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Rethinking Hannah Arendt’s Theory of Action

MOMOKI Baku'

Abstract : This study reexamines the simple question, “What is Arendt’s action?” Although action is the
most important activity in Arendt’s thought, it is still difficult to strictly define the meaning of action.
Many scholars have understood that action is the activity of public discussion, exchanging opinions on
public issues. However, Arendt herself distinguishes action from speech, which means that action is not
limited to the speech act. That is, action can be a speechless act. By contrasting and criticizing the
interpretations of Morikawa Terukazu and Taiki Hashizume, I clarify that action is limited to neither
public deeds nor speech acts. Instead, I propose to define action as the interaction that goes on between
people. Although action does not always need to take place in the form of speech, it needs to be expressed
or interpreted by someone’s speech so that its meaning is understood. Furthermore, I suggest that
Arendt’s action has two main elements. One is the element that emphasizes the importance of public
discussion, which derives from the political thoughts of ancient Greece and Rome. The other is the
element that emphasizes the importance of beginning something new, which derives from Augustine’s
philosophy. The former corresponds to the human condition of plurality and actualizes each actor’s
uniqueness, while the latter corresponds to the human condition of natality and initiates the
unprecedented process. These two elements can appear in harmony, for example, when people exchange
opinions in a public space and unpredictable events occur. However, these elements do not necessarily go
together beautifully. Sometimes one element comes to the fore, while the other recedes. By grasping these
two aspects of Arendt’s action, we can understand the structure of “perverted action” such as “act into

nature” and Eichmann’s “acting together.”

Keywords : Arendt, Action, Speech, Natality, Plurality, Beginning
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