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            “If only world history were not so awful,

it would be a joy to live.”

            —Hannah Arendt, 1952vi
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1
            
        
        Preface
      

            Why Hannah Arendt?

         

         “if hannah arendt had not existed,” someone once wrote, “it would most certainly be necessary to invent her.” The story of Hannah Arendt’s life is one of obstacles and victories, light and darkness, setbacks and successes. Born in the early twentieth century, she lived through two world wars and was driven out of both her homeland—Germany—and Europe, to live in exile in the United States. Hannah’s life spanned a decisive chapter in the history of the Western world, a time in which the values and ideas of humankind and its worth, of good and evil, guilt and responsibility, were tested and reshaped.

         Hannah Arendt is often described as a philosopher, but she herself rejected this label. In an interview broadcast on West German television in 1964, she pushed back against the notion that she belonged “to the circle of philosophers.” 2

         “My profession, if one can even speak of it at all, is political theory. I neither feel like a philosopher, nor do I believe that I have been accepted in the circle of philosophers,” she explained.

         There is a backstory to Hannah’s reluctance to be defined as a philosopher. Despite having claimed, as a teenager, to have chosen between studying philosophy or drowning herself, she was deeply disappointed by intellectuals’—in particular the philosophers’—sympathy for and willingness to surrender to the Nazi ideology that swept through Germany in the 1930s. When Hannah fled her homeland, she made a promise to herself never to associate with intellectuals again. She wanted to change the world, but no longer believed in the power of philosophy to do so. Thus Hannah ended her relationship with the realm of theory, and decided to work practically and politically instead.

         In the foreword to Men in Dark Times (1968), Hannah writes about those rare people who, with their luminosity, intellect, and originality, manage to spread hope and light, even in moments of desperation:

         
            Even in the darkest of times we have the right to expect some illumination, and that such illumination may well come less from theories and concepts than from the uncertain, flickering, and often weak light that some men and women, in their lives and their works, will kindle under almost all circumstances and shed over the time span that was given them on earth. 3

         

         There is no doubt that Hannah Arendt herself belonged to the group of people who possessed this singular ability to spread light even in the darkest of times, shining so brightly that their impact is felt long after their time on earth is over.

         The letters she exchanged with Martin Heidegger, Heinrich Blücher, Kurt Blumenfeld, Karl Jaspers, Gershom Scholem, and Mary McCarthy paint a picture of a woman with a sharp intellect, a cutting wit, a broad capacity for self-reflection, and a passionate attitude toward the world. This combination of qualities—of heart and mind, common sense and emotion—is exceptional.

         Hannah Arendt has been a friend of mine for many years. I first read her as a theology undergraduate at Lund University in the early nineties, and immediately found myself drawn to her style of reasoning and her clear arguments. She awoke my interest in thinkers like Kierkegaard, Jaspers, and Heidegger, and soon became something of an intellectual kinswoman to me. Hannah’s discussions of forgiveness proved vital to my doctoral thesis, Kränkningar och förlåtelse (Violations and Forgiveness), and she has featured in one way or another in all of my books since.

         At some point during my postgraduate studies, I came across Elżbieta Ettinger’s book on Hannah’s love affair with Martin Heidegger. The book drew my attention to the private Hannah, and I began to devour Hannah 4Arendt biographies and the correspondence between Hannah and her friends. The idea of writing a book about Hannah, her life, and her philosophy took root, and I am so pleased that I have finally had the opportunity to do just that.

         I make no claim to providing a complete picture of Hannah’s life and philosophy; that was never my intention. Instead, I have taken the liberty of focusing on the events in Hannah’s life that interest me most, lifting out the ideas I find most fruitful and attempting to place Hannah, her story, and her thinking into a wider context.

         Hannah Arendt was not just a brilliant theorist; she was also a fascinating woman who lived a dramatic life. That is what I want to talk about here. My ambition is to depict Hannah’s life and development as an intellectual—her thinking is closely related to her concrete experiences, after all—and to outline a dramatic moment in the history of humankind.

         Using her own books, essays, and poems, the correspondence sent between Hannah and her many friends, her interviews, and her diary entries, I want to tell the story of Hannah Arendt and the concepts that became major themes in her life: love and evil.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            
        
        Introduction
      

            That Which Should Never Have Happened

         

         hannah’s denktagebuch, her intellectual diary, contains a reflection on love and evil. Taking the concept of amor mundi—love of the world—as her starting point, she muses on the difficulty of loving the world. Why must we do it, and why is it so hard? The love Hannah discusses here is not love in the conventional sense. To love the world means reconciling oneself with it, in all its imperfection and fragility, because this reconciliation is necessary for one’s continued existence. For Hannah Arendt, it was a case of understanding and accepting what really happens. How could anyone love the world after the Holocaust? In what kind of world is something like the Holocaust even possible?

         Hannah links amor mundi to responsibility, reflection, and judgement. It is a love that presupposes contemplation 6of one’s own actions and an understanding of their consequences. In this approach, we see parallels to her thoughts on evil. Indifference can, according to Hannah, be fertile ground for evil, while the opposite of indifference is reflection. As a result, everyone has a responsibility to reflect on their own deeds, a responsibility to choose, a responsibility not to simply obey orders and follow the crowd.

         Hannah’s notion of “the banality of evil,” as she came to call it, aroused strong disgust and anger among the intellectual circles of the 1960s. Her description of Adolf Eichmann, one of the architects of the Holocaust, as an unimaginative bureaucrat who was simply doing his job, shocked the world. Critics saw Hannah’s argument as a diminishment of Eichmann’s guilt, and her book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963) was lambasted in the press, causing many a friend and colleague to turn their backs on her.

         In the infamous interview with Günter Gaus broadcast on West German television just after its publication, Hannah is asked whether she wishes she had never written the book. Does she believe that, despite all the negative reactions, all the hate, she did the right thing by writing about Eichmann the way she did?

         Hannah, a middle-aged woman at the time, listens to Gaus’s question with a frown. She is wearing a dark dress, and her once-black hair, though thick as ever, is flecked with grey. She has one leg nonchalantly crossed over the other, her dark eyes are guarded yet alert, and 7she is holding a cigarette in one hand. Gaus seems almost rapt as he waits for her reply.

         Hannah leans back in her armchair, studies Gaus, and takes a deep drag on her cigarette before she speaks. Her answer recalls the motto of Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I, fiat iustitia, et pereat mundus (let justice be done, though the world perish). She raises her free hand and points at Gaus, as though to stress the importance of her words: Fiat veritas, et pereat mundus. The truth must be told, regardless of the consequences of that truth. It is a worthy motto for someone who put their life on the line on more than one occasion, in their steadfast belief in what is true and right. Hannah was not, first and foremost, an activist. At that point, she was not even entirely political. She was a scholar, and a scholar’s primary driving force is, of course, the search for the truth.

         Her studies, first with Martin Heidegger and later with Karl Jaspers, resulted in a doctoral thesis on the concept of love in Saint Augustine’s writing, and she may well have continued to explore different forms of love if the era in which she lived had not forced her to confront other human phenomena, such as evil.

         In countless articles and several books—among them Eichmann in Jerusalem, which is probably her best-known work—Hannah explores the concept of evil, examining its mechanisms, origins, content, and nature. Why do we wrong one another? Why do so few intervene when they witness profound wrongdoing? And how should we 8understand the particular type of evil that manifests as anti-Semitism? Hannah’s weapon against evil was her intellect, and she attacked it in much the same way she attacked every problem: by analyzing and naming it. In both The Origins of Totalitarianism and On Violence, as well as in Responsibility and Judgment, she examines the expression of evil. Hannah’s understanding of the consequences of real atrocity is coloured by having stood face-to-face with what “should never have happened,” as she puts it in Responsibility and Judgment.

         It is a highly effective description of a phenomenon that is both utterly tangible and yet evasive, an attempt to answer a question that cannot be answered, to define what cannot be defined; to grasp something that is forever slipping through our fingers, changing shape and reappearing in the most unexpected of places, in the most unlikely of contexts.

         In the television interview with Günter Gaus, Hannah describes her own reaction on learning the true extent of the Nazis’ war crimes—t he number of dead, the systematic extermination of Jews, the horrors of the concentration camps. Hannah mentions Auschwitz and falls silent, pauses. She takes a sip of water and then slowly lowers the glass, catching her breath before matter-of-factly, exhaustively, explaining to Gaus, who is sitting quietly in the armchair opposite, how the realization gradually dawned on her. The camera zooms in on her face, and in her eyes we see a hint of the shock she describes: 9

         
            That was in 1943. And at first, we didn’t believe it—although my husband and I always said that we could expect anything from that bunch. But we didn’t believe this, because militarily it was unnecessary and uncalled for. My husband is a former military historian, he understands something about these matters. He said don’t be gullible, don’t take these stories at face value. They can’t go that far! And then a half-year later, we believed it after all, because we had the proof. That was the real shock. Before that, we said: Well, one has enemies. That is entirely natural. Why shouldn’t a people have enemies? But this was different. It was as if an abyss had opened. Because we had the idea that amends could somehow be made for everything else, as amends can be made for just about everything at some point in politics. But not for this. This ought not to have happened.

         

         And yet it did. How could it have happened? For Hannah, the issue of the Holocaust was not a theoretical one; the question of evil was not purely a philosophical problem. Evil and the Holocaust were very much personal issues—as might be expected from someone who has been forced to give up their life, their language, and their community.

         But before we begin to unpack her most complex ideas, let us start from the beginning, with Hannah Arendt’s birth. The year is 1906, and the place is Linden, Hanover. 10
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        One
      

            Young Hannah

         

         martha was heavily pregnant when she bought it: the book that would follow her throughout life, that she would pack every time she moved or fled, from city to city and country to country, across the Atlantic to the United States. She could predict none of this in the fall of 1906, of course, as she carefully picked out the red book with the words Unser Kind (Our Child) printed in black type on the cover. The pages between the two red covers were largely blank, waiting to be filled in. Waiting for stories about the baby she was carrying beneath her heart.

         The baby in question was much longed for—the Arendts’ first and, as it would turn out, only child. Martha Cohn and Paul Arendt were both born and raised in the East Prussian capital, Königsberg, but had left their hometown to study and see the world. Martha had spent 12three years in Paris, where she studied French and music, and Paul had visited several of Europe’s major cities—he had seen the Parthenon in Athens and the Colosseum in Rome—before training as an engineer at the Albertina, the Königsberg university famous for Immanuel Kant’s work there.

         Both Paul and Martha came from the affluent Jewish middle class. The Cohns were involved in the import and export of Russian goods, and J. N. Cohn & Co., the company run by Martha’s father, Jacob, was Königsberg’s largest, one of the most important tea merchants in Europe—supplying, among others, the British with Russian tea. Paul’s father, Max Arendt, was a businessman involved in politics in Königsberg.

         There were almost 5,000 Jews in Königsberg at the start of the twentieth century, and like Martha’s parents, many of them were Russian Jews who had fled pogroms and persecution in their homelands. Jacob Cohn had left Russia in 1852, as a result of Czar Nicholas I’s hostile policies. His wife, Fanny Spiero, had a similar story.

         Paul Arendt’s family also had ties to Russia, but they had arrived in Königsberg much earlier, in the mid-eighteenth century. The Arendts had left Russia prior to the forced displacement of Jews to the Pale of Settlement—the large area spanning what is now Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine in which Jews were permitted to settle, as decreed by Catherine the Great.

         Persecution and flight were intrinsic to Martha and 13Paul’s pasts, and with time they would also become part of their daughter’s future. But in the fall of 1906, Martha’s thoughts were elsewhere. The world was enjoying a period of relative calm, and the German economy was thriving. Europe had been at peace for decades, and the powerful alliances struck between Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy on one side, and France, Russia, and Serbia on the other seemed to guarantee stability long into the future. The anti-Semitism that had forced both the Cohns and the Arendts to flee Russia also seemed to have been consigned to history. The age of the pogrom was over. The future looked bright.

         Martha and Paul were young newlyweds, and they had just moved into their first home in the pleasant Hanover suburb of Linden. Martha’s thoughts revolved around the child she felt kicking beneath the taut skin of her belly. She had spent all summer and fall devouring books about childhood development, reading up on child psychology and childrearing methods. The Arendts considered themselves to be enlightened, modern people, and they wanted to raise their child to be an independent, free-thinking person. Among Martha’s progressive middle-class friends, topics like breastfeeding and toilet training often came up in conversation.

         The Arendts had a keen interest in society and politics, and even thought themselves somewhat radical. Both had joined the left-wing Social Democratic Party as teenagers, during a period when the party was still outlawed 14in Germany, and they had very little interest in religion. Like war and anti-Semitism, religion seemed to belong to the past. Martha and Paul were modern people who rejected superstition and conservative views of society and its people. To them, there was no question that their child, irrespective of gender, would receive a good education and be well prepared for the world of work. Martha had been unable to pursue further education herself, as women had been barred from studying at the university in Königsberg when she was younger, but in 1906, the same year she gave birth to her daughter, the Albertina finally opened its doors to them.

         On October 14, 1906, their little girl came into the world. Her parents gave her the name Johanna, but she would be known as Hannah throughout her life, and she would eventually become one of the twentieth century’s most important and influential thinkers. Martha and Paul knew none of this, of course, but like all new parents, they thought their daughter was a miracle. With her pale skin, big eyes, and dark hair, Hannah was like a tiny doll. Her parents gazed at her in wonder, and Martha carefully noted down the girl’s measurements in her red book, along with every minor ailment and development the girl experienced.

         In the oldest preserved photograph of Hannah, we see a smiling young girl in her grandfather Max’s arms. Hannah is just over a year old in the image, and the family is on one of its frequent visits to Königsberg. Max is a tall 15man with a neat white beard, and he is holding the little girl tightly but carefully—perhaps to stop her squirming out of his grip. According to Martha’s notes in Unser Kind, Hannah was a lively girl who began walking and talking before she was even one. A real “sunshine child.”

         When Hannah was barely four, however, illness darkened the small family’s world. The syphilis Paul Arendt had contracted as a young man flared up again, and by 1910 he was so unwell he could no longer work. As a result, he, Martha, and young Hannah moved back to Königsberg, both to be closer to their families and because Paul needed treatment at the university hospital there. The progression of his condition was slow but relentless, and in the summer of 1911, Paul was admitted to hospital. By this point, the syphilis had reached the stage where it caused both physical and psychological symptoms: Hannah’s father lost control of his body and his mind. As his spasms increased in intensity, a mild psychosis also took hold.

         As a result of her father’s illness, Hannah learned from an early age that life is fragile and that death can shatter a person’s world at any moment. When her father fell ill, her grandfather Max became her anchor point. Hannah loved going to synagogue with him, and she enjoyed their walks through the city’s beautiful parks. Paul and Martha may not have been religious, but Max was very much active within Königsberg’s Jewish congregation. Hannah was fascinated by the rituals, and listened 16wide-eyed as Grandfather Max welcomed her into his trove of Jewish stories, parables, and myths.

         As an adult, Hannah rarely spoke about her childhood. She wrote nothing about her youth and was sparing with details of her early years in interviews. The majority of what we know about Hannah’s childhood and teenage years comes from the notes Martha kept in Unser Kind. On the few occasions Hannah did speak about her childhood, she often mentioned her grandfather Max as a great storyteller. Perhaps it was Max who sparked her interest in literature? Or was it the well-stocked bookshelves of her childhood home that made Hannah into a reading, writing woman? She always had her nose in a book, and over the course of her youth she read everything—from poetry and fiction to Kant and Greek mythology.

         Hannah’s beloved grandfather Max passed away in March 1913, followed in October by Paul. In less than a year, young Hannah had lost both her grandfather and her father. Martha was beside herself with grief and worry: how would she and Hannah cope? Though the Arendt and Cohn families were well off and would support both Martha and Hannah, being a widow with a small child was far from easy in the early twentieth century. In a photograph taken not long after Paul’s death, we see a pale but composed woman, and a serious young girl with long, plaited hair. Hannah is leaning against her mother, who is sitting down. Both are dressed in dark colours, and 17their hands are tightly clasped as though it were them against the world.

         Martha did her best to maintain a sense of normality for herself and her young daughter—she taught Hannah to play the piano and made sure the girl saw her relatives regularly. Hannah was particularly enamoured of Paul’s stepsister, Frieda, who took her to the beach in the summer and helped Martha by picking her up from kindergarten. Hannah was fond of kindergarten, where she had impressed her teachers with her precocious reading skills, but she was enrolled at the Szittnick School in the fall of 1913 and was even happier there. Martha documented Hannah’s enthusiasm and progress in Unser Kind, noting with satisfaction that she was a quick learner and that, according to her teacher, Miss Jander, she was a full year ahead of her classmates.

         Paul left behind a large collection of books. He had been passionately interested in Greek and Roman mythology, and he had read both Latin and Greek. Hannah threw herself into her father’s books, and would come to enjoy great success studying the ancient languages.

         
             

         

         the summer of 1914 has been described as “Europe’s last summer.” It was a carefree time full of garden parties and confidence in the future, lazy days on the beach, and wonderful weather. In The World of Yesterday, celebrated Austrian Jewish author Stefan Zweig writes, 18

         
            Even without the disaster it brought down on the whole of Europe, that summer of 1914 would have been unforgettable. I have seldom known a summer more luscious, more beautiful, I am tempted to say more summery. The sky was a silken blue day after day, the air was soft and sultry, the meadows warm and fragrant, the woods dark and lush with young green growth. Even today, when I say the word “summer” I instinctively think of the glorious July days that I spent in Baden near Vienna that year.

         

         Martha and Hannah, too, enjoyed that wonderful, sun-drenched season, spending a few months at the Cohn family summer house in the town of Neukuhren (now Pionersky) on the Baltic coast. Dips in the sea were followed by croquet in the garden, and Martha rediscovered some of the peace of mind she had lost when her beloved Paul fell ill and died.

         The idyll came to an abrupt end, however. On June 28, news reached the holidaymakers that Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, had been assassinated by a Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo. This proved the starting shot in a fateful diplomatic crisis that culminated in what came to be known as the Black Week.

         On July 28, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, and this was soon followed by a number of other declarations of war. The alliances that had been struck between various European countries, intended to guarantee peace 19 and stability, suddenly demanded action. Russia backed its ally Serbia with an ultimatum sent to Austria-Hungary, warning of military intervention. Three days later, on August 1, Germany declared war on Russia, in support of Austria-Hungary, while France mobilized to aid Russia. In response, Germany declared war on France two days later, and demanded free passage through Belgium, which was refused. On August 4, German troops entered Belgium in order to outflank the French army—an act that moved Britain to declare war on Germany.

         Within that short week, the Great War set Europe ablaze—soon to engulf the whole world. Martha and Hannah returned to Königsberg in a panic, but Martha did not feel safe there. She described the final days of August as “terrible days full of worries,” knowing that the Russian army was so close. It seemed only a matter of time before the troops would invade East Prussia, and in August, Martha and Hannah fled Königsberg, not knowing whether they would ever be able to return. This would be Hannah’s first flight, but far from her last.

         
             

         

         the train that took Hannah and her mother from Königsberg to Berlin was full to bursting with uniformed soldiers and people on the run. The atmosphere was chaotic; there were whispers about torched, plundered villages, and talk of bloodthirsty Cossacks, violence, and death. Martha’s younger sister Margarethe lived 20 with her husband and three children in Berlin, and they took in both Hannah and Martha. In her childish innocence, Hannah was thrilled to be able to spend more time with her cousins, and she was excited about starting at a new school—an all-girls school in Charlottenburg. “Here relatives and strangers give her a lot of love and spoil her,” Martha wrote in Unser Kind. “Nevertheless, an excessively great yearning remains in her for her home and Königsberg.”

         Martha was extremely worried, and she nervously followed every development in the war. She and Margarethe huddled over the radio during each news report and devoured newspapers, hoping for the best. The situation seemed hopeless, the war already lost—the Russians were approaching East Prussia from two fronts like an enormous pincer, and with their 400,000 men, their army was twice as strong as the German force desperately trying to hold them back. The German commander, Max von Prittwitz, wanted to retreat, and seemed prepared to sacrifice East Prussia to do so, but the military command responded by replacing him with retired war hero Paul von Hindenburg, who, against all expectations, led the Germans to victory.

         Combining past experience with new technology, the Germans managed to outmanoeuvre the Russians: using shortwave radio, they succeeded in intercepting their opponents’ plans ahead of the armies meeting at the Battle of Tannenberg between August 24 and 30, 1914, 21 and were therefore able to outwit them. The Russian army suffered a brutal defeat: 78,000 men were killed, and another 92,000 were taken prisoner. Just a few weeks later, the German army dealt yet another blow to the remaining Russian forces stationed by the Masurian Lakes. The Russians retreated, and East Prussia was liberated.

         Hannah and her mother were able to safely move back to Königsberg in November that year, and everyday life slowly began to return. In the shadow of a war that cost millions of people their lives and forever knocked the world off-kilter, Hannah approached her teens. Martha’s motherly worries and concerns are all documented in Unser Kind: Hannah came down with the measles, had an inexplicably high fever on several occasions, was fitted for braces because of a crooked front tooth, and, in 1915, suffered a long and painful ear infection.

         Martha was concerned that her daughter, once so happy and carefree, had become broody and occasionally prone to angry outbursts: “I see my own youth repeated in her and am saddened by that; concerning people, she will follow the same path of tears that I did. But I guess no one can be spared his fate. If only she could be like her father! The Arendts are so much more robust in their feelings and can therefore master life so much more readily than people of our kind,” she laments in Unser Kind. The closer Hannah came to her teens, the more her brooding, melancholic side seemed to emerge. 22 She began writing poetry and became engrossed in philosophy and theology. She was particularly fond of the Christian philosophers Søren Kierkegaard and Immanuel Kant—unusual choices for a young girl who had grown up in a non-religious Jewish family.

         Though the war never reached Königsberg, Martha and Hannah did suffer hardship. Like the majority of Germans, there were times when they struggled to get hold of food. Thanks to the British navy’s highly effective blockade of transport routes to Germany, the situation became critical during 1917 and 1918. All imports of food supplies dried up, and the Germans were forced to survive on what they could grow or produce themselves. Toward the end of the war, Martha’s finances also began to dwindle. Her father, Jacob Cohn, had left her a sizable sum of money when he died, but it didn’t last forever. Martha had no income of her own, and the family company’s activities had all but ground to a halt—it became impossible to import and export goods like tea and confectionery in the midst of a raging war that deployed blockades as a weapon.

         As a result, Martha decided to rent out a room in their home. A Jewish student by the name of Käthe Fischer moved in, and she and Hannah soon began to behave broadly like siblings, with both furious arguments and giggling, warm interactions. Käthe was five years older than the twelve-year-old Hannah, and she was quick-witted and intelligent. To Martha’s relief, Hannah 23 seemed to come out of her shell, and melancholy no longer dominated her daughter’s moods. Hannah had begun studying Greek by this point, and she was increasingly absorbed by her school work, though her social life was also particularly intense. Hannah had found a group of young Jewish friends, the majority a few years older than her, and despite being the youngest member, she was also the natural centre of the group.

         Martha, too, began to look outward, focusing her attention primarily on politics. The home she shared with Hannah became a meeting place for social democrats during both the last two years of the war and the 1918–19 revolution, when German social democrats and communists tried and—though managing to overthrow the monarchy—ultimately failed to achieve a revolution the same way their peers in Russia had the previous year.

         The year after the revolution, Martha remarried. She had been close to a widower called Martin Beerwald for several years, and in February 1920 they decided to form a union, moving into his house. Hannah, who was thirteen at the time, gained two older stepsisters—though this was far from a painless experience. With her fiery temper, strong will, dazzling intellect, and constant stream of chatter, Hannah was very different to the quiet Beerwald sisters, Clara and Eva. Both girls were shy, and the hyper-intelligent but highly insecure Clara was plagued by recurring depression. Martha and Martin’s marriage was, however, a happy one: Martha became a good source of 24 support for Martin’s daughters, and Martin guaranteed financial security for Martha and Hannah. With Martin by her side, Martha no longer needed to worry about poverty or hunger.

         Hannah’s teens were characterized by her studies and her intense friendships. She oscillated between being introverted, completely absorbed by books—she was always reading, as her childhood friend Anne Mendelsohn Weil once said—and being talkative and reckless. She was, as her mother Martha put it in Unser Kind, widerborstig, stubborn and obstinate, which often led to conflict, at home and at school. Hannah was a highly gifted student, but she also had real trouble with authority.

         After one of Hannah’s teachers insulted her when she was fifteen—exactly what this insult consisted of remains unclear—she decided to boycott his lessons. Being both charismatic and popular, she managed to convince her fellow students to join her boycott, which ultimately led to her expulsion from school. Martha took the highly unusual step of taking her daughter’s side in the conflict, and Hannah left the Luise School, where she had been a student for years, for good.

         Hannah moved to Berlin, where she spent a year living in a student residence while she studied Greek, Latin, and theology at university. She was not left entirely to her own devices at such a young age, however; Martha had made sure that her social democrat friends, the 25 Levins, kept a watchful eye over the strong-willed teenager. When Hannah eventually returned to Königsberg, she chose to study for her high school exams on her own, with her beloved Aunt Frieda as an informal supervisor. Martha’s good friend Adolf Postelmann was the principal of a boys’ school, and took on the formal supervisory duties.

         In the spring of 1924, Hannah sat her final exams, a whole year before any of her former classmates. She received a set of small golden medals bearing a portrait of Albert, Duke of Prussia, as proof of passing the exams, and was unable to resist the temptation to put on the medallions and pay a visit to her old school. The message to her old classmates and teachers was clear: her expulsion hadn’t hindered her. On the contrary—she had done better on her own than her classmates had in school.

         Hannah had developed a passionate relationship with language—with words, reading, and writing. She had read extensively in the classical languages and had, as Anne Mendelsohn Weil put it, read “everything.” Shortly after her eighteenth birthday, she moved to Marburg to study theology and philosophy. The former may seem a strange choice for a secular, non-practising Jew—why read Christian theology?—but the answer likely comes in the form of Kierkegaard. The Danish Christian existentialist was one of Hannah’s great intellectual loves, on a par with the German duty ethicist Immanuel Kant. 26

         But why Marburg? The answer this time is Martin Heidegger. Hannah’s first boyfriend, Ernst Grumach, was five years older than her, and had already spent some time studying in Marburg. Hannah listened raptly to his stories about the brilliant professor who was on the verge of revolutionizing German philosophy. After her time in Berlin—a year during which Hannah had gained confidence and independence—she was determined to study philosophy, to understand more about existence, and who better to guide her in that quest than Martin Heidegger, the philosopher everyone was talking about?

         So, in 1924, just a few months after passing her final exams with distinction, Hannah did what many other young, intellectual Germans were doing: she travelled to Marburg to hear and learn from Martin Heidegger.

         Full of fear and expectation, she left behind Königsberg and her mother—everything she knew and was—and took a Kierkegaardian “leap of faith” into the unknown.

      

   


   
      
         
27
             Two

            Passion

         

         “the rumor about heidegger put it quite simply: Thinking has come to live again; the cultural treasures of the past, believed to be dead, are being made to speak, in the course of which it turns out that they propose things altogether different from the familiar, worn-out trivialities they had been presumed to say. There exists a teacher; one can perhaps learn to think,” Hannah Arendt would later write in honour of Martin Heidegger on his eightieth birthday.

         Learning to think—what could be more tempting to a young person who once claimed, “I can either study philosophy or I can drown myself”?

         For Hannah, meeting Martin became synonymous with her entry into the world of philosophy. Many years later, Hannah would claim that philosophy was her first love, and Martin Heidegger was the physical incarnation 28 of the discipline. He was The Philosopher personified: brilliant, handsome, poetic, and simply dressed—as though to prove that he was above such worldly concerns as fashion—with a fire in his eye. He was an intellectual, but he was also a man who liked to ski and to walk in the woods. He gave lectures that kept his audience rapt, but he also spent a lot of time alone, in the simple log cabin his wife had had built for him in Todtnauberg.
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