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Introduction 

There is something enigmatic about Hannah Arendt, the short haired, Jewish woman who 

changed the way the world thought: about totalitarianism, about politics, about life itself. There are 

perhaps as many ways of reading Arendt as there are readers of Arendt, and this is a fact I am sure the 

self-appointed bolster of plurality would support (although I am equally sure that some of her readers 

would disagree with me on this). Once a Zionist who actively helped Jewish children settle in Palestine, 

she would later denounce Zionism as well as Israel’s actions towards Palestine.1 In Rahel Varnhagen she 

would criticize Varnhagen for attempting to escape her Jewish identify, yet Arendt would later find 

herself ostracized from the Jewish community herself  “because of her controversial analysis of the 

human capacity for evil, and her insistence that given certain political conditions, any people, including 

Jews, could be capable of acting as the oppressor.”2 To further annunciate her enigmatic nature, it is 

worth noting that the above quote is from an organization calling itself the Hannah Arendt Lesbian 

Peace Patrol, yet others, such as Sophie Bourgault insist that while she defies placement on the political 

spectrum, Arendt can be read with similarities to “compassionate conservatives”, convinced that a 

politics of feminist care is beyond Arendt’s thought.3 Contrasts like this proliferate the discussion of 

Arendtian feminism, and in doing so highlight the importance of showing the feminist potentialities, 

many of them radically challenging traditional structures both of patriarchy and feminism, that with 

Arendtian thought may be imbued.   

   While the literature on Hannah Arendt is vast, and the subject of her potential feminism far 

from insignificant, there is but a small amount of literature discussing the potential of an Arendt strongly 

 
1 1. Kathleen B. Jones, “Queer(y)ing Hannah Arendt, or What’s Hannah Arendt Got to Do with Intersectionality?,” 
New Political Science 37, no. 4 (2015): 464. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Sophie Bourgault, “Compassion and the Public Sphere: Hannah Arendt on a Contested Political Passion,” in 
Emotions, Community, and Citizenship: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives, 1st ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2017), 231. 
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in line with queer theory. Of this literature, the majority of which exists within the collection, edited by 

Bonnie Honig, Feminist interpretations of Hannah Arendt, few qualms can be made. However, as most of 

it dates from the 1990s, it is written without an awareness of the gender identities that proliferate 

today, and are known by even those distant from the community. Even in Zerilli’s piece that questions 

the existence of biological sex, it is addressed to “readers of both sexes”.4 Such indication of the limits of 

these otherwise radical gender challenging thoughts proliferate, and prevent the authors from fully 

exploring the potentials of gender-binary emancipation contained within Arendt. As Mary Dietz puts it, 

too much of feminist debate on Arendt, whether it be Arendtian or simply concerning her, is centered 

on the “gender [male or female] of the mind that thinks in Hannah Arendt’s female body”.5 Kathleen 

Jones’ article “Queer(y)ing Hannah Arendt, or What’s Hannah Arendt Got to Do with Intersectionality?” 

updates the debate, and does a great service to both queer studies and Arendtian thought. She 

successfully makes a case for Arendt’s theory of the Pariah as a proto-queer theory, easily placed into 

the service of degendering, and queering politics. However, Jones largely constructs her argumentation 

as a continuation of the work done in Honig’s collection, and thus does not fully appreciate the radical 

potential of Arendt.  

Honig’s collection is, as aforementioned, a strong body of work, however the age of it results in 

all the authors having some degree of trans-gender blindness. For instance, Bonnie Honig, in her chapter 

“Toward an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity”, outlines a feminism 

promoting gender variances using Arendt’s concepts of performativity and pluralism in a manner 

sympathetic to this paper’s use of the concepts. For instance, there is agreement on the feminist 

 
4 Linda Zerilli, “The Arendtian Body,” in Feminist Interpriations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 174. 
5 Mary Dietz, “Feminist Recpetions of Hannah Arendt,” in Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University 
Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 25. 
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potential of Arendt’s view of identity “as performative production.”6 However, Honig never questions 

the conservative view Arendt held towards women and turns to her “not as a theorist of gender, nor as 

a woman, but as a theorist of an agonistic and performative politics”.7 This acceptance of the author’s 

antagonism toward women may then blind her to a more nuanced reading of Arendt’s understanding of 

gender. In Linda Zerilli’s “The Arendtian Body”, a personal essay is intertwined with a reconsideration of 

biological sex, and the possibility of an Arendtian genderless body. Yet in her exploration of this Zerilli 

ignores trans-experiences, and instead places her focus upon “the hermaphroditic body”.8  Morris 

Kaplan, likewise does a fine job employing “Hannah Arendt’s vision of democratic politics to theorize the 

reach of a movement for lesbian and gay rights and liberation.” Still, his analysis relies heavily on 

allegory between Jewishness and Homosexuality, and does not touch on the subject of trans-rights, nor 

does he consider seriously enough the possibility of a sympathetic Arendt towards LGBTQA politics, but 

only suggests that her theories may be saved and used against whatever views she may of held towards 

marriage equality and other LGBTQA issues.9 Thus we have Kaplan, like Honig and Zerilli, demonstrating 

the applicability of Arendt’s theories to intersectional feminism, without any deep reconsideration of 

Arendt’s feminism. It is supposed, due to her statements in regards to second wave feminism, that her 

potential status as a proto-intersectional feminist is beyond serious consideration. 

Dietz’s “Feminist Receptions of Hannah Arendt” is undoubtedly the closest to the line of thought 

pursued in what is to follow. She argues for the genderless nature of the public sphere, and supports to 

 
6 Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995),136. 
7 Bonnie Honig, “Introduction: The Arendt Question in Feminism,” in Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt 
(University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 135. 
8 Linda Zerilli, “The Arendtian Body,” in Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 184. 
9 Morris Kaplan, “Refiguring the Jewish Question: Arendt, Proust, and the Politics of Sexuality,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 105. 
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some extent the breakdown of gender as performative and historically constructed.10 However, Deitz 

leaves intact an explicit gendering of Homo Faber and Animal Laborans, as male and female respectively. 

Thus, in her work it is only the pubic realm which escapes gender, and says not about gender itself as 

fully performative within Arendt. Joanne Cutting-Gray, is one of the few authors to question Arendt’s 

antifeminism, claiming that Arendt is largely underestimated in “her qualities as a feminist”, and that 

“she implicitly understood (female) alterity as belonging to the public person, not an autonomous, 

private self.”11 Unfortunately, Cutting-Gray generally limits herself to Rahel Varnhagen, and thereby 

misses important considerations of gender in Arendt’s larger legacy. Lastly, we must consider Kathleen 

Jones’ masterful article, “Queer(y)ing Hannah Arendt, or What’s Hannah Arendt Got to Do with 

Intersectionality?”, in which she builds upon Dietz evoking the Arendtian concept of  the conscious 

pariah as a precursor to the assertion of queer identities, exploring the possibility of Arendtian thought’s 

potential towards “a queer intersectional theorization of democratic transnationalism”.12 I view these 

authors primarily as on the same path of exploration as to that which I have embarked. It is hoped that 

this paper will serve alongside Cutting-Gray’s analysis, reinforcing and broadening claims she felt only 

comfortable to postulate in relation to Rahel Varnhagen, while also speaking towards Arendt as a proto-

queer theorist and proto-intersectional feminist as Jones’ work stipulates.  

My hope in this essay is not to lessen or to compete with any of the work the above authors 

have done, but to address their blind spots. These blind spots do not exist out any failure on their behalf 

but are instead the product of the advancement of feminism and queer theory in the years since their 

work was written. Jones is the only recent author I have been able to uncover writing on the topic of 

 
10 Mary Dietz, “Feminist Receptions of Hannah Arendt,” in Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University 
Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995): 35. 
11Joanne Cutting‐Gray, “Hannah Arendt, Feminism, and the Politics of Alterity: ‘What Will We Lose If We Win?,’” 
Hypatia 8, no. 1 (1993): 35. 
12Kathleen B. Jones, “Queer(y)ing Hannah Arendt, or What’s Hannah Arendt Got to Do with Intersectionality?,” 
New Political Science 37, no. 4 (2015): 466. 
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performative gender and dismantling it in relation to Arendt. I hold her work in the highest regard, and 

have written this essay so that our work may work in unison, as we address different areas of the same 

queering of Arendt. It is my goal to address these blind spots by bringing a discussion of trans and queer 

issues into Arendt’s concept of the public, for the purpose of furthering academic engagement with 

these subjects towards a reconsideration of Arendt and Arendtian thought and the lenses by and 

through which we engage with her work. This work is also written out of feminist solidarity with the 

authors hitherto mentioned authors. It is my belief that this essay will serve to strengthen, and not 

diminish their claims.  

Thus this paper will commence with an investigation into the potential feminism of Hannah 

Arendt, specifically with an eye towards showing, in solidarity with Cutting-Gray, that intersectional 

forms of feminist discussion and identity are permissible to Arendt within the realm of politics, and are 

in fact not part of the social. Second, building upon Dietz, Zerilli, and Honig, it will be shown that trans 

identities have a place within Arendtian politics. It will be concluded that Arendt was a feminist, 

rightfully distrustful of Second Wave insistences on the universality of female experience, who 

consciously or unconsciously understood gender as performative and socially constructed. 

Arendt and the Conflict Between Second and Third Wave Feminism 

Let us then begin with the claim that Arendt was antifeminist. There, is, of course some truth to 

this claim. Arendt was fearful of mass movements, which constructed an identity and which directed 

politics in relation to that identity’s physical needs and desires. In On Revolution she laments the failure 

of the French Revolution to talk about people, and the “conversation of the citizen of the revolution into 

the private individual of nineteenth-century society” that “spoke of citoyens and bourgeois.”13 Thus with 

an eye towards the women’s movement of the mid-century we can understand the apprehension 

 
13 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, 4th ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 131. 
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Arendt would of felt, indeed, it was the same apprehension that many women felt; poor women, 

women of a visible minority, non-straight woman, and, of course, transwomen. The very existence of 

third wave, so called intersectional, feminism exists due to this apprehension that the woman’s 

movement of the mid-century and earlier was not in service of all women, but a very specific type of 

woman.14 Undeniably, it was homogenizing, and served most the Western middle-class white woman.15  

Arendt saw in traditional identarian politics, and feminism by extension, “insidious resources for 

the homogenizing control of behavior and the silencing of independent criticism.”16 Thus, it is 

unsurprising that this Jewish woman would be so weary, that in Honig’s words, “Arendt was impatient 

with feminism, dismissing it as merely another (mass) movement or ideology.”17 Like many, perhaps 

most, Arendtian feminists, I share this concern for the silencing of plurality and the self-reflective 

morality that seems implicit in most mass movements. This does not, however, mean that Arendt did 

not hold sympathetic views towards women’s emancipation, only the women’s movement of her day. 

Indeed, many intersectional feminists will feel a strong kinship with Arendt to this regard, as the divide 

between more second wave inspired ‘radical’ feminism, and intersectional feminism has expanded 

cavernously, with terms like TERF (trans exclusionary radical feminist) being thrown around with the 

weight of slurs within the broader movement of feminist discourse.18 One will even, with ease, find 

Arendt espousing views now the firm territory of intersectional feminism. For instance, to Marc Cogan 

she wrote that he accepted “the old, well-worn opposition of passion and reason. But it would be unfair 

 
14 T. Minh-Ha Trinh, Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1989). 
15 Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race & Class, First Vintage Books edition. (New York: Vintage Books, ©1981, 1983). 
16 Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 153. 
17 Bonnie Honig, “Introduction: The Arendt Question in Feminism,” in Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt 
(University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 1. 
18 Elizabeth Martin, “Let’s Talk About: TERFs & Fake Feminism,” UWIRE Text, November 21, 2017. 
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to charge you with this as it is so deep in […] everything you were taught.”19 Therefore, if many of us 

hold such strong criticisms of the second wave, there is no reason to consider Arendt’s hostility towards 

it, as a hostility towards contemporary feminist discourse. This is especially true if we can show she held 

sympathetic views towards women’s emancipation, and that her aversion to the second wave is based 

on similar criticisms intersectional feminism’s critique; that is, on issues of homogenization and 

exclusion.  

There is a strong case to be made for Arendt’s sympathy towards women’s emancipation and 

feminism in general. While it is true that none of her major works address women’s emancipation or 

feminism, it is untrue that none of her writing does. Arendt, in fact, wrote a book review in 1933 entitled 

“The Emancipation of Women” in which she makes the argument that despite arriving at a level of legal 

equality, women are not provided equal status in society. In this review, Arendt also expresses distain at 

the very gendering of household tasks as women’s work, that later feminists would accuse her of 

encoding into The Human Condition, saying that “a woman’s freedom to make her own living seems to 

imply either a kind of enslavement in her own home or the dissolution of her family”.20 Likewise, in the 

midst of the media attention she received upon being made the first full female professor at Princeton 

she was asked by a reporter on how she felt about being a woman-professor, to which she responded “I 

am not disturbed at all about being a woman professor because I am quite used to being a woman”, 

effectively closing down any discussion of the abnormality of her academic position.21 This quote has 

been somewhat written off as her avoiding a political answer by substituting a psychological one.22 This 

 
19Elizabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 406, 
n58. 
20 Rita A. Gardiner, Gender, Authenticity and Leadership: Thinking with Arendt (Houndsmills, Basingstoke 
Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 56. 
21 Joanne Cutting‐Gray, “Hannah Arendt, Feminism, and the Politics of Alterity: ‘What Will We Lose If We Win?,’” 
Hypatia 8, no. 1 (1993): 37. 
22 Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
273. 
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is somewhat unsatisfactory, as Arendt’s own work is so tied to psychological and existential existence. 

However, If we apply an Arendtian definition of politics her Arendt herself, this answer could be seen as 

Arendt engaging in a politics (in so far as it was public speech) of feminism. In a letter to Claudia Knooz 

and Renate Bridenthal, she thanked them for sending her their ground-breaking book on European 

women’s history, she gracefully told them that the book had taught her “more than she ever knew.”23 

And while it is true, that one might first read this in a dismissive tone, we should consider that Arendt 

was openly unread in feminist literature, as she admits to in this letter. That she responded with 

enthusiasm towards her knew knowledge suggests that while she was unschooled in such matters, she 

did not lack interest in them. We cannot learn everything we are interested in, sadly there is not enough 

time. Clearly Arendt held positive positions on women’s emancipation, a process she sometimes, as in 

the Princeton episode, embodied. 

This of course, raises the question of why she knew and wrote so little on the subject. Those 

who would attack her as being antifeminist see her abstinence from the topic as silent indication that 

she had little sympathy for their perspectives. However, as I have indicated in the last paragraph, she 

had significant will towards feminism’s goal of female emancipation. Why then, when asked by The 

American Review in 1972 to pen an essay responding to Susan Sontag’s feminist work, did Arendt reply 

that she had “sworn a holy oath not to touch women’s liberation”?24 To this question, there is no easy 

answer. Perhaps, she was so concerned with the mass nature of 1970s feminism that she felt she would 

only be embroiled in the negative debate on the subject. Perhaps, she felt that others were doing 

sufficiently fine work on the subject, as could be interpreted from her comments to Knooz and 

Bridenthal. Or, perhaps, Arendt was simply telling the truth when she said that “The ‘woman question’ 

 
23 Kathleen B. Jones, “Queer(y)ing Hannah Arendt, or What’s Hannah Arendt Got to Do with Intersectionality?,” 
New Political Science 37, no. 4 (2015): 464. 
24 Ibid, 463. 
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“never interested me very much”.25 We do not generally hold it against men when they have not written 

on gender issues, why we should expect it of every female theorist is beyond my comprehension. What 

maters is that they did not work against the cause. Indeed, is there is something rather supercilious in us 

to ask of every woman theorist a detailed addition to feminist literature, as if they are not a complete 

theorist without addressing their own often academically othering position?  Further, if a writer has 

written on feminism should not affect one’s ability to square their work with feminism, or in the case of 

Arendt to be an Arendtian feminist. We need only demonstrate that her concepts are applicable to 

feminist discourse.  

Despite some claims otherwise, Arendt can be read as including within her concept of the public 

sphere sufficient space for the feminist cause in her work. Honig carefully corrects those who would 

claim that ‘workers’ and other people who ‘belong’ in the private sphere are not excluded from the 

public, “Instead, politics is protected from a variety of sensibilities, attitudes, dispositions, and 

approaches all of which constitute all selves and subjects to some extent”.26 Yet it is true that some 

people are excluded from the public sphere. This is true both objectively in reality, both of then and 

now, and in Arendt’s theorization of it. So we must ask, if not on basis of their profession, or in the case 

of women from this era, their housebound duties, on what basis are people excluded? Unlike many 

traditional republican theorists, Arendt’s answer is not property, for if the property owner decided to 

pursue the amalgamation of more property they “willingly sacrificed […their] freedom and became 

voluntarily what the slave was against […their] own will, a servant of necessity.”27 Further, we should 

not over emphasis Arendt’s speech on ancient requirements where politics  “was open only to those 

who owned property and slaves”, for in the self same paragraph she explains that this equality “was not 

 
25 Ibid, 464. 
26 Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 143. 
27 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 65. 



10 
 

an equality of condition […] but the equality of those who form a body of peers.”28 Indeed, elsewhere 

she reminds us that the requirement of property is a requirement of having a home, and not as a 

signifier of wealth, but as a reprieve from the city and the public; a requirement now met by all thanks 

to the legislation of tenant rights.29 It is worth noting that this conception of home-ownership as safety, 

instead of simply the home as safety is a very North American concept, with home-ownership a far less 

common condition in most of Europe.30 As we can see, there is not now here any threshold of wealth 

nor status for admittance into the public realm.  

Though, it should be considered that in On Revolution Arendt suggests that abject poverty 

excludes the impoverished from the political sphere. We must not read too heavily into it, as poverty, 

like many Arendtian terms, is very specific. It is “more than deprivation”, it is for Arendt the extreme 

point where the subject has their human qualities stripped away and comes under “the absolute dictate 

of their bodies”.31 Thus we again do not have a wealth qualification, but a freedom from an all 

consuming drive, as qualification. Therefore the singular qualification for Arendt remains that the 

person be not bound by necessity. The slave is a person who is fully owned by another, and therefore 

whose time is fully owned. Likewise, the many who seeks endless accumulation of wealth has given up 

the free time allotted to him by his mastery of necessity, and has taken upon false necessity which in 

turn consumes all his time. Thus we have not here a metaphysical claim of superiority or aristocracy, we 

have but the physical limitation of time, that one must possess ample and sufficient time that is free 

from the requirements of daily life that consumes so much of it, that one can devote to public maters.  

 
28 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, 4th ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 20. 
29 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 27-28. 
30 1. Matt Phillips and Matt Phillips, “Most Germans Don’t Buy Their Homes, They Rent. Here’s Why,” Quartz, 
January 23, 2014. 
31 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, 4th ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 50. 
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Undoubtedly this distinction will raise many an eyebrow, as some might suggest that this 

distinction between meeting the requirements of daily life, and the political, as well as her definition of 

the political, is the most problematic and exclusionary part of her work. This should be not the case, for 

near anyone who has been overworked at their job, or come home to young children, will admit that 

they feel less connected with what is happening in the world. Often this is an insignificant side affect 

compared to the joy that is childrearing, yet so too is it, with an eye towards work exhaustion, a physical 

and observable separation from what is going on. Arendt does not celebrate this exclusion, but views it 

as a problematic aspect of life. To suggest that her theory is problematic, and not the situation it 

accurately describes, is to search for comfort, and not for truth, in our theories.  We must not ask 

ourselves what we would like to believe is true, but what is the most accurate depiction. If a theorist 

finds a problem, we should not look to a theorist who sees not the problem, but consider the problem 

and all its potentialities. 

Of course, that everyone is at least potentially admitted to the public realm does not in turn 

mean that every subject is fit for the public realm. Anyone acquainted with Arendt will be familiar with 

her conception of the social and the threat it poses towards the public. The social, the bringing into the 

public of “housekeeping” en masse, and its connection to the physical necessities of the body appears to 

exclude many feminist issues, particularly those of the body.32 Even Arendt’s close personal friend Mary 

McCarthy was sufficiently confused and upset with this, asking “What is somebody supposed to do on 

the public stage, in the public space, if […they do] not concern […themself] with the social? What’s 

left?”.33 She later adds, that in trying to answer this herself, she was “left with war and speeches. But the 

speeches can’t just be speeches. They have to be speeches about something.”34 Arendt’s response is, 

 
32 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 38. 
33  Melvin Harris, “Hannah Arendt on Hannah Arendt,” in Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World (St. 
Martin’s Press, 1979), 315. 
34 Ibid, 316. 
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perhaps, the most enlightening insight into her own work that she ever gave outside of it. She explains 

that “what becomes public at every given period seems to me utterly different”, insisting that “There 

will always be conflicts. And you don’t need war.”35 But then, one may ask, if everything has the 

potentiality to be political, or at least if what is political is bound to change, what then is the 

encroachment of the social? 

The Encroachment of the Social and the Question of Needs 

 It is the reduction of pluralistic people (identities even), to the sameness of the human body.36 

It is the loss of world permeance as all items become consumable, and all deeds are to an end, rendering 

the deed in a way also consumed, it is when “every tangible thing dissolves into a mere function in the 

regeneration process of life and labor power.”37 Thus, question of exact measures of sustenance cannot 

be political. The political needs to be protected from administration, how much one is paid, or how 

many food stamps are required, these are the “prepolitical rights that no government and no political 

power has the right to touch and to violate”.38 It must be left to “the administration of things”.39 The 

political are things that are up for debate, whereas, for Arendt, things such as how much housing a 

person is entitled to “can really be administered and are not then subject to public debate”, to debate 

them “seems to me phony and a plague”.40 Thus, it is not a matter of whether a subject concerns money 

or public welfare, instead it is what part of the question is being addressed, for with “every one of these 

questions there is a double face. And one of these faces should not be subject to debate”.41 Indeed, in 

 
35 Melvin Harris, “Hannah Arendt on Hannah Arendt,” in Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World (St. 
Martin’s Press, 1979), 316. 
36 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 41. 
37 Ibid, 165. 
38 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, 4th ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 99. 
39 Melvin Harris, “Hannah Arendt on Hannah Arendt,” in Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World (St. 
Martin’s Press, 1979), 317. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid, 318. 
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her discussion of racism in America she includes among the most important of rights, “the right to 

home”.42  When addressing the topic, of public housing Arendt insists that the location of public 

housing, and if the state has the right to move people from their public housing to newer (but more 

isolated) buildings is a political question. However, “if it’s a question of how many square feet every 

human being needs in order to be able to breathe and to live a decent life” then it is not political it “is 

something which we can really figure out”.43 This is why, instead of condemning the labour movement, 

Arendt writes, “when the labor movement appeared on the public scene, it was the only organization in 

which men acted and spoke qua men—and not qua members of society.”44  If we then extent this 

concept of the labor movement to the modern feminist movement, we can conceptualize a debate on 

say vaginal sanitary products, Arendt’s framework would allow for a debate on removing the ‘luxury tax’ 

that currently exist on them, it would even allow for an argument for state distribution of said products 

free of charge. However, Arendt would draw the line at a debate over the amount needed by users of 

these products, as this is something that could be actually figured out. If we extent this line of thought 

to the debate on access to abortion, Arendt’s framework allows for a debate on the morality of 

abortion, but would not allow for a debate on access to abortion. Her claim would be that if it is legal, 

we can scientifically figure out the demand for abortion and make sure that demand is met. Any debate 

on things so possible to figure out, would be as Arendt said, phony, and as we know from the American 

example, Arendt has been proven correct. For the debate on access to abortion is not truly a debate on 

access, but a debate on its morality, masked in a debate on access. There are those who support 

abortion and therefore support adequate availability of abortion. Then there are those who do not 

support abortion, and thus support ignoring ‘what we can actually figure out’ about access needs, to 

 
42 Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
310. 
43 Melvin Harris, “Hannah Arendt on Hannah Arendt,” in Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World (St. 
Martin’s Press, 1979), 319. 
44 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 219. 
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further a political stance. Thus there is clear room for the interpretation that Arendt’s critique of the 

social does not exclude feminist thought from the political. 

Arendt and the Gender Question 

We have thus far established that Arendt held sympathetic views towards women’s 

emancipation, if not the feminists of her day. We have also established that the social/political 

distinction does not disbar one from speaking of identity or even of the body in the political realm. If we 

consider Arendt’s own work a form of politics, which some might, we can see proof of this in that she 

addressed issues of racial, class, and gender identity, such as in her essay “Reflections On Little Rock”.  I 

mention this essay not out of support for it, but as an example of Arendt’s inclusion of identity issues as 

debatable. Within this controversial essay of hers, we find some of the strongest proofs that Arendt 

viewed identity as political. As we have mentioned previously, it is in this essay that we find the ‘right to 

home’, and we find this right alongside a right to love and marriage, which Young-Bruehl points out was 

closely tied to her own legal encounters with marriage law.45 To further, the possibility for reconsidering 

Arendt’s feminism, or rather to briefly reconsider the common conception, that Arendt lived a 

traditional domestic life, it is worth considering the relationship between herself and Heinrich Blücher. It 

is well documented that the couple lived a rather unconventional life together, with full honesty on both 

sides in relation to marital transgressions, though one should perhaps employ another term, as a 

transgression implies a breach of agreement, whereas what became of the Arendt-Blücher marriage in 

1952 appears to be more of a renegotiation.46  Of course, this shift to what one may term of form of 

polyamory says little towards any intrinsic conception of gender. However, it does serve as a useful 

reminder, that Arendt’s public claims to ‘old fashioned’ or conservative perspectives on womanhood 

 
45 Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
310. 
46 Ibid, 264-265. 
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and family are not necessarily easily reconcilable with her own life. What we ask in this paper, though, is 

if these well-known statements are reconcilable with her academic understandings of family, 

womanhood, and gender. Let us then consider this apparent contrast, between what we will argue was 

Arendt’s own conception of gender, and what appear to be her anti-feminist statements. 

How do we contend with the fact, that when asked in an interview about female leaders, part of 

her response included the following, “It just doesn’t look good when a woman gives orders. She should 

try not to get into such a situation if she wants to remain feminine.”47 At first glance it is an egregious 

statement, certain to upset any equality minded person. It has generally been read as such, as a “stated 

bias against women leaders”.48 However, let’s break down the statement. It begins with a claim to 

knowledge of the general perspective. It is not that it looks bad, or rather in Arendt’s words “doesn’t 

look good”, to Arendt, but that it looks bad to society, a fact we know she was aware of from her book 

review. Second, we should consider that Arendt, in her role as an instructor, has given orders and acted 

as a leader, if not a political one.49 This is a role she defended, as we are aware of from her interactions 

with reporters upon her Princeton appointment. There is then grounds to explore possible, kinder, 

readings of the response. 

 In pursuit of a more hermeneutically generous reading of this exchange, it would seem that the 

most important word is the if. Here we see, in Arendt, the woman in question is given a choice, she can 

perform the feminine and not give orders and therefore look good (as a feminine woman), or she can 

eschew the societal insistence of femininity as it as perceived in the mid-20th century. This reading of 

her statement is reinforced when she says two sentences later "The problem played no role for me 

 
47 Hannah Arendt “Zur Person” Full Interview (with English Subtitles), Zur Person, 1964, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsoImQfVsO4. 
48 Rita A. Gardiner, Gender, Authenticity and Leadership: Thinking with Arendt (Houndsmills, Basingstoke 
Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 39. 
49 Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
283-284. 
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personally" (the problem being the choice between remaining in and performing the feminine, or not). 

The reason the problem played no role for her, is not because she had no will to break from femininity 

and what was then considered the role of the woman, but that she never considered not breaking from 

it. She says as much in the next sentence, "I always did what I wanted to do. I did not worry if it was 

[perceived as] a man's job."50 Thus we have her saying that the prescriptive femininity of her era did not 

allow leeway for strong assertive women, which she acknowledges as a problematic choice for women, 

but claims that it was not problematic for her because she knew that for herself the preservation of her 

societal femininity was not worth not doing what she wanted to do. 

If we consider the nature of Arendt’s methodology, we will find that this reading follows in 

logical conclusion from it. Arendt is unconcerned with the idea of words or concepts changing their 

meaning all the time. A great deal of her work derives from the original meaning or conception. For 

instance, Arendt’s “tracing of the concept “interest” to its etymological inter esse – Latin for “being 

among”” is just one of many invocations of a past or original meaning being explored for the purpose of 

widening Arendt’s political thought.51 Thus that femininity for Arendt is a concept with a strict meaning 

is unsurprising, and it has not gone unremarked upon, this interrelation between politics, femininity, 

and how appearance brings the two into play with one another in Arendt.52 Extrapolating from this, that 

femininity can be and is often lost by doing unfeminine things, holds strongly within an Arendtian 

phenomenological methodology. That is to say, it is not disingenuous to read Arendt’s concept of gender 

as not dissimilar to a phenological account of emotions, where femininity is something we ‘affect’ or are 

‘directed towards’, similar to Sara Ahmed’s account of orientation.53 While much of feminism has 

 
50 Hannah Arendt “Zur Person” Full Interview (with English Subtitles), Zur Person, 1964, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsoImQfVsO4. 
51 Kathleen B. Jones, “Queer(y)ing Hannah Arendt, or What’s Hannah Arendt Got to Do with Intersectionality?,” 
New Political Science 37, no. 4 (2015): 456. 
52 Julia Reinhard Lupton, “Arendt in Italy: Or, the Taming of the Shrew,” Law, Culture and the Humanities 8, no. 1 
(2012): 77. 
53 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 2-3. 
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historically been an attempt to widen and change the concept of femininity, it is certainly not 

antifeminist to suggest that femininity in its strictest sense is something to be left behind. Nor is it wrong 

to acknowledge that the process of leaving or losing femininity could be freeing. There would of course, 

and arguably is currently, a time where societal gendering will conflict, perhaps even violently, with the 

goals of women and queer folk, as we see to some extent in current political and civil disputes in 

relations to what exactly it means to “smash the gender binary”; now a common term on banners, pins, 

and shirts at various feminist and LGBTQA events. We have seen similar discussions play out in the 

academic realm, both in relation to Judith Butler’s emergence in the 1990s as a prominent and 

controversial challenger of gender, sex, and sexuality, and in our current area largely around the goal 

and act of queering. The later of these is an ill-defined term, and has been used on everything from 

Anarchism54 to fat embodiment.55 We have seen it in relation to Arendt as well, most notably in Jones’ 

aforementioned article. Thus, what is important to consider is that femininity, so often phrased in 

relation to masculinity, itself finds itself in potential conflict with an increasing movement to 

problematize gender. 

It is also true that the concept of gender as performative is already strongly existent within 

Arendt’s work. If we read the private realm as indeed the realm of the body, of biology, and satiation, 

then so too is it the realm of socially constructed gender identity, that imposed upon the individual.  The 

self that exists in relation to bodily necessity, that is defined by its biology “has no identity; it is 

fragmented, discontinuous, indistinct, and most certainly uninteresting.”56 It is in the public realm that 

this has the potential to change, for this Arendtian “self attains identity—becomes a “who”—by 

 
54 C. B. Daring, Queering Anarchism: Addressing and Undressing Power and Desire (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2012). 
55 Cat Pausé, Jackie Wykes, and Samantha editor Murray, Queering Fat Embodiment, Queer Interventions 
(Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing, 2014). 
56 Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 140. 
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acting.”57 By entering the public the person is removed from any societal or biological definitions of 

them, and begins, and this “beginning is not the same as the beginning of the world; it is the beginning 

of something but somebody, who is a beginner” themself.58 Thus, if the private self is discontinuous, 

indistinct, and held under the sway of the biological and the social, than to step into the public is to 

smash the gender binary. 

 To step into the public is to, as Judith Butler (herself an Arendt scholar) puts it, “dispense with 

the priority of “man” and “woman” as abiding substances”, as within the public, “it is no longer possible 

to subordinate dissonant gendered features”.59 Consequently, if this performativity is what provides 

identity, and this identity is provided within a queer space, that is, a space where normative socially 

defined gender no longer functions, and understanding that “Examples of public/private realm cross-

fertilization abound”, then is this not ground zero for dismantling the gender binary?60 As Honig asks, 

“What is to prevent us, then, from applying “performativity to the body itself,” as one feminist theorist 

of sex/gender performance does?”61  

Indeed, for Arendt, the public realm is not only a realm in which politics is created, it is the 

realm of identity creation. As she claims that it is up to the person themself to express “distinction and 

distinguish […themself], and only […they] can communicate […themself] and not merely something—

thirst, or hunger, affection or hostility or fear.”62 Thus if it is the realm of self expression, of identity 

creation, so too must it be the realm of gender identity creation. As Zerilli notes, “Arendt’s account of 

the subject of action shows that identity always exceeds the symbolic terms that name it, including 

 
57 Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 140. 
58Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 177. 
59 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, 2nd ed. (Routledge Classics, 1990), 33. 
60 Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity,” in Feminist 
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 146. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 176. 
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“male” and “female.””63 This then must culminate, for Arendt, in the thoughts she rather poorly 

expresses in the Zur Person interview. It is a thought process that for Zerilli resultantly “reveals as 

illusory the sexed body as the naturalized ground of signifying practices, including that of Arendtian 

action. In that moment of exposure we find […] “what constitutes masculinity or femininity is an 

unknown characteristic which anatomy cannot lay hold of.””64 However, Arendt is not so uncertain of 

what constitutes masculinity or femininity. She knows clearly that it is not biological, but a thing that can 

be moved away from or lost. Instead, it would appear, to Arendt, to be a fixed sociological concept that 

can, and, perhaps, must be abandoned, at least in part. Furthermore, its abandonment appears to be 

held within the political realm, and carried out through Action.  

Concerns on Sex 

Before concluding, however, it must be mentioned that while Arendt can be argued as a proto-

intersectional feminist, who was well aware of the social construct of gender, she cannot be said to be 

the friend of the middle sexed individuals, and clings rather stubbornly to the existence of biological sex. 

In a generally overlooked essay Arendt writes on the “hermaphroditic body” as a “monster”, suggesting 

that the very bodily plurality of the private biological must exist, and must exist in such a way that she 

completely contradicts the clear majority of her statements on the sameness of the biological.65 I will 

not talk at any great length on these contradictions, as they are covered well by Zerilli. However, it 

should be added that Arendt’s conception of the “hermaphroditic body” as being a blend between the 

two sexes, and not, as it truly is, a term covering a wide expanse of bodies and body types, providing not 

for an increased sameness of the body as Arendt fears, but instead boosting plurality. Of course, this 

 
63 Linda Zerilli, “The Arendtian Body,” in Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (University Park, Pa.: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 186. 
64 Ibid, 187. 
65 Hannah Arendt, “Karl Jaspers: Citizen of the World”? in Men in Dark Times (New York: Hardcourt, Brace and 
World, 1969) 89. 
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essay is concerned with trans identities, and not middle sex individuals. So it should be added, that were 

someone to make the claim that a genderless, genderqueer, transman, or transwoman was analogous 

to Arendt’s “monster” they would be sorely mistaken. For to remove gender from the equation is not to 

homogenize, but to pluralize through the removal of barriers to gender combinations and expressions 

never before seen, and personal and individual in a way that masculinity and femininity (homogenizing 

terms that Arendt understood as restrictive) never could.  

Conclusion 

Thus while Arendt proves rather problematic and self contradictory in her consideration of 

middle sex individuals, her work can be understood as problematizing the restrictive nature of gender 

roles and gender identity. There are some unfortunate restrictions on how far Arendt can be logically 

taken along this path, due to her quietness on issues of sex and gender. Yet due to this, and the fact that 

her work allows ample space for gender performativity, her work could be used along side other 

theorists stronger on the issue than her, to theorize a public sphere creation of gender, as well as a 

queer politics of action geared towards further toppling of capitalist and patriarchal power. In her 

article, Jones’ suggests that Arendt’s concept of the pariah may in fact build in this direction. Hopefully 

this article has aided the discussion towards such a task, as well as fulfilling its secondary goal of 

problematizing the egregious thesis that Arendt held antifeminist views.  Through an attempt to meet 

these goals, a third, unstated one has been followed, that this paper hopes to work not only with others 

searching to shed new light upon Arendtian gender, but as part of Nancy Fraser’s project that “we 

should creatively transform Arendtian thinking to account for new modes of negating the human in the 

21st century.”66  In this part of our project we hope to have contributed to this creative transformation, 

for if the reader remains unconvinced of Arendt’s feminism, they surely can no longer claim that there is 

 
66 Nancy Fraser, “Hannah Arendt in the 21st Century,” Contemporary Political Theory 3, no. 3 (December 12, 2004): 
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at least not room for interpretation. With this in mind, let us close with a reminder that Arendt did not 

seek to lead a following, and certainly not a dogmatic one. Thus there is little harm, as long as we stay 

true to the concepts themselves, in amending her work, in the pursuit of a better politics.   
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