
Hannah Arendt 130 Morningside Drive New York 27, N.Y. April 8, 1951 
Dear Herr Voegelin – 
I was really delighted to receive your letter! I owe a great debt to your writings; they have always been very 
close to my own thinking, even if I have not always agreed with everything you said. I now await with 
eager anticipation your history of political ideas (and will then stop singing the praises of Sabine; you are 
quite right, of course), espe cially since I read your study of Marx in the Review of Politics with your 
masterly and quite new interpretation of the Feuerbach Theses. 
I should like to reply to you and hope this is acceptable to you. Your fine critique of the total perspective 
reaches the heart of the matter so precisely that I should like to try, however inadequately, at least to for- 
mulate my questions more clearly. 
First of all regarding the chronological time frame: As you your- self say, the modern Jewish question, 
which has nothing to do with the Christian Jewish problem and the Christian hatred of the Jews, was crucial 
for me in this regard. Moreover, I have always tended to restrict both the historical time frame and the 
elements operating with- in this time frame as much as possible, so as to avoid at all costs fur- nishing these 
gentlemen with an illustrious ancestral line. The decline of Christian civilization is, as it were, the 
framework within which the whole of modern history is played out, both good and evil—as it seems to me, 
speaking as one who is not a Christian. 
But even if I were to accept the Christian standpoint (and I am very happy to accept what is implied in your 
allusion to a continuum of Christian heresy), the context of this decline would be too comprehen- sive to 
“explain” a phenomenon as specific as the totalitarian move- ments. It would be different if, instead of 
asking about the origins in a positive manner, as in my book, one were to ask the negative question: How is 
it that in our tradition we were not able to answer the politi- cal questions posed by our time? This leads to 
the further question: What is politics since Plato? And are the answers given since Plato adequate? I know 
it will sound paradoxical42 to you if I say: I don’t believe so. I suspect that from this purely political 
viewpoint there is something wrong with our philosophical tradition. I don’t know what it is, but it seems to 
me to be connected with the plurality of human beings and with the fact that philosophy has been 
principally con- cerned with the human being. 
To put it another way, if it is true that the quintessence of totali- tarianism can be summed up in the 
sentence: The omnipotence of man makes men superfluous (just as monotheism is necessarily the 
consequence of the omnipotence of God), then totalitarianism’s power to destroy humans and the world lies 
not only in the delusion that eve- rything is possible, but also in the delusion that there is such a thing as 
man. You can see that this delusion is implied when you consider that totalitarian leaders are not concerned 
with the quality of humans and that their treatment of the succession question presupposes that they take 
the view that anyone can do the job. 
But man exists only as God’s creature. The power of man is limited by the fact that he has not created 
himself, whereas the power of men is limited not so much by nature as by the fact of plurality—the factual 
existence of my kind. It does not help me, as the humanists would have it, that I see man in every human 
being, as this by no means necessarily leads to respect or recognition for human dignity, but can equally 
well mislead us into believing in a surplus and in superfluity. 
It is, of course, true that this can only happen when the Judaeo- Christian world picture is in decline and the 
image of God is no longer believed. But this, after all, is a fact and cannot simply be altered by regress. 
This decline is itself more than “intellectual idiocy”; it is itself an event in which we are caught up, which, 
although it may be only a symptom, should be taken seriously, even if the substantial contents are as 
shockingly absurd as de facto they often are. 
I am quite happy to withdraw my “suggestion” (to use your tongue- in-cheek expression) that we should 
find new moral truths, if someone can convince me that “crimes” committed in our time can be framed in 
the old religious or moral categories. Is it not almost comic to speak of murder and of “Thou shalt not kill” 
when one is faced with the building of expensive factories for the manufacture of corpses—and these 
factories were built by people who had not the slightest interest in these murders and had, so to speak, 
nothing evil (in the traditional sense) in mind? 
And this brings me to probably the most important element of the difference between us, the question of the 
connection between thinking and acting, or my assertion that there is a gulf between ideologies and their 
supersense on the one hand and totalitarian practice on the other. In choosing the word “gulf” [Abgrund], I 
was unconsciously adopt- ing an expression of Herder’s, who once spoke of the gulf separating the crime 
that is merely conceivable or possible, and real crime. You are quite right, murder already lurks within all 
these ideologies, and logically one can derive almost anything from them. But this logic, when taken to 



extremes, is itself highly remarkable—I prefer to call it logicality. There is something truly crazy about 
this, i.e., not only the premises, which may be, and are, untenable, but a form of real logic that refuses to be 
deterred by any reality. And this reliance on the logic that is inherent in a concept, eliminating any 
judgment, is new and cannot be derived from the ideologies themselves. 
It seems to me that the actual difference between us does not consist in the fact that you are primarily a 
historian of ideas, or a humanities specialist, and I primarily offer explanations from a “political, social, and 
economic viewpoint,” but in a difference of attitude to the event as such. In contrast to anything that is 
merely imagined, it is neither repeatable nor retractable nor forgettable. I know of no thought in the entire 
arsenal of ideologies of which I would say: human beings ought never to have been allowed to think this 
(“allowed” not in the moral sense but in the sense of an irredeemable catastrophe), but it seems to me that 
the only thing we must say about the extermination camps is that this ought never to have been allowed. 
This too, of course, is not because of the people who lost their lives in them. 
This may be an extreme case, but the specific valency [Valeur] of events, their actual specific gravity, can 
never be derived from any ideology or from any specific context within the history of ideas. In the event as 
such, there is always revealed something that was not present, or capable of being contained, in any 
preparatory generality.43 The gulf consists not only in the fact that things could always have turned out 
differently, but in the fact that the ideologues would probably never have been prepared to release the 
logicality of their systems into reality.	  


