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That is not to say that the authors defence of democratic controls over “unre-
strained secrecy” (118) is not a necessary corrective to current practices and justifications 
of secrecy, which the authors present in Chapter 5.

Chapter 6 is a map of the current theories, which charts the most important alter-
natives and explains why the authors prefer to consider whistleblowing as a case of civil 
dissent – as promised at the beginning of the book. 

In fact, Speaking Truth to Power is organized like an essay collection. Each chapter 
has its own abstract, keywords and reference list. We are missing a common reference 
list because the quotes are in most cases in-text references, which makes it difficult to 
locate them. It does, however, have an excellent word index. 

The book, nevertheless, represents the most important contribution on the theme, 
pregnant with important consequences concerning non-ideal democratic theory and the 
criteria of public interest. 

On a critical note, the book seems at times to gather redundant information. The 
most obvious example would be all the different conceptions of different authors that 
end up refuting each other, and all the formulas (those that appear in small print after 
each theory) which serve as complementary explanations to the book’s theories. All of 
these formulas try to follow an almost scientific rigour, using even schemas and variables 
as if they were trying to prove some theorem. This quasi-mathematical way of presenta-
tion does not add to the rigour of the arguments, but risks tiring the reader. 

Rúben Batista
Universidade do Minho

J. A. Colen
Universidade do Minho and University of Navarra

Deirdre Lauren maHony. Hannah Arendt’s Ethics. London: Bloomsbury, 2018. 
228 pp.

Deirdre L. Mahony’s book focuses on the ethical thinking of Hannah Arendt, the 
famous (but also infamous) philosopher, political theorist, historian, Zionist thinker, 
correspondent of Karl Jasper, and Martin Heidegger’s (perhaps naïve) disciple. Arendt 
was an émigré to the United States, fleeing Nazi Germany. In the US, she wrote and 
taught at many first-rate universities, never quite finding a new home despite her 
celebrity.

But, as the author of this book recalls, and despite the fact that her name is always 
involved in controversy, sometimes even fierce and bitter (1, 2), she coined or reinvigo-
rated with new meaning expressions that have entered our political discourse. Some of 
these expressions, such as ‘totalitarianism’, are currently used by everyone. It is therefore 
not surprising that academic literature, journal papers and book-length texts, as well as 
non-academic portraits (including biographies and a film) about her thought are almost 
countless. Among the most important of these studies we may name those by Danna 
Villa, George Kateb and Margaret Canovan.
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This new book on Arendt’s philosophical ethics is, however, a surprise within 
academic output on the subject for at least two different reasons: it is about her ethics 
and not her political thought, and it fits into the Anglophone analytical tradition. Both 
characteristics are paradoxical. Indeed, Arendt herself has always described her task in 
terms of political theory, rejecting attempts to consider her a philosopher, as she repeats 
in an interview gathered in the posthumous collection of 1994 entitled Essays in Under-
standing, and as the author of the study is careful to quote at the outset. It is also curious 
that the Arendtian thought this book presents is scrutinized within an analytical frame-
work rather than the continental tradition to which the philosopher, a disciple of Hei-
degger and Jasper, belongs as a legitimate heir. The gap between the two current philo-
sophical traditions is seldom crossed and even less often bridged successfully, for such 
passage seems to require special sensitivity to both approaches – especially when study-
ing an author like Arendt who addresses the experience of the human condition at the 
intersection of literature, politics and philosophy, and even theology.

Therefore, the first hurdle that the author of the study faces when trying to express 
Arendt’s ethical thought, is to view it “[…] in its own right, separately from her politics” 
(6). The approach she proposes is one that Arendt might have rejected, making prob-
lematic the purpose of the book as a whole. Arendt, in fact, did not rule out being a 
philosopher just as someone who questions a label or moves away from a circle to which 
she does not belong. According to her, the tradition of Western philosophy closed itself 
off to the world of discourse and action that arises together in political communities, 
and she sharply criticized the professional philosopher’s disdain for politics. There was, 
in her eyes, an insurmountable tension between politics and philosophy, the first con-
cerned only with elementary needs, the other trying to apply to contingent political 
communities “absolute philosophical standards” (“Socrates” in The Promise of Politics, 37; 
Mahony also mentions in support of this idea the author’s statements in Human Condi-
tion, 198; in The Life of the Mind, 13, and Essays on Understanding, 2, etc.).

Arendt’s criticism of the rise of the ‘social’ at the expense of the ‘political proper’ 
(5) led to concerns that of the value of engagement in political action as valuable in itself 
was prone to isolate the political sphere and make it impregnable to the very moral 
issues that the author of the book wants to address. If we dismiss Habermas’ translation 
of ‘performative’ into ‘deliberative’, which is unconvincing, this concern is often affirmed 
by scholars such as Richard Wolin and Martin Jay, to name but two. Arendt’s ethical-
political project finds more sympathy perhaps above all in the studies of Danna Villa.

But a second difficulty in the study is immediately apparent, even if the scholar 
does not feel obliged to respect the thinker’s self-interpretation, and chooses to ignore 
Arendt’s rejection of philosophy and disembodied ethics. It is that Mahony seeks 
Arendt’s moral ideas in the statements underlying her reflection “[…] about the par-
ticipation of individuals in acts of evil” (6).

That is to say, the author of the study points directly to the idea of the ‘banality of 
evil’, an expression that although only mentioned twice in Arendt’s book on Eichmann, 
appears in the actual title and extends well beyond its overall intent. The idea was contro-
versial at the moment in time when she wrote her articles for the New Yorker;  provoked 
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the rejection of, among others, Gershom Scholem, and a certain sense of betrayal among 
the Jewish community to which she belonged. It further triggered the academic ostracism 
portrayed in the recent film. But her reading of the Eichmann’s case was revived (and 
reviled) again 50 years later by a series of historical (or journalistic) texts by Alice MacLacha-
lan (2006), Garath Willliams (2007) and Steve Bucker (2011), who summon supposedly 
new data found among Eichmann’s papers from Argentina. To confirm her own reading, 
Mahony is thus forced to discuss the most relevant studies since then on the controversy 
(namely those of Susan Neiman, Judith Shklar, Berel Lang, Daniel Goldhagen, David 
Cesarani, Deborah Lipstadt, Bettina Stangneth and Roger Berkowitz). 

This section of the book is very useful for those who wish to gain an overview of 
the Eichmann controversy; but, in the end, the need to address the factual issues of the 
trial occupies a large part of the book and proves to be a distraction from the main 
objective of capturing Arendt’s ethics separately from her politics. It is not clear that 
her moral ideas are treated in themselves, in ‘their own right’, so intricate as the moral 
and political dimensions of the question is.

The third and most fundamental obstacle is that Arendt’s investigations of the 
connection between thinking as a ‘mental procedure’ and ‘acting morally’ belongs to the 
unfinished part of Arendt’s major project, The Life of the Mind, prepared in response to 
the invitation to deliver the Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh in 1973 and 1974. The first 
two sets of lectures on ‘Thinking’ and ‘Willing’ are complete, but the final part on ‘Judg-
ing’ is just a simple word typed at the top of the manuscript just before she died of a 
stroke (see Young-Bruehl. For Love of the World. 467). Because this text is missing, 
Mahony is forced to use, instead of the finished version of Arendt’s thought, less sys-
tematic considerations in a long essay entitled “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy” 
that are part of Jerome Khon’s collection titled Responsibility and Judgement and, second-
arily to Arendt’s lectures on Kant’s political philosophy, where she addresses Kant’s 
theory of judgment (see 84).

The author of the study is aware of these problems and presents them less as seri-
ous obstacles but rather as the strength and originality of the book within the academic 
literature on Arendt.

In the introduction (1-17), she tries to explain carefully, beyond merely verbal 
polemics, why, in Arendt’s view, Nazism is a kind of unprecedented evil. In effect, 
Arendt sees in Nazism more than a break with the Judeo-Christian ethics, or even a 
moral retrogression (14). The extermination camps were not mere places of extermina-
tion for the regime’s enemies, but “laboratories in the experiment of total domination” 
(Origins of Totalitarianism, 436) whose goal was to transform human beings into “ghastly 
marionettes with human faces (Origins of Totalitarianism, 455). Moreover, from a certain 
point on, almost the whole organization of life within German society implied a certain 
complicity with this evil purpose.

Mahony seeks the core of Arendt’s ethical thought as a response to the existence 
of this evil, perhaps an absolute evil. Her answer is articulated, according to the book, 
in four theses: the banality-of-evil thesis, the thoughtlessness thesis, the thesis of living-
with-oneself and the non-participation thesis (17).
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The author presents and submits each of these four theses to critical analysis, 
engaging Arendt’s moral theory within the contemporary analytical debates about inten-
tionality, moral responsibility and decision-making, but even those who expect from the 
book a hermeneutical approach to Arendt’s ethics can find in it an enlightening study.

The first thesis states, in short, that “[…] motives which are banally self-serving 
can nonetheless result in deeds of great evil” (25). The thesis implies accepting the 
essential characteristics of Eichmann’s motives that Arendt describes in her controver-
sial work, but the author of the study finds them credible even under the light of the 
newfound documents. Moreover, she deems the particular Eichmann case a plausible 
example of many other cases, and suggests a certain disconnection between ‘intention’ 
and ‘consequences’ of moral acts, as traditionally presented.

The thoughtfulness proposition “[…] pertains to Eichmann’s inner life, to the 
thought processes (or lack thereof) which contributed to the formation of those banal 
motivations which spurred him on despite the horror of the consequences” (26). The 
question is “[…] how, given those (banal) motives, an offender would have been able 
to organize, oversee and engage in acts of such despicable evil without […] being a 
devastatingly monstrous individual himself” (27) and points to the interdependence 
between thoughtfulness and evil.

Mahony considers Arendt’s ideas about Eichmann’s thoughtfulness, and her theory 
that thinking may prevent evil, as flawed, if not contradictory. She states that if the act 
of thinking is an aimless activity that questions and eventually undermines any normative 
criteria, as Arendt says in the sequence of Heidegger, then thinking cannot contribute 
to moral practical reasoning and, therefore, cannot prevent evil actions. 

Arendt’s argument, Mahony declares, is a mere tautology: “[…] one can always 
explain any incident of wrongdoing by saying that the perpetrator simply did not think, 
for, if she had, she would have not done wrong since thinking necessarily excludes wrong-
doing” (130). If thought cannot prevent evil, and the lack of thought does not necessarily 
produce evil, then Arendt’s banality-of-evil thesis and the thoughtfulness-thesis both fail.

In the reviewer’s view, however, Mahony conflates the activities of thinking and 
judging throughout the book and omits the substantive discussion of the activity of 
wanting; but even if we disagree with her exegesis, the reader finds food for his own 
thought in this section of the book. We are inclined to agree with the author’s diagnos-
tic. There is much work to be done on this dimension of Arendt’s philosophy and a 
‘comprehensive study’ would indeed be an invaluable contribution (85)

In the two final chapters, Mahony evaluates Arendt’s third and fourth ethical the-
ses as she formulated them: the thesis of living-with-oneself and the non-participation 
thesis. Arendt’s moral realism, according to Mahony, leads to two normative principles 
that underlie the thesis about living-with-oneself, which are (i): “[…] it is better to have 
harmony than disharmony within the self and therefore one ought to act in such a way 
that one’s actions accord with one’s self, which will mean that one can live with oneself 
having committed those deeds”, and (ii) “[…] wrongdoing would necessarily entail an 
individual not being able to live with herself – that to do wrong would inevitably result 
in discord in the self” (159-160). 
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Arendt is thus presented as a ‘moral realist’, who argues that moral truths are pos-
sible and absolute (145), even if “[…] moral knowledge is a matter of apprehending axi-
omatic principles, but this kind of knowledge is not universally possible” (156) Even so, 
“[…] people who ‘live with themselves’ know how to avoid wrongdoing” (158). Accord-
ing to Mahony, however, because living with oneself and doing evil are not mutually 
exclusive, living-with-oneself cannot likewise be the ultimate moral standard – something 
that surely Arendt never sustained (164). Instead of capturing Arendt’s own bewilderment, 
Mahony follows her thought as a sequence of logical steps, and therefore concludes that 
those who live with themselves do not think about what can be wrong to do; they just 
know that certain actions are incompatible with who they are. It is because of her approach 
that the first three theses of Arendt’s moral theory do not survive Mahony’s scrutiny. 

The fourth and final thesis, on non-participation, which denies that you can be 
blamed for not resisting, but recognizes the guilt for participating and being complicit 
(189), seems to the author Arendt’s most important insight. Mahony interprets Arendt’s 
non-participation thesis as a ‘moral incapacity’, a concept explored by Bernard Williams 
to designate a certain “[…] incapacity to do a certain thing knowingly” (198). This moral 
idea would be the core of Arendt’s ethics, and Mahony states that the people who pos-
sess it “[…] did not have to think and they may or may not have been people who lived 
with themselves but what was striking about them was that they could not participate, 
they encountered a moral incapacity which saved them from collaboration in evil” (201). 
Even so, Arendt denies that such moral incapacity can be developed (201), so it also 
cannot provide “universal normative standards” (202). Mahony concludes nonetheless 
that Arendt’s major acquisition as a moral philosopher is that she points to such a moral 
incapacity as a source of non-participation (210).

The book’s trajectory closely follows Arendt’s main texts, one by one, as if the 
main ethical question pursued by Arendt was – at all times – the perplexity as to why, 
or how, it was possible that normal German citizens were, in such large numbers, com-
plicit in the (unprecedented) evil of the Nazi regime (6), a question that she explores in 
these successive works. 

The author’s need to debate the secondary literature partly explains why the chap-
ters in the book increase in interest almost at the same pace as they decrease in size. 
Chapter 1, on Eichmann and the thesis of the banality-of-evil, occupies about sixty pages 
(19-82), and Chapter 2, on Eichmann’s ‘thoughtfulness’ another sixty pages (83-142), 
making up the bulk of the text. By contrast, the chapters on living-with-oneself are just 
over forty pages (143-185), and the last on non-participation, less than thirty pages (187-
205). It is the latest section that provides most of the content of the conclusion.

Given the dimension of secondary literature on Arendt, we can hardly expect a 
quantum leap in the collective effort to deepen the moral ideas of this complex and 
powerful thinker, but Mahony’s book certainly represents a milestone in such an effort, 
seen through a rather peculiar lens. This does not mean that the book, a version of the 
author’s 2015 dissertation, should not be enriched or improved, namely relegating part 
of the factual debates to the critical apparatus and confronting the essential perplexity 
that remains: the apparent contradiction between thoughtfulness and living with oneself, 
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which she is too quick to dismiss considering that the problem goes back millennia (as 
in the Socratic debate if virtue is knowledge or if virtue can be taught). But it seems 
undeniable that Mahony’s study is a remarkable book that scholars of Arendt and polit-
ical ethics can only ignore at their own peril.

J. A. Colen
Universidade do Minho and University of Navarra

Matthew R. mcLennan. Philosophy and Vulnerability: Catherine Breillat, Joan Didion, 
and Audre Lorde, London: Bloomsbury, 2019. 183 pp.

In Philosophy and Vulnerability, the author sets out to put a certain idea of philosophy to 
work by commenting on the writings of three artists, activists and thinkers: Catherine 
Breillat, a French filmmaker, novelist and professor; Joan Didion, an American political 
writer; and Audre Lorde, a poet, feminist, and civil rights activist – none of whom are 
professional academic philosophers.

McLennan’s book pursues the argument of his previous book, from 2015, in which 
he adopts from Alain Badiou and Jean-François Lyotard “the notion of philosophy as an 
activity” (4) in contrast to the notions of philosophy or philosophies as ‘opinions’, ‘world-
views’, or ‘systems’ (4). Let us say, right away, that he does not exclude the common canon 
of Western philosophers, but given the importance of the distinction he makes between 
philosophy as a body of doctrine and as an activity of thought, he shows preference for more 
marginalized figures who “[…] pull up stakes and start anew as necessary” (5).

This may seem trivial at first glance, considering how often philosophers contradict 
each other and are prone to ‘clear the slate’ to start anew, but the author, a Canadian 
philosophy professor, has his own specific canon in mind: those who are “[…] willing 
to leave everything behind as her thought process dictates” (5) including Lyotard, Put-
nam, Russell, Wittgenstein and Weil, but apparently not Descartes or Kant, whose “true 
master” was perhaps “the system” and not the “vocation” (5, 6, etc.). The reader might 
be surprised by this choice of examples if the author would not have revealed elsewhere 
that philosophy as an activity of thought is perhaps more accurately described by philosophy 
as social activism, say, as contemporary thinkers of queer or racial theory, and not as 
the traditional idea of philosophy as an art of living, as in the Stoics.

The author inveighs especially against the “corrosive myth of self-sufficiency” (2) that 
pervades social thought, from “[…] classical social contract theories to contemporary neolib-
eral discourses of personal accountability” (2), who are said to blame those who are vulnerable 
and discourage solidarity. How someone in the (philosophy) profession is able to evade these 
evils is presented in the conclusion based on the author’s own experience of a local project in 
Ottawa that offers non-credit courses to homeless or low income students (150-151).

The general path of the book is paved by a distinction between what the author 
calls the “existential and disciplinary versions” of philosophy (29). The former is the 
‘activity’ of philosophy which we all almost all engage in, at least at some points in our 
life (147), whereas the latter is the mentioned canonical view.


