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The history of political thought is a study that explores the
ideas people have developed on politics from ancient to modern
times. Baku Momoki, Associate Professor, focuses his research
on the thought of Hannah Arendt (1906-1975).

Exploring Arendt’s thought from the perspectives
of labor and Marx

—— What is your specialized field of research?

| have been primarily studying Arendt's thought on labor. In her
fierce attacks on Marx, Arendt warned of modern times becoming a
labor-centric society, arguing that it could lead to totalitarianism. As
there have been few studies on Arendt's thought discussed from the
perspective of labor or Marx, | have sought to open up new insights.

—— What do you find interesting and distinctive about Arendt's thought?

Arendt was a German-born Jew who was forced to flee to the
United States, after the Nazi regime came into power at her age
of 26. She confronted the problem of totalitarianism throughout
her life, partly based on her own experiences. Arendt's theory of
totalitarianism still offers many insightful perspectives.

In particular, | have focused on the relationship between labor
and totalitarianism. It is in a society where all human life is taken
over by labor that a totalitarian rule is quite likely to emerge. Arendt
refined such analyses by reading Marx from her own unique point
of view. Arendt's theory of Marx has been criticized for being full
of misreading, but | see in that misreading the key to the core of
Arendt's theory on totalitarianism.

Swelling labor and declining action

—— What did Arendt think about labor?

Arendt divides human activities into three categories: labor, work,
and action. Labor is a life-sustaining activity. Work is the process of
creating the human world through making durable objects. Action is
collaborative activity with others, especially verbal communication.

Before modern times, of these three categories, it was action
that was deemed important for human beings, and labor was not
so emphasized. In modern times, however, labor has become a
socially important activity, and the status of action has declined. As
you can see in today’s society, we are mainly interested in what kind
of work we do, what kind of company we work for, and how much
we earn. On the other hand, action loses its significance as public
dialogue and becomes merely the subject of private chatting. Arendt
was critical of this reversal between action and labor. For her, action
corresponds to plurality and the public realm, and labor corresponds
to singular experiences and the private realm. Therefore, the decline
of action leads to the decline of plurality and the public realm,
and ultimately to the emergence of totalitarianism. To counter
totalitarianism, Arendt thought it was important to create a public
space where people could discuss public issues and exchange
plurality opinions.

Importance of gathering and discussing

—— That seems to apply to Japan now.

After graduating from university, | worked for an automobile-
related manufacturer for three years. It was the time when non-
regular employment and so-called “black companies” started to
become problems, and | was working overtime quite extensively.
People in Japan are still too busy working to afford to participate
in public activities. As the proportion of labor in daily life increases,
action tapers off. There are few opportunities for political
participation, and people are reluctant to talk about politics at school
or work. There are almost no spaces for plurality discussions. This is
exactly a case in point of Arendt's analysis.
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—— How should we deal with the ongoing disaster caused by COVID-19?

Arendt reiterates that actions require public space. Share the
same time and space, and exchange different opinions. And seek
ways to coexist in the same world with others who have different
opinions. That's what political activities are all about. While online
connections are convenient and efficient, they tend to bring together
people who have already formed relationships or who share similar
opinions, which may lead to social fragmentation. | think it is still
important to have physical opportunities and places to meet people
with different opinions and attributes.

The history of political thought may seem to entangle rather
difficult abstract theories, but | would always like to link the history of
political thought with contemporary political issues. | wish to present
a clearer vision of modern society by learning from the wisdom of
our predecessors. | am also interested in how politics and society will
change after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Momoki's book elucidating Arendt's thought
from the perspectives of labor and Marx

—— What do you think of totalitarianism and fascism in the 21st century?

| am concerned about the issue of digital totalitarianism.
Nowadays, all of our activities are recorded digitally on our
smartphones and computers. A new totalitarianism seems to be
emerging that uses Al and algorithms to control and manage this
kind of big data.

To combat this kind of digital totalitarianism, | think it is important
to go out of our way to talk. Even if it may be a little troublesome,
we should take time to gather in common spaces and exchange
opinions. That is a way to realize plurality and the public realm,
including, of course, going out for a drink after a discussion (laughs).

—— What are the things you keep in mind with your lectures?

| want to convey the interesting aspects of political thought as
clearly as possible, and at the end, | would like to go a little further
and take the students to the entrance to the world of academia.
| can show students that past political ideas and contemporary
political issues are well connected, and the rest will be up to the
students who can think further. | try not to assume which ideas are
right. University is a place where you can think about problems that
cannot be solved with single correct answers.
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