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I want to approach the question of the intellectual today through the work of Hannah Arendt and Michel Foucault. Neither had a permanent affiliation with a university. Neither was employed by an organisation, public or private. Both made their thinking accessible to a wider world through journalistic pieces and, in the case of Foucault, by agreeing to numerous interviews. Both were committed to the idea that theory and practice are interwined: Foucault worked with the Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons and Arendt wrote a provocative account of Eichmann’s trial. Each engaged in a genealogy and historiography of the present, traversing disciplines in order to create spaces for novelty and resistance, as well as for re-imagining the past. Each questioned the relationship between the nation-state and democracy. The consequence of this is that neither fits readily into the chronology and traditions of academic philosophy and each has been the subject of virulent criticism. 

Hannah Arendt’s writing was shaped by the twentieth century phenomena of totalitarianism and National Socialism, as much as by Greek philosophy and German Existenz philosophy. Convinced that the tragedy of the Holocaust could not be attributed to an incomprehensible and radical evil, she coined the phrase ‘the banality of evil’ to show the dangers of ‘thoughtlessness’ and an inability to judge in an otherwise ordinary person like Eichmann. This profound concern with the terrifying implications of the incapacity to judge in the face of the unprecendented runs through all her philosophy. It, in part, explains her need to escape from the vita contemplativa of the philosopher in order to consider the vita activa of the public realm. Karl Jaspers once wrote to her, “Philosophy must become concrete and practical without for a moment losing sight of its origin”. With this statement she wholeheartedly agreed. 

By treating the concrete themes of limit experiences – crime, sexuality, madness – Michel Foucault also strove to make philosophical thinking concrete. He famously claimed that with the death of Sartre, the age of the universal intellectual - the one capable of pronouncing upon the most general themes - had ended. The new task for the intellectual would be specific and Socratic. The intellectual’s critical function would be directed toward specific instances of the operation of power, and, by showing the contingency of what seems evident and inevitable, the transformation of institutions, practices, imaginings and discourses might become possible. Like Arendt, Foucault is sensitive to the genealogy of our categories, desires, values and ideas; he is wary of the production of uniformity in modernity; and he is committed to an ideal of critical freedom in both thought and action. Both Foucault and Arendt offer different imaginaries of the possibilities of democracy beyond the nation-state, in part because of the repressive implications of the conflation of demos and ethnos, and in part because of the danger of human rights being bound to state citizenship. 

Unlike Arendt and Foucault, Zizek appeals for a return to the image of the Cartesian, generic, abstract and universal figure of the human. It, therefore, seems important to offer a defense of the kinds of subtle thinking exemplified in the thought of our two thinkers. This is not least because echoes of Zizek’s dismissal of multiculturalism can be found, for example, in the British press post 7/7. Such demands for an assimilationist ethos fail to recognise the reasons for the plethora of claims to recognition, the implications of making equivalent equality and sameness, and the careful work being done on the possiblity of a ‘differentiated universalism’ by many contemporary thinkers. These are not issues circling in the rarefied air of academia but are questions raised everyday with growing intensity: What is the relationship between the State and the nation? What are the implications of globalisation? What possibilities for resistance exist, and why would we want to resist? Why do we think, act, desire in the ways we do? Are democracy and cultural diversity opposed? Although a tension between the universalising claims of philosophy and the complexity and particularities of socio-historical existence runs throughout all of Arendt’s philosophy, we ought not conclude that for the sake of simplicity we must choose either abstract universalism or chaotic cultural pluralism, revolutionary new beginnings or stifling submission to tradition. The challenge is to think and imagine beyond the existent categories.  

The role of the intellectual is not functional; it is not equivalent to the expert. This is why the intellectual may be associated with a certain ‘disinterestedness’. This simply means that he or she is not subjected to the demands of private interests but can work towards public interest. The intellectual raises questions and appeals for, to use Arendt’s famous phrase, an ‘enlarged mentality’ that we might allow the imagination to go travelling and adopt the perspective of others. This is not a feeble excuse for cultural relativism (Arendt’s moral and political universalist commitments are clear), nor is it an abnegation of the necessity to judge and critically evaluate (indeed it is only by adopting the perspective of the other that we can judge in fact of the unprecedented), nor it is empathetic (judging is a cognitive function). Instead, the emphasis rests upon the possibility of thinking and acting otherwise; a possibility that attains the status of a principle in the work of Foucault and Arendt. Any space in which an intellectual can exist is one of the few public spaces which allows for open questions without being subjected to clear and determinate outcomes and objectives and through writing and speaking, the intellectual enters the public realm of appearances. This critical space may be taken for granted, deemed irrelevant or too abstract, not useful, but it is precisely this kind of space that will be effaced by a repressive government. The fate of the six Jesuit priests in El Salvador in 1989 alongside their housekeeper and her daughter testifies to how dangerous thinking can be for the State. 

