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Hannah Arendt's "On Violence" is a seminal work of political philosophy
that has profoundly influenced our understanding of power, resistance, and
the human condition. Written in the aftermath of World War II and the rise
of totalitarianism, Arendt's insights into the nature of violence remain as
relevant and thought-provoking as ever.

The Nature of Violence

Arendt distinguishes between two main forms of violence: instrumental and
non-instrumental. Instrumental violence is a means to an end, used to
achieve a specific goal or outcome. It is typically practiced by states or
other organized groups to maintain order and control over their populations.
Non-instrumental violence, on the other hand, is an end in itself. It is a form
of pure destruction that seeks to eliminate or obliterate its target.
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Arendt argues that instrumental violence is more prevalent in modern
societies, as states have gained increasing power and control over their
citizens. This form of violence is often justified in the name of security or the
greater good, but Arendt warns that it can easily lead to tyranny and
oppression. Non-instrumental violence, while less common, is more
destructive and dehumanizing, as it seeks to eradicate the very humanity of
its victims.

Power, Authority, and Legitimacy

Arendt closely examines the relationship between violence, power, and
authority. Power, she argues, is the ability to influence or control the
behavior of others, while authority is the right to exercise power.
Legitimacy, in turn, is the belief that a particular authority is justified and
deserving of obedience.

Arendt argues that violence is often used to establish or maintain power,
but it cannot create legitimacy. True legitimacy, she says, must be based on
consent and the free recognition of the authority by those who are subject
to it. When violence is used to suppress dissent or impose an illegitimate
authority, it undermines the very fabric of society and makes true political
action impossible.

Revolution and Resistance

Arendt explores the role of violence in revolution and resistance against
oppressive regimes. While she acknowledges that violence may sometimes
be necessary to break the cycle of oppression, she warns that it should not
be the primary means of revolutionary action.



Arendt argues that true revolution should be based on the power of
persuasion and the creation of new political institutions. Violence, she says,
can only be justified as a last resort when all other avenues of non-violent
resistance have been exhausted. And even then, it should be used
sparingly and with the utmost restraint.

The Human Condition

"On Violence" is not only a work of political philosophy but also a profound
reflection on the human condition. Arendt explores the ways in which
violence both shapes and is shaped by our humanity. She argues that
violence is an inherent part of human nature, but it is not our destiny. We
have the power to choose between violence and non-violence, and it is up
to us to create a world in which violence is no longer the dominant force.

Arendt's work is a powerful and challenging meditation on the nature of
violence and its impact on our lives. It is a must-read for anyone who wants
to understand the complex relationship between power, resistance, and the
human condition.



Additional Resources:

The Origins of Totalitarianism by Hannah Arendt
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Hannah Arendt on Violence and Totalitarianism
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