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Politics Aestheticized:

An Interpretation of Hannah Arendt’s

Theory of Political Action

Yi-huah Jiang*

The essay tries to provide a new interpretation of Hannah Arendt’s political theory
from the view point of aesthetic politics. First I explore how Arendt perceives political
action as a kind of performing art. Political action, distinct from labor and work, is
for Arendt the human capacity to initiate something unexpected and extraordinary. It
is invaluable because it can make the world more beautiful with magnificent deeds and
words, regardless of considerations of the good and the true. Arendt’s aesthetic politics
is not only illustrated in her interpreting political action as a performing art, but also in
her discussion of the criterion with which we judge human affairs. In the second section,
I point out with various evidences that Beauty is the supreme value of Arendt’s politics.
Without beauty, all human enterprise would be futile and no political engagement could
become part of our eternal memory. Arendt’s attempt to elevate beauty and greatness to
be the highest criterion of political action, needless to say, raises the suspicion of moral
indifference or nihilism. I examine this problem in section three, arguing that Arendt does
try to replace conventional morality with “principles” as the inspiring force of free action.
The only two apparent moralities in Arendt’s political theory, promise and forgiveness,
prove nothing more than the control mechanism inside action itself. Political action is
eventually bounded by nothing external. In the final part of the essay I assess the positive
and negative sides of Arendt’s aesthetic politics. I think Arendt’s project is unique in that
she tries to aestheticize politics so that a new way of political thinking can appear and
respond to the general trend our society is moving along with. Yet I also think her attempt
is infeasible because, first, socio-economic problems are excluded from its coverage; and
second, its moral ground is too weak to assume the result-of boundless action. To resolve
these problems, I suggest that, first, social welfare should be juxtaposed with personality
revelation as the essential function of politics; and second, morality of ordinary people
should be taken into account in the assessment of political action. The modification, to
be sure, will weaken the strength and attraction of Arendt’s aesthetic politics. But it is
the only way to preserve some of her political insights without damaging her originality.
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