


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 Domi-
nation: 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 eradica-
tion 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 per-
spectives 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 domi-
nation 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 con-
centration camps. Additionally, she analyzes the oral testimonies of survi-
vors 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 suggest-
ing 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 
thought and Holocaust studies.
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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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