
Marquette University Marquette University 

e-Publications@Marquette e-Publications@Marquette 

History Faculty Research and Publications History, Department of 

5-2012 

Hannah Arendt's Analysis of Antisemitism in the Hannah Arendt's Analysis of Antisemitism in the Origins of 

Totalitarianism: A Critical Appraisal : A Critical Appraisal 

Peter Staudenmaier 
Marquette University, peter.staudenmaier@marquette.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://epublications.marquette.edu/hist_fac 

 Part of the History Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Staudenmaier, Peter, "Hannah Arendt's Analysis of Antisemitism in the Origins of Totalitarianism: A 
Critical Appraisal" (2012). History Faculty Research and Publications. 84. 
https://epublications.marquette.edu/hist_fac/84 

https://epublications.marquette.edu/
https://epublications.marquette.edu/hist_fac
https://epublications.marquette.edu/history
https://epublications.marquette.edu/hist_fac?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Fhist_fac%2F84&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/489?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Fhist_fac%2F84&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://epublications.marquette.edu/hist_fac/84?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Fhist_fac%2F84&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


 

Marquette University 

e-Publications@Marquette 
 

History Faculty Research and Publications/College of Arts and Sciences 
 

This paper is NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION.  
Access the published version via the link in the citation below. 

 

Patterns of Prejudice, Vol. 46, No. 2 (May 2012): 154-179. DOI. This article is © Taylor & Francis 
(Routledge) and permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. 
Taylor & Francis (Routledge) does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed 
or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Taylor & Francis (Routledge).  

 

Hannah Arendt's Analysis Of Antisemitism In 
The Origins Of Totalitarianism : A Critical 
Appraisal.  
 

Peter Staudenmaier 
History, Marquette University, Milwaukee, WI 
 

Abstract 
Hannah Arendt's seminal work The Origins of Totalitarianism begins with an extended study of the history of 
antisemitism. Many of Arendt's arguments in this groundbreaking text have been challenged by other scholars. 
Examining the chief contours of Arendt's account of the rise of modern antisemitism, Staudenmaier offers 
detailed reasons for approaching her conclusions sceptically while appreciating the book's other virtues. 
Arendt's repeated reliance on antisemitic sources, her inconsistent analysis of assimilation, her overstated 
distinction between social and political dimensions of anti-Jewish sentiment, and her emphasis on partial Jewish 
responsibility for antisemitism indicate fundamental problems with her interpretation of the historical record. A 
thorough critical appraisal of Arendt's argument offers an opportunity for both her admirers and her detractors 
to come to terms concretely with the contradictory aspects of her historical legacy. 
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Of the myriad political treatises produced in the course of the troubled twentieth century, Hannah Arendt's 
Origins of Totalitarianism stands out as a remarkably durable and influential attempt to integrate philosophical 
reflection and historical enquiry. Originally published in 1951, the work has attracted both extravagant praise 
and severe criticism. An innovative reinterpretation of both past and present, propelled by critical élan and filled 
with brilliant insights on an extraordinary variety of themes, the book constitutes a profound and unsettling 
meditation on 'the central events of our time'.[1] The first third of the text, entitled simply 'Antisemitism', begins 
the narrative with a sweeping account of the emergence of modern antisemitic movements and their 
importance for the rise of totalitarianism. Due in part to the imposing stature of the entire book, Arendt's 
opening section is often considered a historiographically well-founded overview of the topic, taking its place 
among 'straightforward historical accounts' of antisemitism.[2] 

Recent commentators have contested that judgement. Drawing on earlier objections to Arendt's work, some 
have argued that her conception of antisemitism is so fundamentally defective that it ruins the book as a whole 
and strongly vitiates her social thought as such. A 2009 article by historian Bernard Wasserstein presents a 
forceful case, castigating Arendt for relying on antisemitic sources and 'blaming the victim'.[3] Political scientist 
Shlomo Avineri has offered a similar if more measured perspective, emphasizing Arendt's ahistorical 
approach.[4] Critics from other disciplinary viewpoints have echoed these concerns. In the six decades since The 
Origins of Totalitarianism was first published, scholars have had ample reason to question Arendt's analysis of 
antisemitism. 

Do these charges have substance? From a historical perspective, the answer is a qualified yes. Much of Arendt's 
account of the genesis, structure and significance of modern antisemitism, I will argue, is conceptually flawed 
and historically untenable, while nevertheless containing valuable political insights. Though sustaining and 
substantiating many of the most serious criticisms of Arendt's approach, my appraisal parts ways with those 
who see these flaws as inevitably undermining her entire oeuvre. Such debates are often overshadowed by 
subsequent controversies, such as over Arendt's portrait of Adolf Eichmann, and a more comprehensive 
treatment of the whole of her writings on antisemitism and Jewish concerns, both in published works and 
private correspondence, would be a project well worth pursuing.[5] My examination, however, will focus 
squarely on Arendt's framework for the historical development of antisemitism in the modern era as presented 
in The Origins of Totalitarianism. 

Approaching the question in this way may suggest an illegitimate truncation of Arendt's argument: her 
discussion of antisemitism is, after all, embedded in a much larger account of the evolution of totalitarianism, 
and cannot be adequately understood in isolation from the rest of the book. Conversely, it is crucial to keep in 
mind 'how deeply Arendt's thinking about the Jewish question and anti-Semitism shaped her understanding of 
history and politics'.[6] Arendt's own stated ambitions for the first section of The Origins of Totalitarianism were 
somewhat ambivalent; in reference to the manuscript she expressed scepticism about 'historical writing' as 
such,[7] and in one public exchange on the book she claimed flatly: 'I did not write a history of antisemitism.'[8] 
Yet she went on to publish the text as a separate volume in 1968 under the unmodified and unrelativized title 
Antisemitism, implicitly granting it autonomous status as her summation on the subject.[9] However deficient 
her analysis of antisemitism may have been, such shortcomings alone do not necessarily undermine the overall 
conclusions of The Origins of Totalitarianism or of the works that followed it. A critical appraisal of Arendt's 
analysis of antisemitism can nonetheless help to resituate, re-evaluate and complicate the significance of 
Arendt's political thought in its relation to the historical enterprise. 



My critique centres on three themes, examining in turn the nature of Arendt's sources, her conception of 
assimilation and of Jewish distinctiveness, and her dichotomy between social and political antisemitism and the 
concomitant emphasis on Jewish co-responsibility for antisemitism. Each of these elements reinforces the 
others in important ways, and raises theoretical as well as empirical questions about the structure of Arendt's 
argument and the contradictions it contains. 

Arendt's sources 
Arendt's treatment of sources encapsulates the problematic aspects of the 'Antisemitism' section that opens The 
Origins of Totalitarianism. Steven Aschheim has aptly observed that Arendt employed 'a defiantly anti-
apologetic form of Jewish history' in this text.[10] Yet her theoretical intentions often seem at odds with her 
evidentiary basis. A conspicuous failure of judgement regarding sources impairs her analysis; while her account 
has the great virtue of recognizing antisemitism as a historical phenomenon, arising out of specific social 
formations, not as a natural fact, the particular lineaments she traces frequently lead her investigation astray. 
Not least among the reasons for these missteps is Arendt's extended reliance on antisemitic sources. The 
problem is not that Arendt cites antisemitic material for her history of antisemitism; this is the foundation of any 
historical account. But historians of antisemitism usually draw on antisemitic texts critically, as primary sources 
to illustrate what antisemites believed. Arendt cites antisemitic texts affirmatively, as secondary sources to 
support her interpretation of antisemitism. She endorses antisemitic analyses of Jewish history and adopts a 
number of their arguments as her own. 

The most noteworthy instance is her recurrent invocation of the National Socialist writer Walter Frank.[11] The 
book's preface notes that, while Frank was an 'antisemitic historian' and editor of the Nazis' official publication 
on the 'Jewish question', the nine-volume Forschungen zur Judenfrage (1937–44), his 'contributions can still be 
consulted with profit' (xiv). While this claim is plausible and not to be dismissed out of hand, it is not borne out 
by the existing scholarship on Frank and his role in the Third Reich.[12] Arendt's portrait of Frank is notably 
forgiving, in sharp contrast, for example, to her harsh dismissal of Norman Cohn's scholarship (xi); she describes 
him as 'the well-known historian Walter Frank' (402) and avers that he lost an intra-party struggle among 
competing Nazi functionaries and would-be experts on the so-called 'Jewish question' 'for no other reason than 
that he was not a charlatan' (339). 

These dubious assertions have sometimes been adopted uncritically by Arendt's admirers.[13] In reality, Frank's 
career was built on attacking and discrediting other scholars, and his eventual fall from grace was not due to 
personal integrity or scholarly merit.[14] Arendt's contrast between Alfred Rosenberg and Frank, meant to 
compliment the latter, is belied by the long-lasting and close association between the two ideologues.[15] 
Above all, her regard for Frank's publications on the 'Jewish question' is misplaced. The Forschungen zur 
Judenfrage are filled with treatises on the 'racial biology of the Jews', 'Jewry as a corrosive element', 'the 
intrusion of Jewish blood' and similar material. Frank's essay in the opening volume of the series denounces 
'Israel's absolute domination' over Europe, and warns that the Jews might someday 'drink again from the 
lifeblood of our people' if not averted by severe measures.[16] Frank conceived of his research as an instrument 
of National Socialism's ideological and political struggle against the Jewish menace. 

The basic orientation of Frank's work strongly circumscribes its usefulness for any critical and historical analysis 
of antisemitism. The most thorough source on Frank is a 1200-page study by historian Helmut Heiber published 
in 1966.[17] Heiber shows in extraordinary detail that Frank was consistently extreme in his views on the 'Jewish 
question', even by Nazi standards, and that his typical tactic in intra-party disputes was to accuse his rival of 
being soft on the Jews.[18] Heiber puts the adjective 'scholarly' in quotation marks when applied to Frank's Nazi-
era publications, and refers to Frank's 'half-historical essays', beholden to 'the cheapest clichés'.[19] Heiber's 
assessment of the Forschungen zur Judenfrage is withering; he portrays the series as Frank's elaborate form of 



self-promotion.[20] In light of this, Arendt's assessment of Walter Frank's work as a historical source appears ill-
considered and unfounded. 

A further example of imprudent reliance on questionable sources occurs in Arendt's discussion of post-
Enlightenment Jewish emancipation. This aspect of Arendt's argument is central to her overall account, since 
she portrays modern antisemitism as in part a 'furious reaction to emancipated and assimilated Jewry' (xii). Her 
historical depiction of Jewish separateness and the supposed Jewish preference for 'national isolation' is based 
on the complaints of non-Jewish contemporaries, most prominently Heinrich Paulus.[21] Arendt quotes 
substantially from Paulus's 1831 jeremiad on 'Jewish national segregation', Die jüdische Nationalabsonderung 
nach Ursprung, Folgen, und Besserungsmitteln, fully endorsing Paulus's argument about the machinations of 
what Arendt calls 'rich Jews' (33).[22] Texts by non-Jewish authors that are directed polemically against Jews are 
not in themselves inadmissible as historical evidence of the realities of Jewish existence. But Arendt severely 
misconstrues the nature and provenance of Paulus's claims. After a further approving quote from this 'valuable 
little pamphlet' of 1831, Arendt describes Paulus simply as a 'liberal Protestant theologian' and reports: 'Paulus, 
much attacked by Jewish writers of the time, advocated a gradual individual emancipation on the basis of 
assimilation' (56).[23] 

Heinrich Paulus (1761–1851) was in fact a well-known opponent of emancipation, a position delineated clearly 
in the 1831 text itself, which Arendt quotes several times. The entry on 'Anti-Semitism' in the Jewish 
Encyclopedia of 1901, authored by historian Gotthard Deutsch, describes his role unambiguously. Deutsch 
identifies Paulus as one of the foremost 'opponents of the emancipation of the Jews', citing the same work as 
Arendt, Paulus's Die jüdische Nationalabsonderung nach Ursprung, Folgen, und Besserungsmitteln.[24] A broad 
range of scholarship from the latter half of the twentieth century also directly contradicts Arendt's depiction of 
Paulus and his stance, listing Paulus as one of the 'spiritual founders of antisemitism',[25] and 'opponents of the 
Jewish cause',[26] who belonged among the 'prominent opponents of emancipation',[27] and was noteworthy 
for his 'antisemitic polemics'[28] and 'sharp hostility to the Jews'.[29] He is commonly deemed a 'great opponent 
of the Jewish claim' to emancipation in the pre-1848 era.[30] The consensus portrait that emerges from the 
historical literature is of Paulus as a dedicated adversary of emancipation 'who reacted to the development of 
Jewish emancipation in the pre-1848 era with consistently abusive and hostile commentary'.[31] 

Paulus is perhaps best known for his fierce polemics against the liberal Jewish spokesman for emancipation 
Gabriel Riesser (who is never mentioned, much less quoted approvingly, in Arendt's book),[32] and for 
promoting the antisemitic notion of a Jewish 'state within a state'.[33] His diatribe on 'Jewish national 
segregation'—which Paulus considered a direct consequence of the Jews' own proclivities, not of Gentile 
prejudice or official discrimination—played a significant role in influencing legal and legislative debates around 
Jewish emancipation in the 1830s and turning them in an anti-emancipatory direction.[34] As a comprehensive 
history of these controversies states, 'Paulus continually expressed his opposition to the emancipation laws in 
Germany'.[35] Indeed the very same text that Arendt endorses was a decisive factor in turning southwestern 
German liberals against the ongoing process of Jewish emancipation.[36] 

Perhaps the most thorough and accessible analysis of Paulus's views on Jews appears in Jacob Katz's landmark 
study of modern antisemitism.[37] Examining the treatise on which Arendt herself relies, Katz characterizes 
Paulus as a primary proponent of 'the anti-Jewish argument' and as one of the chief 'opponents of Jewish 
emancipation', listing him alongside Bruno Bauer and Richard Wagner among influential 'anti-Jewish 
authors'.[38] According to Katz, Paulus offered a series of justifications for 'deep-felt aversion against the 
possible ascent of Jews to an equal position with Christians'. Katz shows Paulus's tract to be a frontal attack on 
emancipation, beholden to a panoply of antisemitic prejudices and culminating in 'Paulus's contention that the 
Jews were incapable of joining non-Jewish society'. Flatly contradicting Arendt's claim that Paulus was an 
advocate of gradual individual emancipation, Katz notes that in Paulus's view 'individual accommodation was 



excluded as a possible solution to the Jewish problem'.[39] Arendt's treatment thoroughly misconstrues Paulus's 
text, its context, its reception and its impact. 

In the cases of Walter Frank and Heinrich Paulus, Arendt's failure to discriminate successfully among sources of 
varying pedigree, or to comprehend problematic sources accurately in their original contexts, reveals serious 
evidentiary shortcomings underlying her argument.[40] The difficulty with Arendt's procedure in such instances 
is not that antisemitic authors should be off-limits to later thinkers; the problem is, rather, that Arendt's 
uncritical reliance on these sources imparts a series of tendentially antisemitic tropes to her own narrative. From 
the well-worn stereotype of overweening Jewish pride to the suggestion that Jews come in two basic varieties, 
intellectuals and bankers, such themes run throughout her text. Arendt thus endorses the view that the Jews 
themselves preferred 'national isolation' and refused to 'become men' (33). She posits 'a perfect harmony of 
interests' between 'the powerful Jews and the state' at the expense of 'the Jewish masses', and claims that 'rich 
Jews wanted and obtained control over their fellow Jews and segregation from non-Jewish society' (33).[41] 

This line of thinking yields a number of invidious contrasts: Arendt is often inordinately critical of prominent 
Jewish figures while absolving their non-Jewish counterparts. Consider her treatment of banker Gerson 
Bleichröder under Kaiser Wilhelm I and her markedly more forgiving estimation of Wilhelm II. In her effort to 
portray wealthy Jews as primarily interested in protecting their own privilege rather than in the well-being of 
Jews as a whole, Arendt takes at face value Bismarck's characterization of Bleichröder's endeavours (32). This 
account ignores Bleichröder's intervention on behalf of Romanian Jewry and misrepresents his role in 
responding to Adolf Stöcker's antisemitic agitation, the subject that Arendt addresses explicitly.[42] Indeed 
Arendt reverses the reality by claiming that Bismarck, unlike Bleichröder, was 'a reliable protector of the Jews 
against Court Chaplain Stoecker's antisemitic movement' (18); in fact, it was precisely in response to the furore 
over Stöcker that Bismarck moved distinctly closer to the antisemitic position.[43] 

There are undoubtedly plentiful reasons for criticizing Bleichröder, but Arendt's conclusion in this case is 
conspicuously contrary to that reached by his biographer Fritz Stern, who not only explores the decided lack of 
harmony of interests between this powerful Jew and the state on more than one occasion, but also emphasizes 
Bleichröder's efforts in promoting the interests of Jews as a whole.[44] Arendt's remarks about Kaiser Wilhelm II, 
on the other hand, are notably magnanimous; she claims that he 'changed his antisemitic convictions and 
deserted his antisemitic protégés overnight when he inherited the throne' (18). This statement is difficult to 
reconcile with Wilhelm's enthusiastic embrace of Houston Stewart Chamberlain and his theories, not to mention 
'the violent anti-Semitic diatribes of the Kaiser'.[45] Arendt goes out of her way to present non-Jewish 
detractors of the Jews in the best possible light, while reserving her strongest criticism for Jews. 

Arendt's conception of assimilation 
Arendt's discussion of the emergence of modern antisemitism in the wake of Jewish emancipation revolves 
around her critical evaluation of assimilation and its discontents. Deriving in part from her own conflicted 
relationship with the German-Jewish milieu from which she came, an intensely sceptical attitude towards 
assimilationist tendencies structures virtually every aspect of her account; for Arendt, what one might call 
assimilation via dissimulation was the dishonourable path of the parvenu. Her basic position was 
straightforward: 'In a society on the whole hostile to the Jews—and that situation obtained in all countries in 
which Jews lived, down to the twentieth century—it is possible to assimilate only by assimilating to anti-
Semitism also.'[46] At the core of Arendt's negative perspective on assimilation stands a legitimate, if highly 
contentious, political and ethical evaluation; as a historical claim, however, her account of Jewish assimilation in 
the German context harbours important inaccuracies. 



Many assimilationist Jews, who 'constituted the vast majority of German Jewry' in the post-emancipation era, 
were by no means indifferent to, much less complicit in, the upsurge of antisemitism that accompanied their 
advancing acculturation.[47] The major association of assimilationist Jews, the Centralverein deutscher 
Staatsbürger jüdischen Glaubens, devoted considerable effort to combatting antisemitism.[48] Moreover, the 
Centralverein was 'committed to the public defense of Jewish identity',[49] and remained 'opposed to complete 
Jewish submergence into German culture', while fighting against 'total assimilation'.[50] Jehuda Reinharz's 
study, which is critical of the Centralverein's stance on assimilation, concluded: 'For many German Jews the C.V. 
was the only road to Jewish identification.'[51] 

Written without the benefit of historical distance, Arendt's account of assimilation takes little notice of these 
factors. Her use of the concept is both internally inconsistent and analytically undifferentiated, a double fault 
line around the very idea of 'assimilation' that runs throughout The Origins of Totalitarianism.[52] Arendt begins 
her chapter 'Between Pariah and Parvenu', one of the most insightful and illuminating contributions to the 
volume, with an ambivalent presentation of the matter. Here she addresses 'Assimilation, in the sense of 
acceptance by non-Jewish society', a formulation that stands in uneasy relation to assimilation in terms of 'an 
accomplished emancipation and resulting social isolation', all within the course of a single sentence (56). The 
paragraph concludes with a quotation from Heinrich Paulus.[53] 

Arendt continues: 'All advocates of emancipation called for assimilation, that is, adjustment to and reception by 
society, which they considered either a preliminary condition to Jewish emancipation or its automatic 
consequence' (56). Her argument fails to note that the two conceptions of assimilation are incompatible.[54] To 
make matters worse, Arendt maintains that non-Jewish 'advocates of emancipation' wanted simply to 'improve 
Jewish conditions', ignoring the decisive fact that many of them wanted to improve Jewish character—which 
they considered fundamentally flawed—indeed to improve Jewish existence by making it less Jewish and more 
Gentile, that is, more Christian as well as more German, more French and so forth.[55] 

Overlooking the contradictory demands that this supposedly friendly attitude imposed on Jews, Arendt instead 
holds the Jews themselves responsible for the resulting dilemma: 'it was characteristic of Jewish intellectuals 
that they wanted to leave their people and be admitted to society' (64). The same section features another 
juxtaposition of 'Jewish intellectuals' and 'Jewish bankers and businessmen', both linked and sundered via 
Arendt's contradictory theory of assimilation (62); the preceding section ends with a remark about 'the crowding 
of Jews into the liberal professions' (60). Tellingly, this development is presented as grounds for complaint, not 
as the flourishing of Jews within those professions. Even while acknowledging 'the unreasonable demands of 
society' (67), Arendt places the burden of the double bind of assimilationist expectations squarely on Jews. Here, 
as elsewhere, Arendt tacitly equates 'assimilation' and 'amalgamation', sometimes using the terms 
interchangeably. 

The crucial fact obscured by this imprecise usage is that Jewish and non-Jewish proponents of assimilation often 
understood the concept in opposite and mutually irreconcilable ways.[57] This distinction is a mainstay of the 
voluminous research on German-Jewish history, from recognized classics of the genre to the latest detailed 
studies. Michael Meyer notes that in Jewish eyes 'assimilation was not necessarily to gentile society but to 
certain of its ideals that it had not itself fully achieved'.[58] Uriel Tal similarly writes: 

German Jewry understood emancipation in a sense contrary to that in which the Christians understood it, 
namely, not as the removal of barriers that had hitherto prevented Jews from completely assimilating to their 
environment, but rather as an incentive to continue to cultivate Jewish uniqueness.[56] 

Tal's discussion of 'Conflicting Opinions regarding Jewish Integration and Identity' explores this dynamic in 
depth.[59] Alfred Low concurs: 'While continuing along the road to cultural assimilation, the Jews insisted on 



remaining Jews, nurturing their own national and religious culture and identity.'[60] Low contrasts this 
endeavour to the demand raised by non-Jewish advocates of assimilation 'to completely relinquish Jewish 
identity, irrespective of whether it was primarily religious, cultural, or national in character. The German Jew 
was to shed his Judaic heritage, cease to be a Jew, and eagerly embrace Germandom.'[61] Recent research by 
Christian Wiese, Sharon Gillerman and others abundantly confirms these conclusions.[62] 

The necessary differentiations so integral to meaningful analysis of Jewish assimilation in modern Germany are 
largely absent in Arendt's account; she consistently fails to distinguish what non-Jewish proponents of 
assimilation meant by the idea from what its Jewish advocates meant. In The Origins of Totalitarianism she goes 
so far as to say: 'When the emancipation finally came to pass, most assimilated Jews escaped into conversion to 
Christianity' (59). This claim is empirically very wide of the mark.[63] More important, her formulation ignores 
the social and political context within which conversion took place, and elides the crucial distinctions between 
amalgamation and assimilation. Whatever one makes of the notion of a distrusted minority accommodating 
itself to the demands of the dominant society, in the German context it is quite mistaken to equate such efforts 
with an abandonment of Jewish identity. Imputing an amalgamationist impulse to Jews who vigorously resisted 
this impulse exacerbates the problem and badly misconstrues the political situation at the time. 

Corresponding to Arendt's dim view of assimilation is her deeply ambivalent attitude towards Jewish difference 
and distinctiveness. Early in the book she argues that without special state intervention 'the Jews could hardly 
have preserved their group identity' (14). She sometimes portrays Jewish communities within modernizing 
European societies not as a form of ethnic, cultural or religious differentiation but as 'a special clique' (55). 
Indeed, she asserts that the Jews, 'alone among all other groups, have themselves, within their history and their 
religion, expressed a well-known principle of separation' (55).[64] She describes with disapproval 'the closed 
ranks of Jewry' prior to emancipation, 'a separate group outside of society', a 'closed society of the Jews' who 
were merely 'vegetating outside of state and society' (99). Many of her caustic remarks about later generations 
of Jews, whether haughty financiers or unworldly intellectuals, centre on their alleged penchant for separating 
themselves from their surroundings. 

This leaves Arendt's analysis up against something of a paradox: she does not want assimilation and she does 
not want separation.[65] Her interpretive framework is predicated on an equivocal attitude towards the very 
existence of Jewish distinctiveness. She maintains that the 'average Jew' was 'neither a parvenu nor a "conscious 
pariah"' but rather reflected 'an empty sense of difference' (67). She does not provide a positive account of 
Jewish difference, even a counterfactual or hypothetical one, and the only alternatives she acknowledges are 
individual pariahdom or parvenu-like capitulation. Arendt pathologizes Jewish difference rather than 
normalizing it: Jewishness figures as either virtue or vice (83). In the course of her overall narrative, this 
ostensible fault is generally ascribed not to the distorting impact of antisemitism itself but to the wayward 
predilections of the Jews. 

Arendt's conception of antisemitism 
This throws the central question into sharp relief: how did Arendt understand antisemitism and its causes? 
According to her version of the history of antisemitism, 'Jewish separateness' was due as much to Jewish beliefs 
as to non-Jewish actions (xii). She strongly downplays the role of 'Gentile hostility' and asserts that 'Jewish 
dissociation from the Gentile world' was 'of greater relevance for Jewish history than the reverse' (xiii). In 
Arendt's view, a racialized conception of 'the alien character of the Jewish people' arose first among the Jews, 
not among Gentiles, and indeed did so 'without any outside interference' in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
(xii). Even in the context of the early twentieth century, she continues to hold Jews especially responsible for 
their predicament: 'The Jews were more deluded by the appearances of the golden age of security than any 
other section of the European peoples' (51). A similar fixation on the allegedly unique features of Jewish 



existence leads Arendt to identify the Jews as 'the only non-national European people' (22): 'Of all the European 
peoples, the Jews had been the only one without a state of their own' in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries (23).[66] 

Arendt's account repeatedly emphasizes Jewish co-responsibility for the emergence of antisemitism. One of the 
more enduring elements in her argument is the rejection of two competing theories of antisemitism, the 
scapegoat thesis and the eternal antisemitism thesis. Arendt's chief complaint against both theories, however, is 
that they 'deny all specific Jewish responsibility' for the rise of antisemitism (8). The source of modern 
antisemitism, she insists, 'must be found in certain aspects of Jewish history and specifically Jewish functions 
during the last centuries' (9).[67] Hence her focus on the various misdeeds, failures, lapses, omissions and 
transgressions of individual Jews, particular Jewish strata, and indeed of the Jewish people itself. 

Arendt's litany of Jewish inadequacies begins with the charge that the Jewish people 'avoided all political action 
for two thousand years' (8). Even accounting for Arendt's tendency to stylistic overstatement, this claim has little 
to recommend it beyond providing an artificial foil for her subsequent argument; it simply disregards the 
extensive, substantial and complex history of Jewish political action.[68] Arendt also offers detailed complaints 
about specific Jewish figures who failed to live up to proper standards of comportment. Based in part on yet 
another affirmative citation of Walter Frank, she describes at length several rootless, striving French Jews 
involved in high finance and 'shady transactions' (98), calling these parvenu Jewish bankers 'parasites' who 
provided an 'alibi' to antisemites (99).[69] Her depiction of the convergence between Jewish emancipation and 
the rise of the modern state places pronounced emphasis on the central role of Jews who were 'too rich' and 
'too powerful' to remain in the ghetto and who, even after the demise of the court Jews, continued to 
'manipulate the business of the state' (99). 

Arendt's account of 'Jewish financiers' in South Africa is similarly unflattering: 'it was precisely the mob element 
among the Jewish people who turned into financiers' (201).[70] Resurrecting the spurious distinction between 
productive and parasitic capital, Arendt rebukes 'the steadfast refusal of the largest segment of Jewish wealth to 
engage itself in industrial enterprises and to leave the tradition of capital trading' (354). The trouble with such 
portrayals is not just the over-emphasis on Jewish wealth and power or the focus on Jewish actions rather than 
non-Jewish beliefs. The constellation of images is all too familiar: the arrogant nature of Jewish self-segregation, 
an inordinate involvement in finance capital, disreputable business practices and disagreeable personal habits, a 
rogues' gallery of parasitical and rootless types. Large stretches of Arendt's historical reconstruction read like an 
uncritical reworking of antisemitic simplifications. 

Arendt in fact posits an 'intimate relationship' between antisemitic fantasies and the realities of Jewish existence 
(28, repeated verbatim on 40), and asserts that there is 'some truth' to antisemitic images of Jews (242), tracing 
these antisemitic beliefs back to the 'ambiguous role which Jews played in European society since their 
emancipation' (354).[71] At one point she refers to a particular form of antisemitism that 'had emancipated 
itself from all specific Jewish deeds and misdeeds' (241). But this is true of antisemitism as such. In a similar 
context Arendt writes: 'The true significance of the pan-movements' antisemitism is that hatred of the Jews was, 
for the first time, severed from all actual experience concerning the Jewish people, political, social, or economic, 
and followed only the peculiar logic of an ideology' (229). 

This purely contingent relationship between antisemitic perceptions and actual Jewish behaviour, between 
antisemitic convictions and the real world of Jewish-Gentile interactions, is a fundamental characteristic of 
antisemitism per se; it did not first emerge within the Austrian pan-German movement (whose members had 
extensive 'actual experience' with Jews). The point that Arendt accurately describes here, but fails to extend to 
her analysis as a whole, is that antisemitism is an ideology about Jews that is autonomous from and only 
tangentially related to the true conditions of Jewish existence. 



Arendt's neglect of this basic postulate mars not only her account of Jewish life but her depiction of antisemites 
themselves. Her thesis of the anti-political thrust of antisemitic parties does not account for the fact that 
mainstream conservative parties, pillars of the German state at the time, adopted antisemitic policies into their 
programmes and practice. Hence her claim that the antisemitic parties sought to 'openly attack the state itself' 
(39) ignores the extent to which parties that firmly supported the state also acquiesced in the growing 
antisemitic tendency. Arendt goes on to argue that the antisemitic parties aimed 'to destroy the body politic of 
their own nation' (41). This analysis leaves little room for the virulent antisemitism of the völkisch movement, 
whose aim was to regenerate the body politic of their own nation, to heal the Volkskörper or national organism 
by eliminating the disease of Jewishness. A crucial axis of her argument revolves around a similar claim: 'Which 
group of people would turn antisemitic in a given country at a given historical moment depended exclusively 
upon general circumstances which made them ready for a violent antagonism to their government' (28). But 
many antisemites were neither violent nor antagonistic to their governments; indeed quite a few of them 
identified loyalty to their government with hostility to the Jews.[72] 

The fundamental problems with Arendt's conception of antisemitism crystallize in the dichotomy between social 
Judaeophobia and political antisemitism that stands at the centre of her account.[73] Her third chapter, 'The 
Jews and Society', begins by claiming that Jews were simultaneously blind to the threat of political antisemitism 
and over-sensitive to social discrimination (54). Her argument is built around the assumption of a 'decisive 
difference between political argument and mere antipathy' (54). Arendt's formulation exaggerates the 
distinction and tends to obscure both of its poles. The very substance of antisemitism as a political argument 
was antipathy towards Jewishness, while the social manifestations of anti-Jewish affect went well beyond 'mere 
antipathy' to encompass profound revulsion and potent belligerence in myriad forms.[74] 

Arendt argues that the two poles of her dichotomy 'grew out of exactly opposite aspects of emancipation: 
political antisemitism developed because the Jews were a separate body, while social discrimination arose 
because of the growing equality of Jews with all other groups' (54). Justifiable as such a distinction may be, this 
seems incoherent; the two named aspects are not opposites, even in the dialectical sense, and the second 
aspect is meaningless in the absence of the first: the very notion of an equality of Jews with other groups has no 
content unless Jews are themselves a distinct group. In any case, it was an underlying discomfort with the social 
recognition of Jews that gave rise to both 'political antisemitism' and 'social discrimination' in the first place, and 
it is not clear why these two closely related expressions of the same fundamental force ought to be understood 
as decisively different. 

For Arendt, however, 'social resentment against the Jews' is 'politically sterile' (55). She insists that 'social 
antipathy for Jews' did not cause 'political harm'. Railing against the 'perversion of equality from a political into a 
social concept', she claims that 'it has been precisely this new concept of equality that has made modern race 
relations so difficult, for there we deal with natural differences which by no possible and conceivable change of 
conditions can become less conspicuous' (54). Whatever the dubious merits of introducing a notion of 'natural 
differences' into a discussion of 'race relations', the notion is inapplicable to Jewish-Gentile dynamics. Arendt's 
claim depends on a severe underestimation of the historical relevance of what she calls 'mere social 
antisemitism' (118). To the book's benefit, however, the distinction is not consistently maintained within her 
narrative; at times she acknowledges that 'social and economic hatred' had 'reinforced the political argument' of 
the antisemites (37), and concedes the possibility that political antisemitism may 'grow out of' social 
discrimination (55). At one point she locates the roots of Nazi antisemitism in both 'social conditions' and 
'political circumstances', and rejects viewing 'the history of antisemitism' as a 'mere political movement'. In the 
wake of the Dreyfus affair, 'antisemitism appeared in Europe as an insoluble mixture of political motives and 
social elements' (87). 



The social-political dichotomy nevertheless warps Arendt's analysis in significant ways. It prevents her from 
seeing that many antisemites were notably sceptical towards organized political antisemitism; it was not 
unusual for fervent antisemites to oppose the antisemitic political movement even in its heyday.[75] In addition, 
the divide between 'social discrimination' and 'political antisemitism' often serves to relegate the former to the 
status of a mere nuisance rather than a genuine threat, sometimes with surprising consequences, such as 
Arendt's suggestion that Carl Grattenauer's 1802 screed Wider die Juden (Against the Jews) was essentially 
harmless and in any event not an instance of antisemitism (61). The same myopia leads Arendt to trace modern 
antisemitism to 'political rather than economic causes' (28) and impairs her exposition of economic factors 
throughout the book. Thus the social-political dichotomy is one factor that makes her financial theory of the 
state's granting of gradual emancipation unpersuasive (11–12), bringing otherwise sympathetic commentators 
to reject it.[76] Similarly, Arendt's account of the interplay of 'useless wealth' and 'lack of power' (15) seems 
rudimentary when juxtaposed with more nuanced approaches that integrate political and economic dynamics; 
the narrowly political focus of Arendt's narrative limits its effectiveness, particularly in conjunction with her 
disavowal of psychoanalytic categories. These weaknesses can appear especially acute in comparison with other 
historical-philosophical analyses of antisemitism produced during the same period.[77] 

Possibilities and pitfalls of Arendt's framework 
Despite its defects, Arendt's analysis displays several important strengths. Alongside her rejection of the thesis 
of antisemitism as eternal and inevitable, her thoroughly sceptical approach to scapegoat theories and her view 
of antisemitism as a historically specific phenomenon, readers of The Origins of Totalitarianism can appreciate 
her emphasis on the distinctive character of political antisemitism as a complement to the modern state, her 
prescient linking of antisemitism to colonialism, racism and imperialism, her early critique of left antisemitism 
and her insistence on taking Nazi antisemitism seriously as an object of study. Unpersuasive as the particulars 
may be, her efforts towards bringing broader philosophical and political themes to bear on the evolution of 
antisemitism deserve recognition. But the overall outlines of Arendt's historical interpretation of antisemitism 
leave many important features unaddressed and introduce significant distortions to those subjects that are 
examined in depth. In light of the complex tapestry of intertwined arguments that Arendt presents in The 
Origins of Totalitarianism, these shortcomings may be considered relatively insubstantial, due to the 
perspicacity of much of the rest of the book, or fatal, due to the imbricated nature of the text as a whole, but it 
would be unwise to ignore them. Even where historically informed criticism is in order, readers could well 
conclude that her innovative insights outweigh her indefensible oversights.[78] 

In either case, a scholarly analysis of the emergence of antisemitism or the development of European Jewish life 
that hopes to build on Arendt's account will have to undertake major revisions of her argument in order to 
render it usable for further research. The problem is not her focus on the 'Jewish question' as historically central 
to the predicament of the mid-twentieth century—Horkheimer and Adorno began from the same premise in 
their contrasting treatment—but the specific palette of presuppositions with which Arendt approaches the 
material. Attentive scrutiny is thus called for in order to disentangle the contradictions and potentials built in to 
her text, whether empirical errors arising from repeated reliance on antisemitic arguments that are then woven 
into her own, or theoretical failings attributable to the intricacies of her philosophical stance. It can also be 
worthwhile, albeit inevitably speculative, to consider possible reasons for the various misrepresentations and 
misconstruals that run throughout her text. 

Although such questions require additional research, it may be fruitful to enquire into the extent to which 
Arendt's lopsided analysis of antisemitism in The Origins of Totalitarianism can be traced to her developing 
views on Zionism and the shifting currents within intra-Jewish discourse in the 1940s.[79] While some of the 
problematic nature of her analysis of assimilation, in particular, seems due to her heterodox but basically Zionist 



orientation at the time, perhaps the unexpectedly harsh views of Jews in the book have to do with the 
controversies around her contemporaneous writings on Jewish topics and her increasing disillusionment with 
other Jews and their attitudes towards events in Palestine and the founding of Israel. In addition to her 
characteristically apodictic style, Arendt's own residual Zionist assumptions, paired with escalating animosity 
towards her now unwelcome critical standpoint, may partly explain the incongruous tone of her argument. 

A further potentially significant factor stems from Arendt's rejection of psychoanalytic approaches. Scholars who 
immerse themselves in antisemitic materials in order to understand their internal logic are unavoidably exposed 
to a range of conflicting forces, from transference to projection to displacement, and facing these mechanisms 
reflectively can present a difficult challenge. Historians engaged in intensive study of antisemitic texts are often 
aware of these pitfalls, but Arendt may have deprived herself of effective ways to counter them because of her 
antagonism towards psychoanalytic thought. Whatever their origins, these dynamics merit reflection from 
Arendt's admirers and detractors alike. 

Arendt's work shows it is possible to succumb to antisemitic assumptions even while arguing against their 
implications.[80] Rather than personal idiosyncrasies of Arendt's, we can see the drawbacks in her perspective 
as representative of broader trends in recent thinking on antisemitism and Jewish-Gentile relations. The 
propensity to view the history of antisemitism backwards through the distorting lens of the Holocaust is a 
constant temptation that paradoxically tends to absolve many historically potent varieties of antisemitism that 
were not themselves genocidal; this can make it easier to acquiesce unwittingly in forms of thought that were 
central to mainstream antisemitism for much of its history. At the same time, we can draw on Arendtian 
categories to envision what she did not: the positive possibility of collective solidarity and ethnic particularity 
conjoined with universalist and cosmopolitan values within the context of a reconciled social totality. Though it 
does not appear in her magnum opus, such a vision may have animated other aspects of Arendt's work.[81] 

In the spirit of the best facets of Arendt's thought, then, her path-breaking account of antisemitism needs to be 
amended. Beyond the confines of her own writings, the deficiencies that mark Arendt's approach reflect familiar 
misconceptions that distort a range of popular perceptions regarding antisemitism. Yet it would be 
unreasonable to invoke these flaws in order to cast unwarranted doubt on Arendt's other achievements. Her 
wide-ranging work remains valuable and provocative in spite of the faults examined here, and its merits can 
withstand discerning inspection and critical revision. Attaining a better grasp of the complexities of 
emancipation, assimilation, exclusion and persecution, as well as providing a more compelling historical 
explanation of antisemitism, will demand that even those who hold Arendt in high regard incisively interrogate 
the interpretive framework bequeathed by The Origins of Totalitarianism. 
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