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Hannah Arendt and Deliberative Judgment
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My dissertation investigates the role of judgment in the work of Hannah Arendt, focusing on her account of deliberation in democratic theory and her reading of Kant and Augustine. In an attempt to fill the lacuna left by her unfinished work, The Life of the Mind, I argue that Arendt’s appropriation of the Kantian sensus communis entails a theory of ethical and political judgment centered in the community rather than the subject. Judgment is guided and delimited by a hermeneutic understanding of the horizons of meaning and the role communities play in evaluating competing claims to normativity. Arendt’s early work on Augustine supplies an account of the discursive and material requirements to bridge divided communities, and I expand it with a reading of Augustine’s struggle to negotiate with the Donatist schismatics. Finally, I develop the parallels between Arendt’s later work and contemporary democratic theories of deliberation and public reason, focusing on her analysis of the growing power of the administrative state and public ignorance. Arendt held that communities of like-minded individuals supply the foundations of political action, and that the increasing interconnection of governance and economic management is detrimental to this civic springboard. I conclude that institutions cannot duck substantive contention about justice because one of the fundamental public goods they distribute is the opportunity for civic engagement. In addition to devoting their attention to the distribution of public goods, state institutions are obligated to supply a space for action and mutual engagement. 
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