Hannah Arendt and the Limits of
Total Domination

Responding to the increasingly influential role of Hannah Arendt’s political
philosophy in recent years, Hannah Arendt and the Limits of Total Domination: The Holocaust, Plurality, and Resistance, critically engages with
Arendt’s understanding of totalitarianism. According to Arendt, the main
goal of totalitarianism was total domination; namely, the virtual eradication of human legality, morality, individuality, and plurality. This attempt,
in her view, was most fully realized in the concentration camps, which
served as the major “laboratories” for the regime. While Arendt focused
on the perpetrators’ logic and drive, Michal Aharony examines the perspectives and experiences of the victims and their ability to resist such an
experiment.
The first book-length study to juxtapose Arendt’s concept of total domination with actual testimonies of Holocaust survivors, this book calls for
methodological pluralism and the integration of the voices and narratives of
the actors in the construction of political concepts and theoretical systems.
To achieve this, Aharony engages with both well-known and non-canonical
intellectuals and writers who survived the Auschwitz and Buchenwald concentration camps. Additionally, she analyzes the oral testimonies of survivors who are largely unknown, drawing from interviews conducted in Israel
and in the U.S., as well as from videotaped interviews from archives around
the world.
Revealing various manifestations of unarmed resistance in the camps, this
study demonstrates the persistence of morality and free agency even under
the most extreme and de-humanizing conditions, while cautiously suggesting that absolute domination is never as absolute as it claims or wishes to
be. Scholars of political philosophy, political science, history, and Holocaust
studies will find this an original and compelling book.
Michal Aharony is currently teaching in Beit-Berl College, Israel. She was
a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Hebrew University, the International Institute
for Holocaust Research at Yad Vashem, and the Open University, Israel.
Her research interests include history of political ideas in modern political
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By its very nature, when it comes to describing reality, art always
demands a certain intensification, for many and various reasons.
However, that is not the case with the Holocaust. Everything in it
already seems so thoroughly unreal, as if it no longer belongs to the
experience of our generation, but to mythology. Thence comes the
need to bring it down to the human realm. This is not a mechanical
problem, but an essential one. When I say, “to bring it down,” I do
not mean to simplify, to attenuate, or to sweeten the horror, but to
attempt to make the events speak through the individual and in his
language, to rescue the suffering from huge numbers, from dreadful
anonymity, and to restore the person’s given and family name, to
give the tortured person back his human form, which was snatched
away from him.
Aharon Appelfeld, “After the Holocaust”
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Introduction

The real story of the Nazi-constructed hell is desperately needed
for the future. Not only because these facts have changed and poisoned the very air we breathe, not only because they now inhabit our
dreams at night and permeate our thoughts during the day—but also
because they have become the basic experience and the basic misery
of our time. Only from this foundation, on which a new knowledge
of man will rest, can our new insights, our new memories, our new
deeds, take their point of departure.1
Hannah Arendt

This epigraph, words that Hannah Arendt wrote in a book review as early
as 1946,2 encapsulates the motivation for and the purpose of this study.
Arendt was profoundly influenced by the emergence of Nazism in the
1930s and 1940s; it had a direct impact on her life and consequently on
her political thought, from her first book until her final days. A victim of
Nazism herself, Arendt was a German-Jewish refugee who was forced to
escape her homeland and, for eighteen years, was stateless.3 In totalitarianism, a regime whose essence is terror and whose outcome is a most radical
negation of freedom, Arendt saw the inversion of politics, an eradication
of every sign of humanity. In her book, The Origins of Totalitarianism
(1951),4 Arendt argued that the main goal of totalitarianism was total
domination; namely, the virtual eradication of human plurality, legality,
morality, individuality, and the capacity for spontaneity. The totalitarian
experiment in total domination, according to Arendt, “can be realized
almost to perfection” only in the concentration camps, which served as the
major “laboratories” for the regime.5 Inflicting permanent terror on the
prisoners of the camps, the totalitarian regime revealed the essence of its
purpose: changing human nature, i.e., transforming the individual “into a
completely conditioned being.”6
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It is my contention that through a historical and philosophical analysis of
totalitarianism, Arendt developed not only her theories of action and “the
political” but also her notion of the human condition.7 Throughout her
lifelong attempt to comprehend the unprecedented effort of the totalitarian
regime to dehumanize humans, Arendt strove to explain the logic behind
the totalitarian machine, but at the same time she taught us about human
nature. In the course of examining what total domination does, what dehumanization kills, Arendt defined what is human. In OT, her answer to the
question, “What is a human being?” consists of three levels: legal rights,
morality, and individuality.8
This book’s central purpose is to interrogate the “experiment in total
domination” through the points of view of those who were actually subjected to it. Drawing on various testimonies of Holocaust survivors, I seek
to trace the limits of the Nazis’ attempt to reach total domination over
humans. I apply the categories of Arendt’s analysis of total domination (i.e.,
legality, morality, and individuality) as a theoretical lens through which to
question, examine, and synthesize the testimonies themselves in order to
understand what it means to be human. This study turns Arendt’s thought
about total domination and the camps around on its axis: while Arendt’s
focus was on analyzing the goals of the totalitarian regime; i.e., the perspectives and motivations of the perpetrators, my investigation focuses on
the opposite perspective, one that Arendt tended to downplay, that of the
victims. Consciously deemphasizing the Nazi standpoint and looking at the
same process of dehumanization through the experience and point of view
of the victims, I seek to gain a better understanding of what a human being
is and what life in extremity means. The abundance of sources available to
us today, which were not accessible to Arendt when she wrote OT, allows
us to refine one of the core elements in her understanding of totalitarianism.
Arendt’s hypothesis regarding the drive of the totalitarian regime—at least
in its Nazi variant, with which this study is concerned—serves as my starting point. As we shall see, “total domination” serves as an analytical model,
or an “ideal type,”9 and as such, it can never be found in its pure form in
reality. Nevertheless, I argue that we can gain a better understanding of this
theoretical construction through the experiences of the victims. In this book,
I conduct a dialogue between Arendt’s theory of total domination—one that
is rooted, among other things, in her own empirical research—and these
human experiences, as reflected in the testimonies of survivors.
In OT, Arendt describes the three steps to the establishment of total domination: the first involves destroying the juridical person; the second is the
murder of the moral person in the human being; and the third is annihilating
individuality. While I find the success of the first stage of the process as evident, the second and third invite further illumination. Hence, the two main
questions to be analyzed in the testimonies are whether, and how, prisoners
in the Nazi concentration camps were able to retain their moral being and
their individuality.
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In my work I study a spectrum of Holocaust survivors’ testimonies,
written and oral, from contemporary diaries, through early testimonies
written immediately following the end of the war, to those written more
recently. The book provides a detailed engagement with both well-known
and non-canonical intellectuals and writers who survived the Auschwitz and
Buchenwald concentration camps, including Primo Levi, Jean Améry, Charlotte Delbo, Jorge Semprun, Imre Kertész, and Viktor Frankl. In addition,
it analyzes the oral testimonies of survivors who are largely unknown and
who provide more “raw” descriptions of their experiences. These accounts
are drawn from interviews conducted in Israel and in the US, as well as
from videotaped interviews in the archives of the University of Southern
California Shoah Foundation, the Institute for Visual History and Education; the archives of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM); the
Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University, and
the archives at Yad Vashem (the Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority).
Facing the methodological and historiographical challenges of writing
about a subject as complex as life in a concentration and extermination
camp based in large part on eyewitness accounts, I follow contemporary
trends in Holocaust historiography; for example, the recent works of Saul
Friedländer and Christopher Browning.10 Taking into account the inherent limitations involved in survivors’ testimonies (especially those recorded
many years after the events in question occurred), such as inaccuracy, subjectivity, and tendentiousness, I wish to emphasize my contention that such testimonies are an invaluable source that enable the researcher to gain a better
understanding of life in the camps. At the same time, I do not wish to argue
that survivors have exclusive authority when interpreting the operation of
the camps. In addition to survivors’ testimonies, I also draw on analyses
by political theorists, historians, sociologists, and psychoanalysts. None of
these voices, I maintain, has primacy over any other; they are rather, or at
least should be, complementary and dialogic.
My aim is neither to construct a value theory nor to reach a final conclusion regarding human nature but to pursue and demonstrate an ethic of careful listening and reading.11 Behind the notion of an “ethics of listening” is the
assumption that giving voice to trauma, suffering, and loss—listening attentively to what is said and what is unsaid in the survivors’ testimonies—can
teach us about the human condition and the meaning of life under extreme
circumstances.12 My analysis develops from two central arguments: 1. In
order to comprehend the human experience in general and in Auschwitz in
particular, we need to examine a plurality of experiences and perspectives,
a contention which accords with Arendt’s own philosophy. 2. When dealing with such extraordinary stories, one should attempt to approach them
without a priori judgments regarding what is moral or immoral behavior.13
When we examine the themes of morality and individuality in different testimonies from a variety of perspectives and without assuming a judgmental
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stance, we can gain a fuller and perhaps more accurate picture of human
beings in their plurality. We may also be able to glimpse the complexity and
individuality of the process of dehumanization, which was experienced differently by each person in the camps.
Hence, there is no “one story” or “one experience” of Auschwitz. Not
only did the prisoners who were deported to the concentration camps from
all over Europe come from different national, social, religious, and ideological backgrounds, each and every one of them had his or her own biography
that shaped the way in which they acted and coped with the new life conditions that were forced upon them. Parameters such as gender, age, health,
and psychological and physical strength all had an impact on the prisoners’
conduct and their chances of survival. As Arendt accurately expressed it in
The Human Condition (1958), “Plurality is the condition of human action
because we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is
ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives or will live.”14
The book’s main emphasis is on testimonies of Jewish survivors of Auschwitz and Buchenwald for three main reasons: 1. the importance of these
camps; 2. their relevance to Arendt’s theory; and 3. the extent of existing
knowledge. Accounts of survivors of Buchenwald were the main source
from which Arendt drew her first impressions of life in the concentration
camps. Buchenwald, a camp established on German soil before the war,
originally designed to suppress political enemies of the Reich, has come to
represent the SS concentration camp system as a whole.15 Auschwitz, on the
other hand, has become virtually synonymous with the Holocaust itself and
with the notion of “radical evil.” The Auschwitz concentration camp complex was the largest and most lethal of all the camps established by the
Nazis. One and a half million people—men, women and children—were
deported to Auschwitz. According to the most recent estimations, at least
1.1 million people were murdered in Auschwitz. Of this number, close to
one million victims were Jews (90 percent).16
Of these two camps, this study focuses on Auschwitz, primarily due to
its uniqueness within the general concentration camp system—as simultaneously a killing center, a concentration camp, and a series of more than
forty slave-labor camps.17 As a result of this distinctive structure, the majority of survivors from extermination camps are from Auschwitz-Birkenau.
Consequently, an extensive body of testimony of survivors from this camp
is available today and is by far larger than testimonies available from any
other extermination camp.18 This work deals almost exclusively with testimonies of Jewish survivors for several reasons: first, I follow Arendt’s theoretical framework, which identifies the Jews as the paradigmatic case of
“statelessness and rightlessness.” Second, with the execution of the so-called
“Final Solution of the Jewish Question,” European Jewry became the main
target of a systematic annihilation based on racial categorizations. Finally,
the incarceration conditions of Jewish inmates in Auschwitz, in comparison
to prisoners of other origins, were the worst. Hence, the Nazi extermination
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project, in which Auschwitz played a major role, created unprecedented
conditions through which we can examine the experiment in “total domination” and the limits of the human.
In order to answer questions concerning the conditions of morality and
individuality in the camps, a close examination of typical situations in the
concentration camps is crucial. I aim to present what Clifford Geertz has
called a “thick description” of L’univers concentrationnaire. In methodological terms, thick descriptions are analyses of meaning, i.e., they present
a reading of the meaning of what has happened.19 A central theme in this
interrogation is resistance and its various manifestations in the camps. I
employ a wide definition of resistance, best captured in the Hebrew concept of amidah (steadfastness) and understood as all expressions of Jewish
non-conformism and all acts aimed at thwarting the Nazis’ goal: depriving
Jews of their humanity before physically exterminating them.20 I examine
testimonies of ordinary prisoners, as well as those who were defined by
Primo Levi as constituting the “gray zone” in the camps, such as Kapos
(heads of work commandos), other prisoner-functionaries, and inmates who
belonged to the Sonderkommando.21 Through an analysis of different cases,
including that of the Muselmann (camp jargon for “the walking dead”)—
who “touched the bottom,” as Levi puts it, and reached a most radical form
of dehumanization—I present a complex picture of life under extreme conditions. This picture reveals various patterns of moral decision-making that
can perhaps teach us more about ourselves or at least move us to reflect on
our own condition in more subtle ways.
This study’s primary goal is not to reach a conclusive answer as to
whether and to what extent total domination was realized; such a sweeping conclusion demands that we deal with too many hypotheticals; indeed,
such a conclusion may be unreachable. Rather, it seeks to examine places
and situations in which it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to answer this
question—where outside-of-the-camp moral codes had to be fundamentally
transformed and where the Arendtian category of free action can scarcely
be found—and to emphasize the plurality of different experiences of camp
life. What the study shows is that although the camp was the site of a radical
experiment in changing human nature, the most extreme conditions theorized by Arendt’s ideal type of “total domination” were often undermined
by the sheer fact of human plurality. As long as people were alive, creativity
appeared; spontaneity existed, even in the concentration camps.
Although I follow Arendt’s theoretical outline in my analysis of testimonies and accept her understanding of the logic of the totalitarian regime as
a working hypothesis, I find her account lacking in terms of the space or
the respect she was willing to grant the human experience in the camps.
Though Arendt’s analysis relied heavily on survivors’ testimonies, her attitude toward them was skeptical and ambivalent. She was not interested
in their subjective experiences. In fact, Arendt dismissed the significance
and relevance of testimonies and eyewitness accounts for the understanding
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of the phenomenon of the concentration camps. In OT, she argued that
the survivors of the concentration camps were not capable of reflecting on
their experience in any meaningful way. Arendt held that in dealing with an
“unimaginable” phenomenon such as Auschwitz, the point of view of the
survivors, who cannot distance themselves from their experience, could not
be relied upon to build an accurate analysis of the event. The recollection and
the “uncommunicative eyewitness report” of the survivor, Arendt argued,
cannot capture the whole picture as can the reflective thought of people who
“have not actually been smitten in their own flesh.” Only “those who are
consequently free from the bestial, desperate terror . . . can afford to keep
thinking about horrors.”22 One of the main purposes and motivations of
this book is to show that survivors’ testimonies are much more relevant,
precisely in thinking about horrors and resisting their thoughtlessness, than
Arendt was willing to admit.
Although a number of important scholarly studies have analyzed Arendt’s
theory of totalitarianism, this is the first book-length study to juxtapose
Arendt’s concept of total domination with the actual testimonies of Holocaust survivors. By doing so, this book also addresses important methodological questions pertaining to the epistemic validity of testimonies in the
writing of political history. These questions radicalize Arendt’s methodology and theoretical commitment to pluralism. This study both confronts
Arendt’s political theory of totalitarianism and calls for methodological
pluralism and the integration of the voices and narratives of the actors in
the construction of political concepts and theoretical systems. This move, I
believe, might in some ways be more compatible with Arendt’s own pluralistic premises than her own analysis sometimes is. The latter, for reasons that
will be dealt with in this work, retreats from a fully pluralistic account of
total domination by undervaluing the survivors’ perspectives.
The “story of the Nazi-constructed hell,” to use Arendt’s words, is thus
told in my work in many voices. The structure of this study can be described
as comprising different layers, sources, and voices of “storytelling”—chiefly
by survivors but also by scholars of different disciplines. In the first chapter,
I introduce Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism in general and her reflections
on total domination in particular. The chapter analyzes the stages in the
process of achieving total domination and reveals some major ambiguities
concerning the question of whether Arendt believed that it had actually been
realized. The chapter deals, among other themes, with the following questions: Did Arendt believe that she was writing about a historical reality
or was she, rather, presenting a model or ideal type? If it is true that total
domination can be realized, did the Nazi totalitarian regime achieve it? And
lastly, if it was achieved, did it exist only in the Nazi concentration camps or
was it to be found elsewhere under the Nazi regime?
Chapter 2 traces the historical sources upon which Arendt based her
reflections on total domination and examines the role of both concentration
and extermination camps in her theory. Though the camps hold a prominent
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role in her reflections on total domination, Arendt rarely makes a clear-cut
distinction between the two types of camps. In most cases, she refers to
concentration camps. I offer several possible explanations for this, including
the influence of the political discourse that prevailed after the war in Europe
(and especially in France), where the distinction between extermination and
concentration camps did not exist or, rather, was vague. The chapter demonstrates that although Arendt’s blurred usage of the two types of camps
indeed derived from the sources available to her, it ultimately exceeded contemporary political discourse and reveals her inner theoretical logic.
Chapter 3 lays down the methodological foundation for the study, exploring the themes of witnessing, testimony, and memory. A discussion of the
value and limitations of testimonies is intertwined with a historical-political
analysis of the evolution of testimony and its reception by society. The
chapter reveals that the reluctance of society to accept Holocaust survivors’
testimonies and the establishment of the survivor as a social figure went
hand-in-hand with the willingness and ability of the survivors to share their
horrific experiences with others—a process that took several decades in the
US, Europe, and Israel. Thus, although much was already known about
the concentration camps in the late 1940s, it cannot be compared with the
abundance of testimonies available today.
Chapters 4 through 6 examine new knowledge and empirical data that
may help us to reevaluate the idea of total domination in light of the vast
scholarly work on the concentration camps and the extensive literature by
Holocaust survivors published since the late 1940s. Chapter 4 analyzes the
process of dehumanization to which prisoners in the Nazi concentration
camps were subjected. It attempts to answer two primary questions: How
did the prisoners experience their loss of humanity, and what did “dignity”
(and its loss) mean for the survivors? I divide this process into three analytical categories that correspond to three chronological stages: 1) The first
stage: Exclusion—the years of persecution until deportation; 2) The second stage: Loss of control—deportation, the journey in cattle cars to the
camps, and the processing procedure; and 3) The third stage: Nakedness
and deprivation—life as a prisoner in the camp. The epitome of this stage is
the phenomenon of the Muselmann.
Chapter 5 examines the possibilities for resistance in the extreme and
dehumanizing conditions of the camps. It asks in what ways and to what
extent did the prisoners in Auschwitz manage to resist. Following the
theoretical framework set forth by Tzvetan Todorov, the chapter focuses
primarily on unarmed resistance, which is organized around three main
themes: preserving one’s dignity; mutual aid among prisoners; and the “life
of the mind,” which includes intellectual, cultural, aesthetic, and religious/
spiritual activities or experiences in the camps.23 The chapter analyzes different moral conducts and various examples of mutual aid and solidarity
among the prisoners; in particular, among those of the same nationality who
shared the same language.
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Chapter 6 presents a special case, that of the Sonderkommando at
Auschwitz-Birkenau. Scrutinizing an extreme situation in Auschwitz of
prisoners who were forced to eyewitness and participate in the killing apparatus of their own people, this chapter reveals the complexities and contradictions in the efforts of these inmates to maintain their humanity and
morality under the worst of circumstances. Some examples of their efforts
to resist dehumanization include the strong sense of solidarity among the
Sonderkommando prisoners, mutual help, the existence of religious practices and cultural life, risking one’s life by secretly writing diaries, and the
armed uprising of the Auschwitz Sonderkommando, the only uprising in the
history of that camp.
Chapter 7 reintroduces Arendt’s thought: the first section compares her
reflections on total domination with my findings from the testimonies of
survivors. The second section examines Arendt’s attitude toward survivors’
testimonies and suggests that her tendency to downplay the human experience of the survivors may be related to some of her broader theoretical
concerns regarding political judgment and political mores that focus on suffering, compassion, and pity.
The concluding chapter sharpens the differences between Arendt’s approach
and the one followed and presented in this study, reinforcing my contention
that listening attentively to testimonies of Holocaust survivors can bring us
closer to an understanding of the human condition. The chapter picks up on
Arendt’s emphasis on plurality in works other than OT and underscores its
importance in analyzing camp life.
NOTES
1. Hannah Arendt, “The Image of Hell,” in Hannah Arendt, Essays in Understanding, 1930–1954, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co.,
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Arendt’s first book written and published in English. Her dissertation on the
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Totalitarianism, 422.
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Thought (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 2, 7; Richard
J. Bernstein, Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1996), 90.
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nature” and the “human condition,” and explicitly repudiates the former. We
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Free Press, 1949), 90.
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216; Lawrence L. Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New
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14. Arendt, The Human Condition, 8.
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