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Establish not a Jewish “Nation” but a “Homeland” :

Palestine as the Foundation of Arendt’s Political Philosophy
Ikuko Nishimoto

Recent Arendt studies have shown an interest in her writings before The Origins
of Totalitarianism (1951). Though her articles written in the 1940s have been com-
piled in The Jew as Pariah (1978), less attention seems to have been paid to her
political arguments surrounding the Jews in that pericd. “The Jews” in her writings
have been often identified with European Jews, implicitly or explicitly referred to as
a people of minority status, marginalized in socicty. In so assuming, however, we
tend to forget the existence of another group of Jews in another geographical region,
about whom Arendt was most concerned. She once gave a series of political argu-
ments on Palestine, over the possibilities of coexistence of the two peoples : the Jews
and the Arabs. We have an interest in it because, if we recognize that Arendt’s stature
as a political theorist lies in that she advanced a principle of a political bedy alterna-
tive to the sovereign state, the very core of her thought could be found in the serious
search for a new political order in Palestine. Her stand was peculiar in the context of
ardent Zionism ; she consistently rejected the idea of constructing a Jewish state ;
instead, she urged the building of a Jewish “homeland,” where neither the Jews nor
the Arabs would suffer the status of the minority. Her proposals included setting up
a number of neighborhood councils, and a federation which was to be develeped out
of them. Arendt almost completely withdrew from Palestinian politics after 1950,
yet her concern for political systems, particularly that for the council system, never
withered away. While her interest in the coexistence of different peoples seemed

gradually to recede, she showed more theoretical concern for a political system as an



alternative to the nation state and the political body free of sovereignty. The local
councils, the visions of a political community open to the entire population which
she gained from the Palestine experiences, were at the basis of her considerations,
She projected such images into different forms and into concrete historical contexts,
such as British settlements in North America, Thomas Jefferson’s ideas of “elemen-
tary republics” as well as the ancient Greek polis. Arendt’s visions of political com-
munities described in her major works, in other words, might be considered as her
attempts at recovering her frustrated proposal for Palestine by transferring the object

in question to the historical past, and also by expressing it in more abstract language.



