom, after all, plausibly can be held to lie in ruling oneself:
 "l'obeissance a la loi qu'on s'est prescrite est liberty" (Rousseau, 1962, II,
 pp. 32, 37).

 The great difficulty with this formula is that whereas an individual
 may be free while laying down laws for himself, an assembly of citizens is
 not an individual. Consequently, as Arendt pointed out (1963, pp.
 72-73), Rousseau's efforts are directed towards making his citizens
 equivalent to one single individual. He says that when they join together
 in the social compact they acquire a new collective personality, a "moi
 commun" (Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 33), and his most celebrated device for
 turning a multitude into one is the claim that this collective personality
 can have a single will. In contrast to the chaotic and conflicting wills of
 the subjects in their private capacity, Rousseau maintains that in their
 public capacity, as citizens, they all share one General Will. The General
 Will, by definition, is always right, since it is what all citizens qua citizens
 will: consequently if an individual follows his private will and disobeys
 the General Will, not only may he be forced into obedience, but this coer-
 cion may, notoriously, be described as "forcing him to be free" (Rousseau,
 1962, II, p. 36).

 The solution to the problem of how men can live together in freedom is
 to amalgamate all men into one by getting them to share a single will.
 Unlike some of his more naive followers, Rousseau had no illusions about
 the difficulties and costs inherent in this enterprise, and he laid down
 stringent conditions that must be rdet if it was to be possible at all. He was
 emphatic that a General Will is possible only among men whose unity is
 not threatened by any serious source of diversity. They must know neither
 riches nor poverty, lest differences over material interests set them at
 odds; they must share the same Civil Religion, lest confessional hostilities
 break their unity; they must not form groups or factions, lest these groups
 develop interests hostile to those shared by the citizens as a whole. Even
 then, since it is precisely opposition to all private wills that holds the
 General Will together, it is essential that citizenship should take
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 precedence over private life, and intensive schooling in public spirit is
 necessary. As Rousseau put it, "Tout ce qui rompt l'unite sociale ne vaut
 rien" (Rousseau, 1962, I, p. 255; II, pp. 43, 61, 124-34, 145, 437).

 Although Rousseau fully recognised the difficulties of finding common
 interests from which to derive a General Will, he did not recognise that
 his theory rested upon a crucial simplifying assumption: the assumption

 that any citizen thinking rationally about these shared interests must
 come to the same conclusion as any other. Just as 10,000 men
 simultaneously working out an arithmetical problem must all come to the
 same conclusion (unless some of them have got it wrong), so citizens
 deliberating about a matter of general interest (provided that they are
 neither stupid nor corrupt) must come to the same conclusion because
 reason allows of no diversity.

 It is this implicit assumption that makes intelligible Rousseau's in-
 troduction of a Lawgiver who will know what laws are best for the people
 and can pretend divine authority to get them accepted. To anyone
 reading The Social Contract for the first time, Rousseau's reduction of his
 dignified sovereign citizens into ignorant children apparently
 manipulated by a leader comes as a considerable shock, for what
 Rousseau gives with one hand he appears to take away with the other.
 Only the people are sovereign; only their General Will is the source of law
 (Rousseau, 1962, II, pp. 50-54; Masters, 1968, p. 362). But if the
 General Will is, in fact, a rational deduction of the implications of a
 single common interest, then there must be a right answer, and popular
 deliberations may not be the best guide to it.

 The real trend of this argument becomes apparent when Rousseau
 discusses voting. As he is perfectly well aware, unanimous decisions, ex-
 cept in the kind of idealised Swiss village he occasionally cites (Rousseau,
 1962, II, p. 102), are wildly improbable, and any state, however
 democratic, will have to make do most of the time with majorities. But
 majority decision does not fit comfortably at all into his theory. After all,
 how can a defeated minority be said to be free and ruled by their own
 laws when the measure they have voted against passes over their opposi-
 tion?

 Je reponds que la question est mal pos'ee ... Quand on propose une loi dans I'assemblee du
 people, ce qu'on leur demande n'est pas precisement s'ils approuvent la proposition ou s'ils la
 rejettent, mai si elle est conforme ou non a la volonte generale, qui est la leur ... Quand donc
 l'avis contraire au mien 1'emporte, cela ne prouve autre chose sinon que je m'etais trompe, et
 que ce que j'estimais etre la volonte generale ne 1'etais pas. Si mon avis particulier 1'efit em-
 porte, j'aurais fait autre chose que ce que j'avais voulu; c'est alors que je n'aurais pas ete libre.
 (1962, II, pp. 105-106)

 Clearly, despite all Rousseau's efforts, what he ultimately is advocating
 is not so much the sovereignty of actual people as the sovereignty of the
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 General Will, a constructive entity that will coincide with the views of in-
 dividuals if and only if they are completely united.8 And if what unites
 men in a free state is a General Will following logically from a single com-
 mon interest, then a single rational man can work- out what the General
 Will requires without any need for real public deliberations. In a perfect
 republic the assembled citizens would be mere clones, all speaking with
 one voice.9 The startling implication of Rousseau's theory therefore is
 that in a free republic assemblies have a purely ritual function (Shklar,
 1969, p. 181), and real politics in the sense of public action and discussion
 is redundant.

 This is the point at which Rousseau's theory gets into serious dif-
 ficulties. For, as John Charvet has put it, Rousseau's political thought
 cannot cope with the actual diversity of real people, but instead involves
 "the systematic abolition of the other" (1974, p. 145). The trouble with
 his thought, in fact, as Hannah Arendt pointed out (1963, pp. 72-73), is
 that it tries in the end to do away with what Arendt calls "the human con-
 dition of plurality, that is, of living as a distinct and unique being among
 equals" (1959a, p. 158): the fact that "men, not Man, live on the earth
 and inhabit the world" (1959a, p. 9). Rousseau makes heroic but
 unavailing efforts to render ineffective the fact that there are more of us
 than one and that we are all unique, each of us having his own standpoint
 from which to view the world, each his own mind which is capable of in-
 dependent thought, each his own self which can disclose itself in unex-
 pected action.

 ARENDT ON THE PLURALITY OF MEN

 Human plurality . .. has the twofold character of equality and distinction. If men were
 not equal, they could neither understand each other and those who came before them nor
 plan for the future and foresee the needs of those who will come after them. If men were not
 distinct, each human being distinguished from any other who is, was, or ever will be, they
 would need neither speech nor action to make themselves understood (Arendt, 1959a, pp.
 155-156).

 The plurality of men is the starting point of Arendt's political theory. As
 she admits, there are many aspects of human life in which it is not
 necessary to pay much attention to the fact that other people are distinct
 and different and yet just as real as oneself. Where biological needs are
 concerned, or the repetitive tasks that Arendt calls "Labour," men are vir-

 S One of the Lawgiver's main tasks is "changer . .. la nature humaine .. . transformer
 chaque individu, qui par lui-meme est un tout parfait et solitaire, en partie d'un plus grand
 tout, dont cet individu retoive en quelque sorte sa vie et son etre" (Rousseau, 1962, II, pp.
 51-52).

 9 "Plus les avis approchent de l'unanimite, plus aussi la volonte generale est dominante"
 (Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 104).
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 tually interchangeable and human plurality is not of great importance. 10
 Again, when the creative artist or craftsman confronts his materials, in-
 tent upon realising an idea that he has conceived, he can conduct himself
 up to a point as though he was alone in the world."I Finally, where pure
 logic is concerned, human plurality is irrelevant. Any number of men
 following the same chain of deduction is substitutable for one
 another -and Arendt regarded political ideologies as attempts to reduce
 all thinking to just such single-track unanimity, leaving no room for
 diversity of standpoints or originality of thought.12

 But although the experiences of biological necessity, artistic creation,
 and logical or ideological thinking can cause us to forget human plurality,
 these experiences are very misleading models for politics. For the obvious
 fact which Arendt sought to push into the forefront of political theory is
 that there are more of us than one. We all have our own ideas; we all see
 things from our own point of view; we all can formulate projects and we
 can all act (Arendt, 1959a, p. 157).

 The essentially political aspect of this originality is that men do not act
 or start things in a vacuum. They act in relation to one another, inserting
 their initiatives into an already tangled web of human affairs, each affect-
 ing and altering what others have started. This creates a double un-
 predictability. In the first place nobody can know what each individual
 may do, for men are always surprising themselves as well as other people.
 And second, nobody (certainly not the actors themselves) can know where
 the actions and reactions upon which they embark will lead in the end.
 Human deeds can be given the semblance of order and told as stories with
 a plot -but only after the event (Arendt, 1959a, pp. 159, 171). Nobody
 who engages in public affairs can know where the repercussions of his ac-
 tions and the interweaving deeds of others will carry them all.

 Given this burgeoning individuality, how can men live with their
 mutual capacity for action? This, to Arendt, is the fundamental political
 problem; and the problem of free politics is to enable men to live together
 without stunting human plurality and repressing one another's capacity
 for action and thought. For the commonest solution to the chaotic un-

 10 Arendt suggests that in so far as "labouring" modes of life become dominant, men in-
 deed do become less distinct, and tend to "behave" rather than to "act" (1959a, p. 40).

 11 Arendt argues that disastrous consequences come from introducing this instrumental at-
 titude into politics, and treating other human beings as material for the realisation of one

 grand design (1959a, pp. 197-206; see also Arendt, 1970, p. 147).

 12 In Totalitarianism (1967a, pp. 458, 469-477) Arendt connected totalitarianism with the
 rigid pattern of ideological thinking, which starts with one idee fixe and deduces a system
 from this with no concessions to alternative viewpoints. A distrust of logicality for its coer-

 civeness, isolation, and neglect of common sense is a frequent theme in her writings; see, e.g.,
 Arendt (1972, pp. 11-19; 1967b, pp. 107-110; 1953, pp. 386-387).
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 predictability of human affairs has always been to simplify things by
 allowing only one source of action in the community:

 The most obvious salvation from the dangers of plurality is monarchy, or one-man-rule, in its
 many varieties, from outright tyranny of one against all to benevolent despotism and to those
 forms of democracy in which the many form a collective body so that the people "is many in
 one" and constitute themselves as a "monarch" . . . (Arendt, 1959a, pp. 197-198)

 The rule of one man over many is the simplest way of getting round
 human plurality, but there also are more sophisticated ways, and Arendt
 considered that Rousseau's was one of them. As she pointed out in On
 Revolution, he had "found a highly ingenious means to put a multitude
 into the place of a single person; for the general will was nothing more or
 less than what bound the many into one." He achieved this by setting up
 a general will which articulated the common interest shared by all
 citizens against everything specific to each individual (Arendt, 1963, pp.
 72-73).

 Against all such attempts to render human plurality inoperative,
 Arendt maintained that it is possible (although by no means common) for
 men to live together without denying their plural capacity for action.'3
 She recognised that the human bent for endless unpredictability and
 restless novelty is dangerous and anarchic if unrestrained; but she argued
 that it need not be restrained by one-man rule nor by political fictions
 that pretend that all men are united in one general will. It also can be
 restrained by mutual commitments made among equals.

 Arendt resembles Rousseau in laying great stress upon mutual consent
 and promises.'4 There the similarity ends, however, for whereas the
 point of Rousseau's social contract is to weld individuals into a single body
 with only one will, the purpose of consent for Arendt is to set limits to
 human unpredictability by creating institutions within which men who
 are still plural will be able to move and act as equals. Her point is that
 instead of being reduced to a single will, diverse individuals can be united
 by sharing a common world: a common set of external institutions (1963,
 p. 71).

 Rousseau imagined a multitude who became one in the General Will,
 and who thereafter could (so Arendt argued) be regarded as a single in-
 dividual.'5 But what Arendt has in mind is a gathering of distinct and

 13 Arendt's theory differs from liberalism in that her concern is not just how individuals
 can go their own ways but how they can act among one another without creating chaos and
 tyranny.

 14 The abilities to promise and to forgive are the only remedies for the incalculability of
 human action (Arendt, 1959a, pp. 212-21). It is a weakness of Arendt's theory that she rarely
 discussed the practical problems of identifying consent to political institutions, but see Arendt
 (1972, pp. 85-102).

 15 Arendt notes that Rousseau in effect reduces the problem of political obligation to "the
 relation between me and myself" (1972, p. 84).
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 unique individuals moving about freely in the public space which they
 share (whether agora, parliament, or revolutionary council), united by
 their mutual commitment to the institutions that contain and set limits to
 such public action, but with the opportunity to differ and to develop their
 own points of view.

 Now, at this point a defender of Rousseau may object that Arendt's
 solution is illusory. After all, he may argue, if Arendt's men moving
 about in their public space are ever to come to an agreement about
 anything they will have to behave in exactly the same way as Rousseau's
 citizens. They too will have to identify a common interest and follow the
 same rational train of thought towards a solution. If they are to agree at
 all, in other words, they will have to face Rousseau's problem of achieving
 a general will. This, however, is precisely what Arendt denies (1963, p.
 71). In opposition to Rousseau's stress on rational interest issuing in a
 common will, she explores notions of opinion, judgement, and sheer con-
 tingent political compromise that are involved in reaching solutions ap-
 propriate to the plural condition of men.

 As Arendt continually repeats, one of the features of human plurality is
 that each of us has a different viewpoint on the world that we share in
 common. In the course of public discussion of public affairs, each of us is
 capable of forming an opinion, and the characteristic of opinions is that
 they tend to differ from one another. Interests may be held in common,
 but opinions belong to individuals (Arendt, 1963, pp. 227-229).

 Rousseau, striving to eliminate human plurality from politics, thought
 in terms of interest alone (Arendt, 1963, p. 73), and calculated that if men
 whose public interests were objectively the same could be brought
 together in a public assembly, unswayed by corrupt interests, agreement
 must follow. But, when men's capacity to form opinions is considered,
 public-spirited men with the same objective interests may argue in-
 definitely and still remain diverse in their opinions.

 These diverse views need not be merely subjective and arbitrary.
 Arendt remarks that political thinking is "representative" in that it in-
 volves arriving at judgements by representing to oneself the points of view
 of others before arriving at a conclusion (1961, p. 220; 1976b, p. 115).16
 This kind of thinking can never be self-evident, but it can be far from ar-
 bitrary. In particular, the realism of judgements will rise as they are
 formed and transformed in the light of others' opinions. As Arendt con-
 tinually stresses, common sense is not something that a man can achieve
 all by himself (1959a, p. 187; 1967a, p. 352; 1978, I, p. 53).

 16 Ronald Beiner (1980) identifies a tension between Arendt's earlier reflections upon
 judgement as "a faculty exercised by actors in political deliberation and action" (p. 130) and
 her later emphasis upon judgement as part of the contemplative life. The present discussion
 refers to the earlier, more practical, sense of "judgement."
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 Rational men in the presence of one another can develop political
 judgement and create among themselves a discussion of public affairs in-
 formed by a high degree of realism and common sense (Arendt, 1963, pp.
 227-231), but there is nothing in human experience to lead us to expect
 that the exercise of their reason will conduct them all to a single truth. It
 is worth emphasising Arendt's observations on this aspect of human
 plurality because they blatantly contradict one of the most durable of

 philosophical assumptions. From Plato to Rousseau, from Rousseau to
 Habermas, it has been assumed that where undistorted communication
 exists, then common conviction based on rationality must follow.
 However persuasive such a model may be in purely intellectual inter-
 course (and it fits some aspects of academic communication much better
 than others), it is certainly unconvincing when applied to action: to situa-
 tions that is, in which those concerned are not just trying to spread a con-
 viction but to get something done.

 A familiar example may perhaps help to underline this point. Imagine
 an academic (Dr. Lodgick) who joins a university department and finds
 himself dissatisfied with the course structure, which seems to him irra-
 tional and lacking in intellectual coherence. Being young and energetic,
 he puts forward a new scheme which would tie up all the loose ends of the
 course into a satisfyingly coherent pattern. He waits for the universal as-
 sent such a rational proposal demands - and discovers, to his chagrin,
 that every other member of the department has his own favourite scheme,
 each of them far more coherent than the one that is in operation, but
 every one of them different.

 There is a great deal of discussion in the department, and the more fair-
 minded participants recognise that there is something to be said for each
 proposal. The answer, therefore, might seem to be obvious: combine all
 the good points of each, and the result must command universal agree-
 ment. But, alas, it rarely proves possible to find some higher synthesis
 that caters for all the best points of the various schemes offered and is
 itself, at the same time, coherent and rational. What usually emerges
 from this sort of discussion is a political compromise: one of the very large
 number of possible compromises in a given setting, and therefore
 something highly contingent; a compromise, moreover, that in trying to
 satisfy many points of view becomes as messy and lacking in rational
 coherence as political compromises invariably are. Looking
 discontentedly at the results of his action Dr. Lodgick realises that the
 new scheme is open to precisely the same objections that he raised against
 its predecessor, and that there is a world of difference between a rational
 consensus arrived at by minds that are fully convinced, and a political
 compromise reached by men who are agreed only on the fact that they
 must agree to something in order to carry on the business of the world.
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 Arendt did not believe that men exercising their minds freely and ra-
 tionally on political questions were at all likely to arrive at common con-

 victions. But her point was that they can concur in loyalty to a common
 set of worldly institutions. They can be united not because they think
 alike, but because outside in the world they all inhabit the same public
 space, acknowledge its formal rules, and therefore are committed to
 achieving a working compromise when they differ. Where there is a
 mutual commitment to the continuance of the same public world, dif-
 ferences can be settled by purely political means. The classic example is,
 of course, the use of majority voting simply as a technical device for
 generating an agreed-upon solution. As Arendt stresses, this use of voting
 as a political tool is quite different from Rousseau's resort to the suffrage,
 which we examined earlier. There is a fundamental difference between
 accepting majority decision as a way of settling issues among men who re-
 main aware of their differences, and treating it as an oracle of the will of a
 single people (Arendt, 1963, p. 163; Rousseau, 1962, II, p. 106). The dif-
 ference hinges precisely upon whether human plurality is preserved or at-
 tacked.

 Let us try now to sum up the implications of our comparison between
 Arendt and Rousseau:
 1. One of the crucial elements in Rousseau's political thought is an at-
 tempt to overcome human plurality by converting a multitude into one
 being willing one will. This project is of more than antiquarian interest,
 for it underlies those aspects of The Social Contract that have attracted
 constant criticism, while at the same time it never has ceased to inspire
 other political thinkers.'7
 2. According to Arendt, Rousseau's endeavour is not only dangerously
 utopian, but also unnecessary, since free and plural men who do not share
 a common will nevertheless can be united by political institutions that lie
 outside of and between them -the man-made world of the republic.
 3. If Arendt is right about this and Rousseau wrong, then there are im-
 portant implications for the relative status of political thought and
 political action. Supposing that human plurality could be evaded - if
 men really could share a general will - then politics would be redundant.
 All that would be necessary would be for one rational individual (a
 political philosopher, perhaps) to work out the principles that all rational
 men must agree to. Only one thinker (or, at the most, a select committee
 of philosophers) would be needed, and he could do his calculations in
 private, without any need for deliberations in public. But since, as
 Arendt says, men's standpoints, opinions, and projects are in fact all
 plural, then no private train of thought can replace public deliberations.

 17 The most recent is Habermas. See, for example, "Legitimation Problems of the
 Modern State" (1979, p. 186).
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 It therefore follows that there is no substitute for real political activities.
 Let us conclude this essay by looking briefly at the implications of this
 position for political philosophy.

 HUMAN PLURALITY AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

 If Arendt is right about the inescapable plurality of men in politics,
 then the first implication that follows is that theory is no substitute for
 practice. This is something that comes hard to many political theorists,

 for the occupational delusion of thinkers is the belief that constructing a
 neat theoretical scheme is equivalent to getting something done. But
 there is all the difference in the world between a theory and an event, be-
 tween a hypothetical construct like "the will of the people" and a real
 agreement arrived at by real persons in the common world.'8

 The proper role of political theory then, cannot be to preempt political
 action and deliberation (Arendt, 1959a, pp. 5-6). Indeed, the attempt to
 draw up prescriptions for ideal states or societies implies a lack of respect
 for the business of political action 'as it actually is carried on.. It is like
 writing the script for a conversation that has yet to take place; either it
 must be futile, or else it seeks to deny the participants their right to their
 own initiative. Now, all this may seem boringly obvious, but to see how
 radical it is, let us turn briefly to the most celebrated of contemporary
 political philosophies, John Rawls's Theory of Justice.

 Rawls presents his theory as an attempt to give social institutions the
 legitimacy of consent by discovering principles to which all members of
 the community would have consented if they had had the opportunity
 (Rawls, 1972, p. 13). In pursuit of this goal he imagines rational in-
 dividuals in a kind of state of nature, behind a "veil of ignorance" that
 leaves them without knowledge of their own particular interests, for ex-
 ample, whether they are to-be high or low on the social scale in the society
 that is to be set up. The idea is that since each of these individuals will
 take care of his own potential interests as an autonomous person,
 whatever principles of social justice are accepted by all in this situation
 must be fair.

 Rawls's claim that his persons would agree to two principles of justice
 and to an elaborate set of constitutional provisions has been voluminously
 challenged. What is interesting for our present purposes, however, is
 that his notion of founding justice upon agreement takes no account of
 human plurality. Although Rawls speaks of "persons" being assembled
 behind the veil of ignorance, and of discussions going on among them, it is

 18 Arendt contrasts America at the time of the revolution, held together by "worldly in-
 stitutions" (the Constitution, itself made possible by a heritage of popular assemblies founded
 upon compact), with the people in the French Revolution, who in theory were united by a

 unanimous general will inside each one of them (1963, p. 71).
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 plain that this is a mere figure of speech. There is nothing plural about
 these persons, and there is no need for them to come to agreement, for all
 that Rawls is really considering is what universal rules any one rational
 individual put in such a situation would adopt.

 Rawls gives the game away, indeed, when he admits that there is no
 need for any real discussion to take place; the results all can be worked out
 by one individual without leaving the realms of pure theory (Rawls, 1972,
 p. 139). He acknowledges that if it was not possible to assume that all in-

 dividuals were equivalent, "we would not be able to work out any definite
 theory of justice at all. We would have to be content with a vague for-
 mula stating that justice is what would be agreed to without being able to
 say much, if anything, about the substance of the agreement itself" (1972,
 p. 140). To give substance to any such agreement we in fact would have
 to leave the realms of pure philosophy and resort to politics.

 Rawls's neglect of human plurality is all the more striking when we
 consider that his theory is avowedly designed to avoid the pitfalls of ab-
 solutist moral views, and to construct principles of justice according to
 which persons with diverse religious, philosophical and ethical views can
 live together. In his more recent work Rawls has laid further stress upon
 this diversity: upon the need to construct principles of justice rather than
 find them written in the nature of things; upon the contingency of such
 principles, their limitation to the circumstances of a particular society,

 and even the possibility that perhaps no principles of justice can be found
 that would recommend themselves rationally in the Original Position

 (Rawls, 1980, pp. 518, 523, 542, 566, 570). What he has not recognised,
 however, is that if publicly acceptable principles of justice are to be con-

 structed at all, they cannot be constructed in the abstract by a single
 philosopher, but only through the highly contingent business of concrete
 public deliberation and action over time."'

 Rawls's claim to be aiming at a society based upon consent therefore is
 just as dubious as Rousseau's, and for the same reason: it does not take
 serious account of human plurality, of the fact that men and women are
 not clones of a single original plus or minus the effects of different social
 positions, but are instead rival centres of the world, each capable of
 thought, speech and action. As soon as Theory was published, of course,
 the plurality its author had ignored instantly asserted itself. In the
 scholarly debate that followed, Theory, like all other systematic political
 philosophies, shrank from the status of necessary truth to that of one point
 of view among others.

 The moral is that no political philosopher can work out conclusively
 what all rational men will agree to (unless he defines "rationality" in a cir-

 19 For a convergent line of thought see Walzer (1981).
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 cular way). Private reason is no substitute for public deliberation and ac-
 tion. And this means that a political philosophy cannot be a proof but
 only a proposal: not the conclusion of an argument, but the beginning of a
 discussion; not a blueprint for the remaking of society, but one among
 many suggestions thrown into the maelstrom of public debate. It may be
 that Rawls's theory, being so much discussed in universities, really will
 have some effect upon American politics; but if so, it will do so only by
 contributing another strand to the infinitely messy business of public
 deliberation, which produces results that are rarely coherent or consistent
 and that never conform wholly to anyone's political philosophy. In other
 words, the construction of a system of political philosophy cannot be a
 substitute for or a short-cut through political action. Principles that look
 like firmly established conclusions to the political philosopher turn into
 mere proposals when they enter the realm of politics, and no amount of
 theorising can predict what, if anything, will come of them. The only
 way to find out is to watch what happens, and it was precisely watching
 and reflecting upon political events that seemed to Hannah Arendt to be
 the proper avocation of the political theorist.

 CONCLUSION

 It is not the purpose of this paper to defend Arendt's political theory in
 toto, for there are many points on which she is vulnerable to criticism
 (Parekh, 1981; Canovan, 1974). I have argued, however, that certain
 aspects of her thought are persuasive and have important implications. A
 comparison between her and Rousseau (who is in this respect represent-
 ative of many political thinkers) brings out the fundamental difference
 between two political responses to human plurality: on the one hand,
 heroic but desperate attempts to unite diverse individuals in a common
 will; on the other, a less ambitious acceptance that plurality is in-
 escapable, but that worldly institutions nevertheless can provide a way of
 holding people together while leaving them space in which to differ.

 This latter view underlines the vital importance of politics, for the im-
 plication of human plurality is that although free men indeed can arrive
 at mutual agreements, such agreements are a contingent affair, the prod-
 uct of unpredictable interactions out in the world of politics, not that con-
 sensus of all rational men which political philosophers have posited
 repeatedly in vain.

 If this position is accepted it rules out any style of political thinking
 which first decides what the world should be like and then sets out to
 realise this ideal. The task of the political theorist cannot be to describe
 an ideal state or to lay down principles of justice for implementation.
 Because men are plural it is naive to suppose that any philosopher's
 scheme will command universal assent, so that any such ideal must either
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 become one initiative among many, or else provide a dangerous incentive
 to its adherents to suppress plurality and freedom in order to realise it by
 force. Political theory, in the sense of reflection upon political events, is
 vital to preserve the significance of men's deeds and to educate them in
 prudence, but if it tries to provide a blueprint of what the world should
 be, it betrays instead of respecting that human plurality upon which all
 free politics rests.

 Arendt's stress on plurality therefore contains a warning as well as a
 promise.20 It has been received by many readers as a heartening
 reminder that men are free to act, that the future is not determined, and
 that many possibilities are open. But if we are to listen to Arendt, we
 must pay heed to her warnings about the self-defeating qualities of the
 gift of free action. Above all, we cannot find support in her ideas for the
 joyous prospect of "Man making his own history." A vital aspect of
 Arendt's theory is her insistence that action occurs always among beings
 who are inescapably plural, whose projects collide and become entangled
 with one another, and who do not easily reach agreement. It was not
 only to determinists and totalitarians but also to over-optimistic reformers
 that Arendt addressed her message that "men, not Man, live on the earth
 and inhabit the world."
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