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In light of the events that go under the sign of 9/11 and its aftermath, it would seem that On Violence would be among the most relevant of Arendt’s writings for us today.
 Yet receptions of Arendt’s text suggest just the opposite: because she defined violence as nonpolitical, so the dominant reception of her work goes, Arendt has little to contribute to any debate on violence and politics. Not unlike her view of the social question, Arendt’s reflections on violence speak to her very narrow idea of what can count as political. 
 Reduced, as Jürgen Habermas puts it, to the “praxis of those who talk to each other [about nothing practical] in order to act in common [on issues of no material concern],” Arendt’s quaint and exceedingly Greek conception of politics categorically excludes not only all socio-economic matters but all forms of strategic action (which she defines as force), including fully normalized and institutionalized expressions of “the strategic competition for political power . . . [and] the employment of power within the political system.”
 In the spirit of redeeming what might still be valuable in Arendt’s work, declares Habermas, we must first acknowledge the ways in which she is “the victim of a concept of politics that is inapplicable to modern conditions” (ACCP, 83).

Before signing on to such a verdict (and the redemptive project it underwrites), we do well to revisit On Violence and see whether Arendt’s supposedly outdated conception of politics might not be connected in some way with the things that she gets right about 1968—and brilliantly right in my view. Simply stated, the particular problem that provoked Arendt’s text was how to explain the “undeniable glorification of violence by the student movement” and other social movements around 1968. “It is futile to say that only the ‘extremists’ are yielding to a glorification of violence,” writes Arendt (OV, 14). Denouncing “the new militants . . . as anarchists, nihilists, red fascists, Nazis, and . . . “Luddite machine smashers” or blaming their behavior, as most commentators of Arendt’s generation did, “on all kinds of social and psychological factors,” such as “too much permissiveness” or “too much authority” is equally futile (OV, 15).  Refuting all these familiar explanations, what Arendt got brilliantly right was, as she puts it, that such “glorification is caused by severe frustration of the faculty of action in the modern world. It is simply true that riots in the ghettos and rebellions on the campuses make people feel they are acting together in a way that they rarely can” (OV, 83). 
For Arendt, the student movement in particular was best understood in terms of its own slogan, the “claim for ‘participatory democracy’” (OV, 22), a claim that, in her view, embodied the originary demand for political freedom that lay at the heart of the American Revolution.
 That demand came face to face with the failure of the American founders and those who came after to preserve the “revolutionary spirit,” to preserve, that is, spaces and contexts in which events become occasions for response and action makes sense. The eruption of this demand in the sixties could not have been predicted, says Arendt, and, in fact, constituted a set of events in the very specific sense she gives to that term, namely, “occurrences that interrupt routine processes and routine procedures” (OV, 7).
 “We do not know if these occurrences are the beginning of something new—a new example—or the death pangs of a faculty [action] that mankind is about to lose (OV, 83), she remarks.

To put it differently, there simply is no guarantee that what the actors of 1968 experienced as a new beginning is in fact the beginning of something new. Time alone will not tell, for it is never History that decides in Arendt’s view. Fundamentally, it is a problem of judgment. Not unlike Kant, whose own spectatorial state of fascinated horror at the French Revolution was a central topic in Arendt’s unfinished work on judgment, so too did Hannah Arendt watch the events of 1968 with deeply mixed feelings about their meaning for the future of democracy in the United States and abroad.
 What worried her was that not only the actors but the spectators of 1968, including those (like the participants at this conference) who ponder and judge these events from some historical distance, would conclude that violence, whatever its costs, is the only way to bring about genuine social and political change.
 Deeply concerned to contest this ascription of new beginnings to the use of force, Arendt challenged the entire tradition of thinking about violence, not by excluding violence from the register of politics—in order to preserve the latter’s putative Greek purity—but to think about violence politically. And though that may not seem like a particularly original project—in fact, it is.

The project of thinking about violence politically is original because “to raise the question of violence in the political realm” (35), as Arendt describes her project in On Violence, is to take leave of received understandings of violence, including those that dismiss violence as “irrational,” as far too episodic and arbitrary to be studied seriously, or that describe violence in what Arendt calls “non-political, biological terms.”
 Arendt’s effort to think about violence politically radically questions the “consensus among political theorists from Left to Right” (OV, 35) that “violence is nothing more than the most flagrant manifestation of power” (OV, 35) and that “power . . . is an instrument of rule, while rule “owes its existence to the ‘instinct of domination’”: “a man feels himself more of a man when he is imposing himself and making others the instrument of his will” (OV, 36), as Arendt, citing Betrand de Jouvenel, puts it. 
Against this naturalization of power as one man’s (natural desire to) rule over others, Arendt writes: 

Power is the human ability not just to act but to act in concert. Power is never the property of an individual; it belongs to the group and remains in existence only so long as the group keeps together. When we say of somebody that he is “in power” we actually refer to his being empowered by a certain number of people to act in their name (OV, 44).

Commenting on this passage from On Violence, Habermas remarks, “The fundamental phenomenon of power is not the instrumentalization of another’s will, but the formation of a common will in a communication directed toward reaching agreement” (ACCP, 76). Arendt’s “communicative concept of power”—his phrase, not hers—is to be applauded for breaking with instrumentalist and functionalist accounts of power (e.g., Max Weber’s and Talcott Parson’s). It is to be applauded for recalling the origins of legitimate political institutions in “an opinion on which many were publicly in agreement” (ACCP, 77, 78). But it is to be strongly criticized for offering no means by which to decide whether the formation of any particular will is rational or not, or whether those who are empowered to act and speak in the name of the people do in fact express an opinion on which many were publicly in agreement. Arendt’s view lacks the criteria by which to determine the validity of competing claims and, therefore, to transform mere collective will-formation into rational will-formation.
 Absent any “critical standard” for distinguishing between “illusionary and non-illusionary convictions” (ACCP, 88), writes Habermas, we would be left with nothing but an arbitrary and incontestable act of will as the ground of political validity. Although Arendt would oppose such decisionism,
 Habermas suggests, she is unable to grasp the “structural violence” by which communication is blocked, ideologies are formed, and “subjects deceive themselves about themselves and their situation” (ibid).
 Just this is what happened to the student movement, in Habermas’s view.
 
For Habermas, “democratic procedures are meant to institutionalize the forms of communication necessary for rational will-formation.”
 He sees himself as redeeming Arendt’s insight into the communicative nature of power in an effort to clarify and elaborate what such procedures must look like if such rational will-formation is to be achieved. Here we might wonder whether the “more realistic version” (ACCP, 88) of “communicative power” that Habermas proposes with his critical standard is not in fact a far more radical departure from Arendt’s idea of power as action in concert than he seems to think. In the next part of my paper I suggest that it is. 
For now, however, I want to ask: was Arendt really blind to the threat of decisionism and structural violence that her theory of power supposedly countenanced? To answer this question we need to get a clearer sense of what was at stake in her critique of the will, keeping in mind that, in Habermas’s account, it is not the will as such that is problematic for democratic politics, but the will unguided by communicative reason. 
At the end of “Willing” (published as Volume 2 of The Life of the Mind), Arendt explicitly announces the need to write a section on “judging” in order to respond to the impasses in “every philosophy of the will,” especially as it bears on democratic theory and practice.
 In the philosophy of the will Arendt identified the central aporia of democratic thought and action: how to think and affirm plurality and a nonsovereign concept of freedom. Indeed, aporia, which comes from the Greek aporos and means literally “without passage,” best describes what Arendt discovered in her reflections on the faculty of the will: There is no way to move from the idea of the will as free (which is to say, sovereign) to the idea of membership in a democratic community. For the freedom of the will, as Nietzsche recognized, is irreducibly bound to the logic of obedience and command: “What is called ‘freedom of the will’ is essentially a passionate superiority toward a someone who must obey. ‘I am free’; ‘he must obey’—the consciousness of this is the very willing.”
 It is “strange indeed,” remarks Arendt, that ‘the faculty of the will whose essential activity consists in dictate and command should be [so it is said] the harborer of freedom.” For the will, as she shows time and again in On Violence, is bound up with the idea of freedom as sovereignty and with power as rule/force—“making others act as I choose,” to speak with Voltaire (OV, 36). 
All of Arendt’s writings, but especially On Violence and the unfinished work on judging, can be understood as an attempt to break with the entire philosophy of the will in which the twin ideas of power as rule/force and freedom as sovereignty have been housed. This break is far more radical than anything proposed by Habermas, who is certainly deeply critical of the same tradition of thought, but who would rearticulate democratic will-formation as rational will-formation by means of his well-know accounts of communicative action and discourse ethics.
 He questions not the faculty of the will as having a legitimate role to play in democratic politics but its mute, solitary character and groundless exercise. By describing Arendt’s notion of power as “communicative power” and redescribing the latter as “collective will-formation,” Habermas can then criticize her for failing to provide the mechanisms of rational will-formation, the criteria according to which we judge. In my view, Arendt’s conception of power and politics neither dismisses nor invites decisionism—that is, the notion that political actions and principles require no valid reasons but are simply the expressions of a groundless will—because, in breaking with the philosophy of the will, Arendt breaks with the very idea of democratic politics as will-formation tout court, rational or not.
 
As I argue in what follows, Arendt breaks not only with the idea of the will that yields the permanent threat of decisionism (just as rationalism yields the permanent threat of skepticism) but also with certain assumptions about human action that keep the possibility of beginning tied to the power of the will. Refuting the will as the origin of action and human freedom in the distinctively political sense that she understood the power of beginning (i.e., precisely not as Kantian spontaneity, which is the ambivalent achievement of “Man in the singular,” but as being with “men in the plural” in word and deed), Arendt goes on to refigure this possibility in relation to the power of judgment.
 
Once we question, with Arendt, the idea that rational will-formation is the aim of democratic politics, and with it the notion that political actions can and need to be justified in the strong cognitive sense demanded by Habermas, decisionism ceases to present itself as a genuine political problem.
 What if Arendt’s so-called failure to generate the criteria according to which power is the formation not just of a common will but a will that is rational turns out to be part of a genuine innovation, an innovation, I suggest, that amounts to a virtual Copernican Revolution in political theorizing?: namely, an unprecedented break with the philosophy of the will in the history of political thought. This break is Copernican in spirit because it reveals that the very claim to free action that the will arrogates to itself depends on the power of judgment. Although foregrounded in the work of philosophers such as Nietzsche, Bergson, and Heidegger, each of whom questioned the will as the locus of freedom, it was Hannah Arendt herself who first recognized the implications of such a break for our understanding of democratic politics. 
Is Power “Collective Will-Formation”?
Habermas credits Arendt with breaking with “the philosophy of consciousness,” (which he ascribes not only to the paradigmatic figures of Descartes and Kant but also to Hegel, Marx, Heidegger, Adorno, Horkheimer and even Derrida). Already discussed in his well-known 1966 essay on Arendt, Habermas marshals Arendt’s account of “communicative power” to elaborate his argument in Between Facts and Norms about political autonomy as part of a larger argument about the co-originality of law and power. What he finds appealing in Arendt is the idea that “both law and communicative power have their co-original source in the ‘opinion upon which many publicly were in agreement’” (BFN, 147). If law is not to stand as an alien force that is permanently at odds with “the people,” so Habermas argues, its origin cannot be imposed from above. “If the sources of justice from which the law itself draws its legitimacy are not to run dry, then a jurisgenerative communicative power must underlie the administrative power of the government. This concept, introduced dogmatically by Hannah Arendt, requires further clarification,” (BFN, 147) he writes.
Why? From Habermas’s perspective, the Arendtian concept of “communicative power” (once again, his phrase, not hers) needs elaboration because it does not in itself satisfy the demand of legitimacy; people talking to one another must form not only a common will but a will that is rational. But that demand is Habermas’s, not Arendt’s. As Habermas reads her, “Arendt conceives political power . . . as an authorizing force expressed in ‘jurisgenesis’—the creation of legitimate law—and in the founding of institutions” (BFN, 148). Although Arendt would agree that law ought to have its origins in political action, it is hard to see how her account of power in The Human Condition lends itself to Habermas’s definition of power as common will-formation. Save one reference to “the unreliable and only temporary agreement of many wills and intentions” and another to the idea of the “will to power,” Arendt never discusses the will in her account of power.
 And even the first reference tends to highlight the event-like character of wills coming to share some common purpose. 
To redescribe Arendt’s notion of acting in concert in terms of common will-formation risks losing sight of the contingency of action qua action without which, after all, power would not exist. Power is “what keeps the public realm, the potential space of appearance, between acting and speaking men in existence” (HC, 200), but there is no power in the absence of those acting and speaking men. “If power were more than this potentiality in being together, if it could be possessed like strength or applied like force instead of dependent upon the unreliable and only temporary agreement of many wills and intentions, omnipotence would be a concrete human possibility” (HC, 201), writes Arendt. The emphasis here is less on the creation of political organizations, let alone the preconditions of law, than on the fact that no man can have power over another, no man can act alone. “And whoever, for whatever reasons, isolates himself and does not partake in such being together, forfeits power and becomes impotent, no matter how great his strength and how valid his reasons” (HC, 201). To lose sight of this, as I shall argue below, is to break the all-important link between the principle of democratic beginning and the ongoing relations of democratic rule.

Nonetheless, there is an ambiguity in Arendt’s account which may well contribute to Habermas’s interpretation of power as something rather more purposive or directed (will-like) than action. On the one hand, Arendt tells us that “the space of appearance comes into being wherever men are together in the manner of speech and action,” and that “its peculiarity is that, unlike the spaces which are the work of our hands, it does not survive the actuality of the moment which brought it into being” (HC, 199). The creature of action rather than fabrication, such a space would be as ephemeral as action is fleeting were it not for power. “Power is what keeps the public realm, the potential space of appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence” (HC, 200), she writes. Here power seems more durable than action indeed. Before ascribing to power the durability that action lacks, which Habermas tries to capture with the idea of power as common will-formation and which Arendt’s own prose here seems to promise, let us consider the passage which immediately follows:

 “The word [power] itself, its Greek equivalent dynamis, like the Latin potential 

with its various modern derivatives or the German Macht (which derives from 

mögen and möglich, not from machen), indicates its “potential” character. Power 

is always, as we would say, a power potential and not an unchangeable, 

measurable, and reliable entity like force or strength. While strength is the natural 

quality of an individual seen in isolation, power springs up between men when 

they act together and vanishes the moment they disperse” (HC, 200, emphasis 

added).

If power vanishes the moment men stop acting in concert, it is hard to see how power could sustain the space of appearance, which is itself nothing but the site of men acting in concert. Power, when all is said and done, is hardly distinguishable from action and, like action, it opens up a field of possibilities. To cast Arendt’s account of power in terms of collective will formation, as Habermas repeatedly does, risks losing sight of the potential eventfulness of power, that is, the fact that power is, when all is said and done, nothing more than action in concert. Habermas both needs this potential eventfulness, in order to counter positivistic and objectivist accounts of law, and fears it, for it threatens to overwhelm the normative work of communicative power, namely rational will-formation.

It is important to see what happens when the Arendtian conception of power is framed by the legitimation problematic that dominates the thought of Habermas: action—and the passions and beliefs that inspire it—disappears. What remains is what Habermas, speaking about the “new beginnings” represented by the constitutional assemblies of Philadelphia and Paris, calls the “reasonable trace” (emphasis original). As Bonnie Honig has recently argued, emphasizing the reasonable trace of these world-historical events, “Habermas here tries to take advantage of the exemplary power of the event without forsaking the transcontextual rationalism of discourse theory.”
  His commitment to grounding democratic principles in the practices of speaking subjects, rather than imposing them in a top-down application, requires that he find them in actual events. He also needs the affect of events “to motivate his constitutional patriotism.”
 
The problem, however, is that the “place names” of Paris and Philadelphia, as Honig observes, open a “Pandora’s box.” With them come not only “constitutionalism,” she writes, “but two distinct revolutions and founding, each characterized by its own unique, contingent drama, intrigue, public spiritedness, and remnants.”
 

In the U.S. case, “Philadelphia” conjures not only the assembly that produced the 

new national constitution but also the many competing conceptions of the 

American experiment that were sidelined or minoritized by the assembly and its 

constitution. The revolution, the Articles of Confederation, the constitutional 

assembly in Philadelphia, the resulting constitution itself, the antifederalists who 

fought it, the diverse crowds considered too unruly to be part of the deliberations, 

the various practices of popular constitutionalism delegitimated over the years, 

and the confederal practices of some native peoples are all origins of 

contemporary American constitutional democracy. . . . . If they are unrecollected 

in Habermas’s invocation of “Philadelphia,” that is because they are not, for him, 

part of the ‘reasonable trace.” It is the trace, not the event, that he seeks to 

recollect.”
 
The disappearance of the political event in the rational trace, I would argue, is part and parcel of interpreting Arendt’s view of power “as the potential of a common will formed in noncoercive communication” (BFN, 147).
 Making power into collective will-formation, Habermas occludes its ongoing or continuous character and casts it as a point of absolute beginning, thus setting up what Honig calls “the chicken and egg problem” of what came first, the rule of law (constitutionalism) or the communicative power of the people (democracy), which his thesis of co-originality is designed to solve.
 Arendt’s account, by contrast, emphasizes the background conditions of world-historical events like the American Revolution. As Honig observes, these included “decades of acculturation in democratic habits, mindsets, practices, law, and institutions . . . made possible by their contingent distance from sovereign power.” One could say, in other words, that the Revolution did not come out of nowhere but had as its condition the space of appearances kept in existence by power. A theorist of the “life-world,” Habermas, of course, would not deny this. It may be the case that any thinker working with the notion of common (rational) will-formation as the ground of democratic politics will be tempted to think about democratic origins in terms that wrench apart the principle of beginning from the principle of rule, and thus find him- or herself, as does Habermas, engaged in the reconstructive project of bringing rule and beginning back together. In the next section I try to elaborate an account of action as beginning which avoids the usual pitfalls of thinking about beginning as a radically unconditioned event and also tries to situate the idea of beginning in relation to the power of judgment rather than will.
What Counts as a “Beginning”?
In the volume on willing, Arendt explicitly addresses what Kant called “the embarrassment of ‘speculative reason in dealing with the question of the freedom of the will . . . [namely with] a power of spontaneously beginning a series of successive things or states” (LMW, 20). Kant sets this power of spontaneously beginning against the idea that there is no freedom in the world; everything in the world takes place in accordance with the laws of nature in the “third antinomy” in The Critique of Pure Reason.
 “What is so very troublesome is the notion of an absolute beginning,” writes Arendt citing Kant, “for ‘a series occurring in the world can have only a relatively first beginning, being always preceded by some other state of things” (LMW, 29). Save God’s creation which is creation ex nihilio, beginning must always be relative: it is a beginning only in relation to something that came before it. This is another way of saying that beginning, at least for human beings, is always conditioned. The problem is how to think of beginning that is conditioned but not determined. 

Arendt herself was insistent that a “characteristic of human action is that it always begins something new, and this does not mean that it is ever permitted to start ab ovo, to create ex nihilio”
 This point has been lost on many of her interpreters (including myself at times), who tend to read her theory of action as an attempt to redeem the idea of spontaneity that Kant found embarrassing and to make it relevant for the political realm. And once you make Kantian spontaneity, which is the act of a groundless will, the model of Arendtian action, it is easy to see how you might begin to think about action in terms of the problem of rational will-formation. The task would be to make what is spontaneous and groundless (decisionistic) into something rational. Just this task, we have seem, defines Habermas’s appropriation of Arendt’s communicative conception of power.
I have already suggested some of the problems associated with reading Arendt’s notion of power as collective will-formation. What I want to do now is to elaborate the ways in which thinking about democratic politics in terms of the will tends to produce an opposition between the principle of beginning and that of rule (the problem, that is, that Habermas’s co-originality thesis sets out to solve).
Turning back Kant’s third antinomy, we can begin to see how rule and beginning come to be set apart. In the “thesis,” which claims that “causality in accordance with the laws of nature is not the only one from which all the appearances of the world can be derived,” Kant posits the possibility of “an absolute causal spontaneity beginning from itself.”
 This spontaneity, we recall, is the source of some “embarrassment,” as Arendt reads Kant, because it presumes the possibility of an absolute beginning, whereas, with the singular exception of God’s creation of the world, “a series occurring in the world can have only a relatively first beginning” (LMW, 29). If we look more closely at Kant’s own description of the problem raised in the thesis, however, a somewhat more interesting problem emerges. The “proof” Kant offers for the “antithesis” (“There is no freedom, but everything in the world happens solely in accordance with laws of nature”) states:
Thus we have nothing but nature in which we must seek the connection and order 
of occurrences in the world. Freedom (independence) from the laws of nature is 
indeed liberation from coercion, but also from the guidance of all rules. . . . . 
Thus nature and transcendental freedom are as different as lawfulness and 
lawlessness; the former burdens the understanding with the difficulty of seeking 
the ancestry of occurrences ever higher in the series of causes, because the 
causality in them is at every time conditioned, but it promises in compensation a 
thoroughgoing and lawful unity of experience, while the mirage of freedom, on 
the contrary, though of course offering rest to the inquiring understanding in the 
chain of causes by leading it to an unconditioned causality that begins to act from 
itself, since it is itself blind, breaks away from the guidance of those rules by 
which alone a thoroughly connected experience is possible (emphasis added).

The problem Kant describes here concerns the question of whether the positing of “a power of spontaneously beginning a series of successive things or states” does not amount in the end to “a mirage of freedom.” Freedom is illusory, so Kant suggests, because if our actions really are radically unconditioned then they will lack coherent connection with anything else—either “inside” or “outside” the individual, and hence will be totally capricious: freedom not only from the laws of nature but “also from the guidance of all rules.” From the perspective of Kant’s theory of knowledge, this would leave us unable to constitute a coherent experience and make sense of our free actions or the world around us. What fails here is our capacity to make judgments.

This failure must be understood as taking for granted that rule-following wholly defines the capacity to judge for Kant in the first Critique. In his view, “everything in nature . . . takes place according to rules,” and what distinguishes the relationship of human beings to rules is that they are capable of following rules rationally and autonomously.
 Rather than rush to solve the problem of autonomous judgment raised by Kant in the manner of a Habermas (i.e., turn a groundless act of will into a rational one, with the costs to the free act or event already addressed by Honig), let us pause and consider the possibility that thinking about freedom in terms of the will may well lead us to think about freedom as being at odds with rule. 
Although he does not address the question of the will as such, Patchen Markell has recently addressed the problem of thinking rule and beginning together in an effort to interrogate the dominant interpretation of rule in democratic theory. For the most part, he argues, democratic theorists have accepted the idea that rule involves obedience and command, as well as stability and closure. The only question that arises is, who rules?, and in a democracy it will be the people. This way of thinking about rule, argues Markell, immediately raises the problem of how to account for more inaugural political practices, that is, practices that put into question constituted political forms—as, some might say, did the student movement of 1968. Such is the objection of Sheldon Wolin, for whom the very idea of democracy as involving relations of rule excludes the constitutive power of the people, their ability to subvert existing institutions and practices and to create things anew. Although Markell welcomes this objection, he perceptively notes that it opens a space “structured by a series of stark oppositions between those phenomena rule is supposed to enable, such as stability, order, closure, and continuity, and those it is supposed to inhibit, such as change, interruption, openness, and novelty.”
 Consequently, democracy is cast “as a constitutively paradoxical enterprise, caught between popular sovereignty . . . and popular insurgency” (Markell, 2) The result is that it is hard to see how any democratic political order could make a claim to its decisions, institutions, and practices without negating itself as a democracy. 

Markell’s effort to loosen the paradox that arises with this way of thinking about rule centers on rereading Arendt’s etymological account of “the Greek archê and archein, [which] meant not only ‘rule’ and ‘to rule’ but also ‘beginning’ and ‘to begin’” (Markell, 2).
 Arendt’s recovery of this original ambiguity in the meaning of rule, he argues, not only throws into question our automatic association of rule with Herrschaft (that is, the assumption that to rule means that some command and others obey) but also opens the space in which to rethink what it means to begin.
 Rather than set beginning (which Arendt associates with action) at odds with rule (understood in conventional terms as the sedimented relations of order, stability, and closure), Markell astutely observes that, for Arendt, “novelty inheres in all events, even those that are expected or predicted”(2). This interpretation turns on thinking about beginning less as a radical break with all that came before (e.g., the instituted political forms and practices of democracy) and more as a certain responsiveness or attunement to the irrevocability of an event.
 What has happened and cannot be changed—the event itself--becomes “a new point of departure,” writes Markell (7).
 

What would it mean to think about beginning as a “feature of all events” (6), rather than as a “particular subset of human acts” (6)? Surely Markell does not want to counter the idea of beginning as a rarified feature of some events with the idea of beginning as a property that inheres in all events qua events. How do we determine whether something counts as a beginning? How do we determine, for that matter, whether any given happening is an event to which we might respond, rather than one of an endless flow of occurrences? What makes one occurrence stand out for us from an indefinite background of occurrences as an event that is both irrevocable and a point of departure? And, finally, if it is not a break with all that has come before that characterizes beginning, what does distinguish it?

We can seek answers to these questions by turning to Markell’s notion of “attunement,” which he describes as a certain perspective or stance one takes towards what has happened.
  Saying as much, however, immediately raises the question not only of “whose attunement?” and “what is attunement anyway?,” but also of whether something counts as a case of beginning if the one who acts thinks it does. Rightly concerned to guard against such an agent- or subject-centered view of action, Markell does not want to treat beginning as a mental state. Beginning may be “a feature of all events” in Markell’s view, but it is more in the way of a potential that must be actualized by others than a substance that inheres in all events. What makes one happening or occurrence count as an event which calls for our response, in other words, is how it is taken up by others, (including the other that I become once my action is part of the texture of reality). Beginning as a feature of all events must be actualized, and this turns on whether others take up an event as an occasion for response. “There is no way to undo what has been done, no way not to suffer it,--but you can do more than suffer it: you can take it as your point of departure” (10), writes Markell. 

But there is a third option: you can try to undo what has been done.

This third option is the one that Nietzsche diagnosed as belonging to the experience of the will as it confronts the “It was.” The will’s relationship to the stubborn “It was” takes the destructive because impossible form of a wish to will backwards, which treats events not as points of departure but as occasions for rancor. I agree with Markell that “the novelty of beginning . . . turns on an agent’s attunement to its [the act’s or event’s] character as an irrevocable event, and therefore as a new point of departure.” But, if Nietzsche is right, such attunement is far from guaranteed (as Markell himself recognizes). If we want to avoid treating attunement as a kind of mental state and think about it rather as an activity, as Markell invites us to do, then we must ask: what kind of activity or practice enables me to treat an event as “irrevocable” and as a “point of departure,” rather than as undoable and as an occasion for resentiment? Although Markell does not pose this question, he suggests how we might answer it when he writes:  

 Importantly, identifying breakdowns of the nexus of event and response is not a 

matter of the top-down application of an authoritative philosophical criterion: just 

as, for Arendt, the status of human activity as ‘action’ cannot be apprehended 

from the disengaged stance of a classifier, the significance of event is also a 

matter of judgment, and, often enough, a matter for dispute, undertaken within the 

horizons of practical engagement (Markell, 13).
Whether something counts as an instance of beginning depends not on some intrinsic property of the event qua event, then, but on how we respond. Whether we respond (i.e., are attuned) in a way that affirms an event as irrevocable and as a beginning, rather than, say, as an occasion to try to undo what has been done, depends, I would argue, on the capacity to judge and, as we shall see, to judge an event in its freedom. In such a judgment an event calls forth an acceptance of the “It was” (what has been given and cannot be changed), rather than the impossible wish to will backwards. For Nietzsche, to be genuine the acceptance must take the form of an affirmation: “To redeem what is past and transform every ‘It was’ into ‘Thus I would have it”—that’s what I take to be redemption.” Once again, to redeem the past (Nietzsche) or to treat it as a point of departure rather than merely suffer it (Markell’s Arendt) is not to discover something that inheres in the event qua event but rather to alter one’s relationship to it.

Judgment is needed if events are not to serve as an occasion for rancor in the way Nietzsche described. But judgment is also necessary because the transition from “the not-yet” to the “already” (which, says Markell, is the crucial difference that all events, whether they were in some sense expected or unexpected, share) brings with it the specter of causality and necessity. Our ability to take an event as a departure point is related to our ability to see in it something that could have been otherwise. The point here is not to exclude events that were or could have been anticipated or forseen. Rather, it is to emphasize the power of judgment which allows us to affirm contingency in events, even those that were anticipated or forseen.
 When Kant spoke of the French Revolution as a historical sign indicating the hope for mankind’s moral progress, he was referring not to something in the events themselves but to the judgment of spectators like himself. It was they who found in the events the opening of what was possible. What they saw was not unlike what Arendt saw when she watched the event of 1968: power understood as the action in concert that is a beginning insofar as it is taken up as an occasion for response. 
Judging 1968
 “Some of the most important work of democratic politics,” writes Markell, “consists in the interpretation of particular events; that is, in the re-presentation of happenings that, although they may or may not be widely known as matters of fact, are not (as) widely experienced as practically significant” (Markell, 13). Returning in this way to the events we associate with 1968, we might say that the problem here is not that the events are unknown but that they are so well known that we no longer take them as a point of departure. I said at the start of this paper that the question of whether these events represent “the beginning of something new—a new example—or the death pangs of a faculty [the capacity to begin] that mankind is about to lose (OV, 83),” as Arendt put it, is fundamentally a question of judgment. It is our judgment, and not something that inheres in 1968 as an event qua event (or set of events), that makes of 1968 a beginning, that is, a point of departure for our own action. The same goes for those far less well-known happenings both before and after 1968—many of which are only now starting to get the attention of scholars—that tend to get occluded from our judgment of the past when we think about beginning as an absolute break with all that has come before.
 
Looking back on the movements that exploded in the violence of 1968 from where we stand in time, it is easy to find naïve if not dangerous what Arendt then described as the student’s “astounding will to action, and . . . no less astounding confidence in the possibility of change” (16).
 As Max Elbaum writes, “The dominant view [of this period] even in progressive circles is that the young people who embraced revolutionary ideas after 1968 had essentially ‘gone crazy’ and that the early ‘good sixties’ were replaced by a later ‘bad sixties’ characterized by political madness.”
 

On Violence was written neither to define nor to redeem what would later be called the “bad sixties,” but rather to understand why violence exploded as it did. Arendt’s answer to this question, we have seen, involves a radical rethinking of power. Refusing the idea that power is power over others, she advances a notion of power as acting in concert. This idea of power goes against every political and philosophical tradition, save one: 
When the Athenian city-state called its constitution an isonomy, or the Romans 
spoke of the civitas as their form of government, they had in mind a conception of 
power and law whose essence did not rely on the command-obedience 
relationship and which did not identify power and rule or law and command 
(OV, 40).

This Greek-Roman tradition, for which politics and power are not a form of rule, is the one that Arendt sees the students as reviving. Unfortunately, not unlike the American men of revolution who, though they turned to this tradition, seeking to “to put an end to the rule of man over man, . . . still talked about obedience—obedience to laws instead of to men” (40), so too did the student movement and other movements of the period get caught in the logic of politics as rule. Their turn to violence was at once an expression of the frustration of action in the modern world—especially the forcible closing of the spaces of action opened up by the students as they found their protests increasingly met with police brutality—and “the conviction that the most crucial political issue is, and always has been, the question of Who rules Whom?” (OV, 43). From there, Arendt remarks, it was but a short step to affirming (with Mao Tse-tung) that power grows out of the barrel of a gun (OV, 53). 

To make reflective, critical judgments about the student movement and the events of 1968, Arendt teaches, is to move outside the framework of rule. “It is only after one ceases to reduce public affairs to the business of domination that the original data in the realm of human affairs will appear, or, rather, reappear in their authentic diversity” (OV, 43-44), she writes. I hope to have shown that this original data is not democratic will-formation, but power understood in Arendt’s very specific sense as action in concert. 
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ultimately the world that can organize it. But since, in the final sense, it arises 
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� Markell’s intervention answers to the “maddeningly difficult” (Markell, 4) task of deciding which activities will count as examples of action and thus beginning in Arendt’s view. He rightly observes that, taken as such a subset, genuine action in the Arendtian sense “can seem vanishingly rare” (4). If providing an alternative definition of beginning were Markell’s objective, we would find ourselves engaged in another “maddeningly difficult” task, for it is hard to see why a seemingly all-inclusive account of beginning would be any less elusive than a deeply exclusive one. His point is not to provide a “correct” definition of beginning but rather to move the discussion from the abstract register of word definitions to a contextualized understanding of what it means for something to count as an instance of something. Accordingly, whether something will count as an instance of beginning is not unlike whether something will count as the intelligible use of a word. It depends on who is acting/speaking (to whom and) in what context.
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A thing may have happened quite at random, but, once it has come into existence 


and assumed reality, it loses its aspect of contingency and presents itself to us in 


the guise of necessity. And even if the event is of our own making, or at least we 


are one of its contributing causes—a in contracting marriage or committing a 


crime—the simple existential fact that it now is as it has become (for whatever 


reasons) is likely to withstand all reflections on its original randomness. Once the 


contingent has happened, we can no longer unravel the strands that entangled it 


until it became an event—as though it could still be or not be. (LMW,138)


There is nothing necessary in our attribution of necessity to an event, but seeing that it could have been otherwise is not gained through the exercise of “the thinking ego” (to use Arendt’s terminology, LMW, 140). And though “this notion of contingency corresponds to the experience of the willing ego, which in the act of volition knows itself to be free” (LMW, 140), writes Arendt, the will’s fierce insistence on its freedom also leads it into the futile battle with the “It was,” the attempt to will backwards that I discussed above. The power that enables us to affirm an event as at once irrevocable and contingent, an occasion for beginning, is the power of judgment. 
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In 1968 more college students (20 percent) identified with Latin American 
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United States. 
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