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Abstract

Arendt-inspired philosophy of education has been a lively field

of research in recent years. This research is mostly based on

Arendt’s essay ‘The Crisis in Education’. In the same histori-

cal context, Arendt wrote her initial essay on education, the

controversial ‘Reflections on Llittle Rock’, and her political-

theoretical work The Human Condition. All three texts show

Arendt’s concern about the public realm and its capture by

‘society’, which she understands as discarding the distinction

between private and public. This raises the question of where

education should be located in Arendt’s thought: in the pri-

vate realm, in society or in the public realm? In her ‘Reflections’

Arendt places education in the societal realm, but this approach

fails to convince. The answer consistent with Arendt’s use of

the category of the ‘in-between’ in her educational thought is

that it is in none of the above. Instead, education takes place

in an ambiguous zone in between private and public, where

bothmake their influence felt, but neither dominates the other.

This has implications not only for how we should understand

Arendt’s educational philosophy but also for her notions of pri-

vate and public spheres aswell as for other political-theoretical

concepts in her work. This answers the question about the

location of education in a second way: education in Arendt’s

thought is not simply derivativeof her political works but can

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License, which permits use,

distribution and reproduction in anymedium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.

©2022TheAuthors. Journal of Philosophy of Educationpublished by JohnWiley& Sons Ltd on behalf of Philosophy of Education Society

of Great Britain.

196 wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/jope J Philos Educ. 2022;56:196–209.

mailto:kloeg@esphil.eur.nl
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/jope


ARENDT’S EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY 197

itself serve as an interesting perspective fromwhich to viewher

writings.
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INTRODUCTION

Significant scholarly interest in exploringHannahArendt’swork fromtheperspectiveof educationhasbeenexpressed

in recent years. This is not on obvious fact, since Arendt produced two short essays on the topic, making education a

relatively minor topic in her oeuvre. The essays are ‘The Crisis in Education’ (Arendt, 1961, pp. 173–196) and ‘Reflec-

tions on Little Rock’ (Arendt, 2003, pp. 193–213). The latter essay is a controversial text from 1959, which to today’s

readers presents a flawed, if also challenging criticism of the legally enforced racial desegregation of education in the

US state of Arkansas following the SupremeCourt decision in the case ofBrown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347U.S.

483 (1954). The former essay, ‘Crisis’, is a relatively short text, originally written in German in 1958 (Berkowitz, 2020,

p. 27), in which Arendt reflects on the necessary connection between education and the world of culture and institu-

tions shared andmaintained by human beings. The ‘crisis’ she refers to diagnoses US education as standing apart from

the world, becoming its own ‘mini-world’ with its own rules. In this context, Arendt develops her argument concern-

ing the responsibilities of education. Briefly, Arendt claims that the continuance and preservation of the world are the

main aims of education and that this requires the educator to introduce newcomers to theworld. This is ‘conservative’

in the sense that educators do not seek to imprint their own ideals or their own future onto the next generation: it

is the world as it is that should be taught. For parallel reasons, neither is it the case that the educator should seek to

restore amythical past, whichwould likewise be a case of ‘imprinting’. As Arendt puts it, educators should refrain from

‘striking from the [newcomers’] hands . . . their chance at the new’ (Arendt, 1961, p. 177). Renewing the world is up

to the student and up to the educator. When we thus ask the question what education should be conservative of, the

answer is: the world (Kloeg &Noordegraaf-Eelens, 2021; Noordegraaf-Eelens & Kloeg, 2020).

From this, readers of Arendt’s political works will recognise several central concepts and concerns. The notion of

the world as a human artifice, as distinct from thematerial earth, stems from her work on human activity and political

theory in The Human Condition (1998 [1958]), published during the same period. Equally familiar is Arendt’s central

emphasis on the renewal of the world and the importance of the notion of ‘the new’ in general. This makes it quite

natural to suppose that Arendt’s thought on education is derivative from her work on politics—even standing at a

remove, since for Arendt the central category of action (which renews the world) should be set apart from education.

In this paper, I argue for the opposite perspective and attempt to show that Arendt’s work on education is an impor-

tant vantage point from which to reflect, in a way with Arendt against Arendt (Benhabib, 2003, p. 198), on Arendt’s

political-theoretical commitments. My hope is that this will offer new perspectives on Arendt’s political thought and

its importance for the present, while also adding to the societal and academic relevance of her work on education

and the contemporary interest in its stakes. I reflect on Arendt’s two essays on education and The Human Condition

specifically, as they are fruits of the same period, all originally published in 1958–1959.

Because I am proposing a reinvigoration of Arendt-inspired thought for the present age in education and politics

based on texts published over 60 years ago, amethodological note is in order.With Arendt, we are engaging a philoso-

pher who became a refugee and then a stateless person in the context of the Second World War, who then became

an American citizen (in 1950) and a political theorist.We should thus remain aware of the historical gulf separating us

from Arendt and remain critical of straightforward appropriations. Still, I believe the contemporary attempt to rein-

vigorate education with Arendt is very much in the spirit of her work in general, not only because of her emphasis on
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‘the new’ but also because of her pearl-divermetaphor and its importance for her educational thought. The pearl-diver

is a Shakespearean image (from The Tempest) that Arendt uses to discuss Walter Benjamin’s work (Arendt, 1970; see

Baluch, 2020; Korsgaard, 2019). The point of the metaphor is that remnants of the past have been ‘sea-changed’ into

‘pearls and corals’ that the pearl-diver brings to the surface (Arendt, 1970, p. 206). According to Mordechai Gordon,

educators need to help students to become pearl-divers and to find the crystallised forms—’those ideas and values

that, though they have undergone change, have survived in a different form and can be used to interrupt, critique,

and transform the present’ (Gordon, 1999, p. 170). The temporality invoked here is conflicted in that the past that is

brought to light is not invoked as the past: It is a collection of pearls that can upset the present precisely because of

the ‘violence’ it has undergone, as the pearls have been interpreted in such a way that they now carry ‘the “deadly

impact” of new thoughts . . . ’ (Arendt, 1970, p. 201). The past must be taken seriously and brought to light in order

to renew the world, which is always becoming out of joint—yet the past not as the past but as new thoughts that

intervene in the present. This is Arendt’s rejoinder to critical and conservative pedagogues or educators who seek to

produce a specific future through education (Noordegraaf-Eelens & Kloeg, 2020). At the same time, this educational–

philosophical insight justifies a renewed engagementwith her thought through the lens of the present andmakes clear

the conditions under which wemay do someaningfully.

There are many angles from which to pursue and continue such renewed engagement. The general aim of this

paper is to show the importance of Arendt’s educational work for engaging with her political theory in a new way.

My specific intention is to critically engage with Arendt’s notions of private and public, which occupy a central role

both in her educational and in her political work. While Arendt positions education in the third ‘realm of human life’,

society, I argue that education should instead be thought as ‘in-between private and public’ (Duarte, 2010, p. 4911).

Both private and public act on it with full force, yet without either dominating and claiming education for either the

fully private or the fully public domain. This means that education is positioned in what I call an ambiguous zone (see

Kloeg &Noordegraaf-Eelens, 2021). This way of thinking about education clearly has implications for Arendt’s philos-

ophy of education itself, but also suggests newways of thinking about her political theory in The Human Condition and

announces a number of further questions, notably about what it means to educate.

In order to build this case, I first provide, in the first section, an approach to Arendt’s philosophy of education that

focuses on its central concepts. I then reflect on what I view as two related shortcomings of Arendt’s position that

I think can be addressed in part through Arendt’s own philosophy of education. This concerns what I call the prob-

lem of society, which is interwoven with Arendt’s problematic position in the Reflections essay. In the second section, I

argue that the problem stems from Arendt’s account of private and public and that her educational thought contains

important insights to steer that account in a different direction. Continuing that argument, in the third section, I begin

to develop an ‘education-first’ account of private and public based on the notion of the ambiguous zone. Concluding

this paper, I reflect on the political-theoretical fruits of this approach to Arendt and outline directions for its further

development in the fourth section.

ARENDT’S WORLDLY PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION

Arendt’s commitment to education as a means of preserving the world is rooted in its distinction from the mate-

rial earth. While the earth is the locus of biological processes and engages our activity as homo faber (Arendt, 1998,

p. 144), the world is produced by us in a specific sense. Human beings, insofar as they realise themselves as biological

creatures, are active in circular processes of consumption (e.g. eating) and regeneration (e.g. sleeping). This is what

Arendt calls labour: It produces nothing in the sense that it leaves nothing behind. This is where Arendt distinguishes

work from labour: In work wemake something (e.g. a work of art) and are active as homo faber (p. 136). Through these

produced artefacts we create a human-made sphere fit for our own habitation, in amaterial but also a semantic sense:

this is what Arendt calls world (pp. 137–138). In Arendt’s phenomenology of human activity, labour and work contain

an element of freedom, in that the corresponding activities constitute a specific contribution of the individual to the
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world (p. 9). However, this contribution is limited. Labour is limited by natural necessity; work is limited by an instru-

mental logic of fabrication, hence means and ends (pp. 145–149). Action is the third form of human activity Arendt

distinguishes. She compares it to a second birth: It realises us as free individuals insofar as we begin something new

(p. 176). Arendt defines this capacity to initiate as natality (p. 247). If eating and sleeping (labour) and creating a work

of art (work) engage us as biological and productive creatures, respectively, action reveals notwhatweare, butwhowe

are. Apolitical speech inwhich a newposition is advocated is a suitable example. It is important to add that action is not

only a means of individual self-realisation: For action to reveal who we are, it needs to reveal this to others. Therefore,

for Arendt, action implies distinction (who I am), plurality (others are needed) and equality (I address others as equals)

(p. 175).

When we follow Arendt in interpreting education as world-centred, we are thus concerned with the world as a

‘world ofmeanings’ (Swillens&Vlieghe, 2020), hencewith theworld producedbywork.At stake is theworld’s renewal.

This renewal ‘remains necessary’ because the world ‘is created by mortal hands to serve mortals for a limited time as

a home’: that is what she calls the basic human situation in the Crisis essay (Arendt, 1961, p. 193). As briefly discussed

above, it is not up to the educator to make or determine the future world. This would be to chain the future to the

existing world. We are rather in need of the new as the new: hence, the students as newcomers are the ones called

upon. As Arendt puts it, ‘natality is the essence of education’, and natality is the human capacity for renewal itself (p.

185; Arendt, 1998, p. 9). While we do not want the world to swallow up and squash the new, the reverse is also a

concern: If the new were simply ‘let loose’ without reference to the world, this would be equally destructive (Arendt,

1961, p. 186). There is thus a dual emphasis in Arendt’s position: it is crucial that we allow the new to exercise itself,

yet always with essential reference to the world. If we accept both aspects of this emphasis, it follows that the world

must be taught as it is. In order to do this, the educator needs to be able to stand for theworld; that iswhatArendt calls

their authority (see Berkowitz, 2020; Kloeg & Noordegraaf-Eelens, 2021; Veck, 2013). As Arendt puts it, authority is

an expression of responsibility. This is the responsibility adults collectively take upon themselves in education.

Education is the point at which we decide whether we love the world enough to assume responsibility

for it andby the same token save it fromthat ruinwhich, except for renewal, except for the comingof the

new and young, would be inevitable. And education, too, is where we decide whether we love our chil-

dren enough not to expel them from our world and leave them to their own devices, nor to strike from

their hands their chance of undertaking something new, something unforeseen by us, but to prepare

them in advance for the task of renewing a commonworld (Arendt, 1961, p. 196).

Education is thus the realmwhereold andnewareput into contactwitheachother: it is of the in-between. Thecapacity

for renewal of the commonworld remains necessary. An important implication of this view is that education is not part

of the public sphere, which is the proper site of action (Arendt, 1998, p. 176). Action and renewal do not happenwithin

education, and indeed must not if the possibility of renewal is to remain open. It is also important that the educator is

in a position of authority vis-à-vis the newcomer: The educator, not the newcomer, is able to stand for the world. This

relationship of authority is indeed only ‘appropriate’ in the context of education in our time (Arendt, 1961, p. 195).

For these reasons, Arendt decisively separates the educational realm from all other realms, ‘most of all from the realm

of public, political life’ (ibid.). This raises the question how we should understand the activity of educating. If it is not

action, and if educating is not a biological process, is educating amatter of work, hence of means and ends? I will come

back to this question at the end of this paper. The important insight for our current purposes is that education takes

place squarely outside of the public sphere according to Arendt, and that the distinction between private and public is

important and needs to be rigid in order to enable the continuance and renewal of the world. As Arendt puts it, ‘[t]he

problem is simply to educate in such away that a setting-right remains actually possible, even though it can, of course,

never be assured’ (p. 193).

At the same time, the rigidity of the distinction is unstable. How shouldwenegotiate the fact thatwehave a respon-

sibility both for the life and well-being of newcomers and for the continuance and renewal of the world? Arendt says



200 KLOEG

that these responsibilities may turn against each other ‘in a certain sense’ (pp. 185–186). This is a corollary of the

near-paradoxical view that education must conserve the world to allow for its renewal. In order to work towards a

more specific position for education within Arendt’s work, I now turn to what I call the problem of society, which is

rooted in Arendt’s rigid distinction between private and public. This leads me to consider the private and the public

and their role in The Human Condition at the beginning of the next section. The following step will be to argue that it is

from precisely the vantage point of education that we canwork towards resolving the problem.

THE PROBLEM OF SOCIETY: ARENDT’S THREE REALMS

Private, public and society in The Human Condition

Arendt’s distinction between private and public realms corresponds to the distinction between the household and the

political realm that, on her analysis, have existed as separate entities since the rise of the city-state. The political realm

is a sphere of equals and freedom in the sense that no one is subject to necessity or the command of another. It is

a sphere where one moves amongst equals. However, in modern society, this distinction has been blurred as politics

is increasingly regarded as a function of society (see d’Entreves 1993, pp. 46–48). More generally speaking, Arendt

regards society as a hybrid realm where private and public spheres become indistinguishable (Arendt, 1961, p. 188).

Arendt’s central position is that, while politics is impossible without mastering the necessities of life, conducting a

politics merely for the sake of life empties it of its meaning (Arendt, 1998, pp. 33–37).

It is n ot only that the distinction between public and private has become blurred in modern society. What Arendt

understands as the riseof societyhas also changedourunderstandingof the terms themselves.Ancient privacyused to

mean ‘being deprived from’, whereasmodern privacy has the function of sheltering the intimate. The rise of the society

has meant the absorption of the family into social groups. Societies demand that their citizens conform: acting as they

would as part of a family, with a single interest and a single opinion. However, in society there is no monarchical rule

of the head of the household but the rule of numbers, or by nobody (d’Entreves, 1993, pp. 46–48). The private realm

has been transposed into the public realm through the rise of society, which means that life itself and its necessities

(which used to belong to the household) are now considered public concerns. Society has amonolithic character that is

rooted in the oneness of mankind: everyone must sustain life, as we all have life in common. This has become the only

thing that holds public significance (Arendt, 1998, pp. 43–46), and this threatens our capacity to act in the full sense

(p. 49).

The notion of the ‘public’ is complicated in its connection to political practice (Pitkin, 1981), but it can be concep-

tually captured in terms of a twofold meaning. First, ‘public’ refers to the assumption that everything that appears in

public has a certain appearance that can be seen and heard by all. Arendt here states that it is this appearance that

constitutes reality. Our feeling for reality depends on the presence of others in the public realm (pp. 50–51). Second,

it means the world itself as common to us all as a fabrication of human hands and the affairs that go on in it. It relates

and separates people at the same time. There is no common denominator for the measurement of reality in the public

realm. It arises out of the fact that there are different perspectives on the same appearance. These varieties of per-

spectives constitute the public realm as real; when only one perspective is left, the commonworldwill have ended (pp.

57–58). The public–political realm is a politically guaranteed ‘space of appearances’ where freedom can be realised

(Arendt, 1961, p. 155). Here all are involved as equals; under these conditions action is possible. Persons count, and

work counts, but ‘life qua life does not matter here’ p. 186

The general characteristic of the private, for Arendt, is its concernfor life as such: in quite a literal sense, the home

is the domain of ‘vital concerns’ or ‘the conditions of vital growth’ (p. 188), which include a certain darkness, out of

which everything that must grow emerges. Arendt points to the children of famous persons, who ‘so often turn out

badly’ because they have to grow up under the merciless eye of the public (pp. 186–187). This concern pervades both

of Arendt’s writings on education. As she further explains in ‘Reflections on Little Rock’, the decisive concern for the
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home is not any principle, rule or sameness, but rather idiosyncratic exclusiveness. At stake is the choice each of us

of with whom we wish to spend our lives, and this choice ‘strikes, inexplicably and unerringly, at one person in his

uniqueness, his unlikeness to all other people we know’ (Arendt, 2003, p. 208). An entirely private life is a life without

objective relationshipswith others,without a commonworld (Arendt, 1998, p. 58).More generally, all humanactivities

have a proper place, either private or public. This is a distinction between what needs to be shown, and what needs to

be hidden, in order to thrive (1998 p. 73).

The problem of society

One central implication of these contrary requirements (what needs to be shown versus what needs to be hidden)

is that Arendt emphasises to a problematic degree that politics and the public sphere be kept separate from con-

siderations of political economy (Wolin, 1994), the family (Pateman, 1983), and considerations of social justice more

generally (Pitkin, 1981). The same basic logic applies to the topic of education: here the natural ability of newcomers,

their introduction into theworld, andmore generally the realmof privacy of newcomers, children and families are sep-

arated from politics. In the historical context of Arendt’s work, the rigid distinction between education and the public

sphere possiblywarns against the politicisation of education thatwas a feature of national-socialist educational policy.

We have already discussed the general structure of Arendt’s argument itself: since natality is the essence of education

andeducation stands in between (protecting thenewand theworld fromeachother), theremust be a fundamental dis-

tinction between education and the public realm. At the same time, undermodern conditions, the distinction between

private and public cannot be taken for granted. This requires a distinction of human life into three realms: the public–

political, the social, and the private. In her ‘Reflections on Little Rock’, Arendt investigates the issue of education in

light of these three realms in order to find out where the notion of equality has its rightful place and where it does

not. Her immediate aim is to argue against the legally enforced desegregation of schools in the US state of Arkansas:

this context will not concern us directly but should, nonetheless, be kept in mind. Arendt’s more general intervention

is to position the school in a mediating role between home life and the public world. At school, the newcomer meets

not politics itself but society (Arendt, 2003, p. 212). For Arendt, this is an important step in introducing the child to the

world.

Society to Arendt is, also in this text, ‘that curious, somewhat hybrid realm between the political and the private in

which, since the beginning of the modern age, most men have spent the greater part of their lives’ (2003, p. 205). For

Arendt, as we have remarked, the dominance of society is connected to the modern age with its ideals of productivity

and means–ends thinking (both related to work), at the cost of action (Arendt, 1998, p. 296). Society is distinct from

the purely private realm and the public–political realm also in terms of its ‘innermost principle’ (Arendt, 2003, p. 205).

For the political this is equality (p. 205); for the home, it is the choice for loved ones ‘beyond principle’; for society, it is

discrimination (p. 205). Arendt understands this in terms of groups of people we choose to associate ourselves with.

In turn, these groups only have a stable identity insofar as they identify differential characteristics of groupmembers.

Arendt remarks that there is no objective justification for this feature of society (‘from the viewpoint of the human

person’, ibid.) but also emphasises that no society could exist without discrimination and that discrimination is a social

right in the sameway as equality is a political right (p. 206). The challenge is thus not to eradicate discrimination, but to

make sure it is limited to the social realm and does not ‘spill over’ into politics (p. 206).More generally, it seems that the

main critical point of Arendt’s ‘Reflections’ is to protect the social realm from the onslaught of equality claims. In the

next part of her argument, Arendt introduces a set of examples to clarify where legitimate social discrimination ends

and illegitimate political discrimination begins. These examples appear very misguided to a modern reader: vacation

resorts can legitimately limit their clientele to Jews, and Arendt thinks the reverse of this situation, where a different

set of clients wish to have their holiday in an environment devoid of Jews, is equally legitimate (ibid.). This type of

discretiondoesnot applywhere access topublic transport is concerned, or ‘hotels and restaurants in business districts’

(p. 207). Thedifference is thatwe are here ‘dealingwith serviceswhich,whether privately or publicly owned, are in fact
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public services that everyone needs in order to pursue his business and lead his life. Though not strictly in the political

realm, such services are clearly in the public domain where all men are equal . . . ’ (p. 207).

My interest here is not in the independent political merits of these arguments, but in the way that Arendt connects

them to education in ‘Reflections’. She grants the role of compulsory education in preparing the newcomers as citizens,

and also allows that the reachof the state includes the contents of education—not, however, ‘the context of association

and social life which invariably develops out of [the child’s] attendance at school’ (p. 212). The place of school more

generally is in society, according to Arendt. It is ‘the first place away from home where [the newcomer] establishes

contactwith the public world that surrounds him and his family’ (ibid.). Arendt adds that the public world in question is

‘not political but social’, comparing the newcomer’s relationship to school to the adult’s relationship to his job (ibid.). In

the ‘Crisis’ text, too, Arendt emphasises that ‘school is by no means the world and must not pretend to be; it is rather

the institution that we interpose between the private domain of home and the world in order to make the transition

from the family to the world possible at all . . . and so, in relation to the child, school in a sense represents the world,

although it is not yet actually the world’ (Arendt, 1961, pp. 188–189). In the context of education, the problem of

society results from Arendt’s strategy to separate what counts as politics from every other domain in quite a rigorous

way. School-as-society is a kind of halfway house between the family and the world which must remain separate from

political concerns. Education thus serves the function of a platform: a passageway into the public sphere, but crucially,

not the thing itself. The direct entailment of this dynamic is that education is a state-enforced curriculum in terms

of content, expressed through the medium of a network of social relationships. According to Arendt, we should not

enforce equality in schools for the same reasons we should not force ourselves to befriend others who fit specific

racial or other characteristics. Both would entail the denial of society, if not its abolishment.

Arendt situates education squarely outside of the political realm. But this only holds in the way Arendt intends

if we accept her view that there is a stable dividing line between what is inside and outside of the public–political

realm. Yet Arendt, in her Crisis ‘Crisis’ essay, refers to movements of emancipation (pp. 187–188), which may well be

interpreted as contestations of the boundary between political and nonpolitical: where it is and where it should be

situated. Feminist critics of Arendt have long pointed out that it is often of the utmost importance that the personal

is or be made political (Pateman, 1983; Pitkin, 1981). The personal and the political interact with each other and are

dependent upon each other; private issues are transformed into political issues belonging to the realm of the public

sphere. Current or former demarcations of the private sphere can and will be contested in view of the renewal of the

world. Think, for instance, of the historical admission of women to universities. Arendt’s thought would seem to be

an obstacle to any such contestation, referring private matters back to the private sphere. Bonnie Honig suggests a

politics of augmentation in order to overcome this problem. Thismeans that the specific demarcation between private

and public should always remain contestable (Honig, 1993; see also Kloeg &Noordegraaf-Eelens, 2021). I now turn to

the question ofwhat thiswouldmean for education and, after that, what this educational perspective teaches us about

the private–public relationshipmore generally.

EDUCATION AS AN AMBIGUOUS ZONE

The question of whether discrimination should be allowed in education has almost becomemeaningless for us, as our

reflex is immediately to be opposed to discrimination. This is the case even though in practice there is widespread

discrimination in the way educational policy is organised (Gunter, 2020), in the practice of elementary education and

higher education . . . the list goes on. One potential implication to draw from this is that Arendt was right to see educa-

tion as part of society and discrimination as fundamental to the workings of society. I want to explore this question

in the opposite direction. In the same way as home life is or can be political, education is or can be. In fact, more

directly so than home life, for two reasons. First, Arendt’s philosophy of education sees the school as part of the public

world—its social rather than its political part—and as standing thereby at a remove from the family (Arendt, 1987, p.

212). Second, in education two different responsibilities are combined, which, as she says, are in a certain sense set
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against each other: responsibility for the welfare of the child and responsibility for the world (Arendt, 1961, pp. 185–

186). For Arendt, this combination implies hybridity between private and public, so that the public sphere is indirectly

involved in education. At the same time, Arendt aims to guarantee education’s position of distance with respect to the

public–political sphere.

This results in a rather unclear picture. If we follow the Reflections, Arendt sees the mandatory nature of education

and the content of the curriculum as the business of the state, as it is one way for the state to foster a specific type of

citizen. The ‘context of association and social life which invariably develops out of his attendance at school’ (Arendt,

2003, p. 212) is the element that properly belongs to society, according to Arendt. She further seems to assume that

the way society is engaged is tied to the family and the private sphere because the parents are the ones who choose

schools on behalf of their children (p. 212). All of this would seem to reduce education to the transfer of a politically

sanctioned curriculum of educational contents within an invariable social context, which is necessarily discriminatory

in nature and will vary in its specifics with contingent societal–cultural circumstances. While this is consistent with

Arendt’s categorisation of the three realms of human life into public–political, private and societal, it seems to result

in a tension with Arendt’s own ‘Crisis’ essay. In that text, education involves preparing newcomers to act in the world,

with educators introducing them to the world and taking up the responsibility (in the form of educational authority)

to speak on behalf of the world. Arendt cannot and does not mean to imply that the nature of our common ‘world of

meanings’ (Swillens &Vlieghe, 2020) is either fixed by the state and directly expressed in school curricula or produced

by the totality of contingent societal–cultural contexts in which schooling takes place. Education is not only the trans-

feral of the state’s preferred curriculum into the minds of children, nor is it only a way for the child to grow up as part

of a specific community. On Arendt’s categorisation of the three realms in Reflections, this confirms that education is

not part of the public–political realm: this much is consistent across her work on education. It is also clear that it is

not a purely private affair. But is it then part of society, in Arendt’s sense, as it were by process of elimination? Arendt

attempts to clarify the societal standing of education by comparing it with holiday resorts that allow only Jews, or no

Jews, aswehave seen. Such cases of discrimination should not concern us politically, Arendt suggests. At the other end

of her analytical spectrum stand examples where discrimination would not be legitimate owing to a public context. As

we have seen, her examples of this are ‘restaurants and hotels in business districts, and public transport’, which, it is

claimed, ‘are in fact public services that everyone needs in order to pursue his business and lead his life. Though not

strictly in the political realm, such services are clearly in the public domain where all men are equal’ (Arendt, 2003,

p. 207).

This is where we must be critical of Arendt. Is the school not more aligned with public transport than with a ‘Jews-

only’ holiday resort? Is education not an excellent example of something that is, as she says of public transport, ‘not

strictly in the political realm’ but still in an important way mixed with public concerns—in fact, much more so than

hotels that happen to be in a business district? If facts about a hotel’s location canmake the difference with respect to

its public or semi-public nature, then surely a school—any school—should be thought of as situated within the ‘public

district’, howevermindful we remain about Arendt’s arguments for keeping politics out of education. This wouldmean

that discrimination is illegitimate in schools for the same reason that it is illegitimate on bus rides: schools should be

available for all in order to be able to lead their lives. It is notable that Arendt herself argues ‘against private circles’, in

an essay from 1933.2 She denounces Jewish schools for becoming increasingly disconnected fromGerman society on

the grounds that such schools then create an ‘artificial atmosphere alien to any reality’ (Arendt, 2007, p. 19). Arendt

associates this with ‘the danger of an alienation from reality, the danger of a lack of character, the danger of a ground-

lessness within which the very reason for this groundlessness can no longer be perceived’ (p. 20). Arendt’s argument

against private circles seems to sitwellwithArendt’s ‘Crisis’ essay,whichwarns against the isolation of education from

the world at large. However, it runs counter to the argument of Reflections concerning the ‘societal’ nature of educa-

tion. Having said this, it should be kept in mind that Arendt’s earlier argument is from a much different period and

relates to a different historical and political context: still, the contrast is notable for its starkness.

Adopting a critical stance concerning the nature and ‘setting’ of a school raises a series of problems for Arendt’s

clear-cut distinction between private and public. I first want to consider the implications for education itself. How can
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it be the case that education is none of the above—neither fully public, nor fully private, nor the stuff of society? The

solution is to continue and extend the theme of the in-between, as I outlined in the first section. Arendt’s philosophy

of education positions education in between a number of guiding concepts: between past and future, between old and

new, between the world as it is and the newcomers bursting onto the scene.3 I want to stress that the in-between of

private and public is not to be thought of in terms of a ‘private that ismade public and vice versa’, so that the distinction

between both is ‘discarded’, an approach that Arendt criticises (Arendt, 1961, p. 188).We should instead think of edu-

cation not as blurring the distinction between private and public, but as staying with the tension in between past and

future, old and new. This series of tensions can itself only be understood if we also suppose that there is an educational

space where private and public are placed in relation to each other. As we have seen, themode of society is not a good

option: the school is not like a holiday resort receiving some clients but not others. Private and public must both be

present, but without transforming education into either a fully public or a fully private affair, and without blurring the

distinction between them or settling for the halfway house of society.

Myproposal is to thinkof education in termsof an ambiguous zone (Kloeg&Noordegraaf-Eelens, 2021), inwhich the

specific interrelation of private and public is suspended, but in which bothmake themselves felt and are open to being

contested. The concept of the ‘ambiguous zone’ is taken fromGiorgio Agamben’s State of Exception, which analyses the

status necessitatis at which the suspension of ‘normal’ legal proceedings occurs (Agamben, 2005, p. 29). At that point

either revolution or the state of exception takes hold. The nature of the ‘necessity’ that is invoked to effectuate this

suspension is of the order neither of pure fact nor of pure law. Agamben describes the status necessitatis as

an ambiguous and uncertain zone inwhich de facto proceedings, which are in themselves extra- or anti-

juridical, pass over into law, and juridical norms blur withmere fact—that is, a threshold where fact and

lawseemtobecomeundecidable . . . . Theessential point, in any case, is that a thresholdof undecidability

is produced at which factum and ius fade into each other.

Agamben, speaking in terms of the two spheres ‘fading into each other’, should not be construed as uncritically con-

stituting a separate space that is not impacted by either fact or law. The problemof the state of exception is constituted

because in fact both fact and law are at play in conditions under which it is no longer possible to decide between them.

Nor is this a matter of a blurring of the two spheres: notwithstanding fundamental undecidability, there is still conflict

that necessitates decision. This can be phrased schematically. There are three ways to interpret the ambiguous zone,

and of these three ways, only the third one succeeds. The first option is to interpret it as a void separate from what it

ambiguates. In terms of the state of exception, thismakes the relationship of the status necessitatis to both fact and law

unintelligible. In terms of education, it is overly simplistic to see its relationship to private and public spheres in terms

of a ‘gap’, as phrased by Eduardo Duarte in an important article, which also introduces the phrase ‘in-between private

and public’ (Duarte, 2010, pp. 491, 504). Treating education as a ‘conservatory’ (p. 495; see also Duarte’s recent use of

the vocabulary of ‘utopos, a “nowhere”’ and the ‘never-land’ described by Arendt in association with the withdrawal in

thought (2020, p. 139)), in which students engage the world from a distance, is helpful in many ways, but not without

its problems. A first, mostly exegetical comment is that its reliance on the notion of thinking taken from Arendt’s later

work The Life of the Mind (1981) means that education is not considered on its own terms but is made into an area of

application for other trajectories in Arendt’s oeuvre. This parallels the way Arendt’s work on education, as I have sug-

gested, is often treated asmoreor less derivative fromher politicalwritings. Amore substantial point is that the notion

of thinking, when used in this way to shed light on education, does not clarify the relationship between education, on

the one hand, and the ‘three realms’ of the private sphere, the public sphere and society, on the other hand. Thinking,

as Duarte remarks, is ‘an activity that is always related to the world, yet not of the world’ (Duarte, 2010, p. 496), while

also using the language of ‘withdrawal’ that is characteristic of thinking in Arendt’s usage. My further question is how

this being-related to the world should be understood in education specifically. The ambiguous zone is my own answer

to that question. In the final analysis, from an Arendtian perspective, education does not take place in a gap or void: It

is even unclear what that couldmean.
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The second option is to think about the ambiguous zone in terms of a blurring of the spheres it ambiguates. In the

‘Crisis’ essay, Arendt introduces this as a possibility for education and appropriately rejects it, since in this case the

distinction between private and publicwould be simply ‘discarded’ (Arendt, 1961, p. 188), aswe have seen. ForArendt,

this is clearly not an attractive option; nor should it be for us, given the ways in which private and public often come

into conflict precisely in education. I will briefly discuss Arendt’s notion of educational responsibility, which I think

illustrates this well.

The thirdway to interpret the ambiguous zone is the one I favour: the state of exception is not a void, nor a blur, but

rather a plenum characterised not by licence, but by ‘hypersensitivity’ in the sense that the one taking the exceptional

decision cannot hide behind mechanisms of control and must assume ultimate responsibility (Veraart & De Wilde,

2004, p. 58; see also Derrida, 1992, p. 19, on the ‘sense of responsibility without limits’). For education, ambiguity

implies a field of tension between private and public where both are in play. To my mind, this is a fitting continuation

of Arendt’s philosophy of education. On the one hand, the concern for the life and growth of children, which is prop-

erly part of the private domain (Arendt, 1961, p. 188), enters into the educational setting with full force. Yet so does

concern for the world, to which Arendt opposes concern for individual life (p. 186). Only fundamental ambiguity jus-

tifies Arendt’s remark that education assumes ‘responsibility for both, for the life of the child and for the continuance

of the world’ (p. 184), with these responsibilities failing to coincide and coming into conflict. As a result, education

marks a demarcation between private and public without itself being completely beholden to either sphere. In educa-

tion, private and public concerns are instead fully present, while at the same time being in tension with one another.

In this ambiguous zone, those involved must decide the ways in which private and public concerns will be received in

education.

The decision to be made is not necessarily up to the educator alone: the interrelation of students and educator is

in part what is at stake in each decision. In our time, young people like Malala Yousafzai and Greta Thunberg (Veck &

Gunter, 2020, p. 1) have shown the effectiveness of making their young voices heard. Arendt thinks this is expecting

the impossible from children (Arendt, 2003, p. 212), and in a sense she is right: The fact that children are forced to step

up because adults are not doing their jobs (Veck & Gunter, 2020, p. 1) tells us something about the responsibility of

adult generations in our day and age. Still, in line with the contestability requirement formulated by Honig and others,

the terms of the decision where private ends and public begins should themselves be subject to decision. The specific

decisions that are made, that is, the ways of demarcating between private and public that are accepted within a spe-

cific educational context, are always subject to augmentation. This means that educational authority continues to be

questioned and exercised, with the ambiguous zone as its point of entry and re-entry.

The notion of education as an ambiguous zone requires more analysis than can be offered here. Its introduction

at this point is meant to show that the question of private and public is of great significance for the way Arendt

thinks about education, and that her views on how education is to be positioned, namely in the societal realm, are

certainly not the only possibility. In addition, there are a couple of prima facie advantages to understanding education

as characterised by the kind of ambiguity I have inmind. For instance, it would follow that the personal really is, or can

really be made, political, and that the educational setting is well-situated to strike a necessarily non-definitive (ever-

contestable) balance between private and public. Education offers the opportunity to practise with the private/public

relevance of specific issues and to reflect upon and contest where the boundary is situated. This is very much in the

spirit of Arendt’s idea that to educate is to ‘prepare in advance for the task of renewing a common world’ (Arendt,

1961, p. 196). It is of great importance that education offers this preparation in a mode of in-between, where its rela-

tionship with society is at stake. If not, the social order and its attendant hierarchies cannot be fully brought into view

as potential objects of criticism (Benhabib, 1993).

The purely private, the public–political and the societal spheres as the ‘three domains of human life’ suggest a neat

mapping of human activitywhere the background is one of three kinds and, in a fundamental sense, never in doubt.My

argument is that the realms are more dynamic than Arendt allows, and that the educational context makes this very

clear. The responsibility adults collectively shoulder in the formof education,which is expressed through the authority

of the educator, does involve a curriculum set by the state, and also a specific community of people within which the
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child is placed at the start of its ‘career’ in education. But this is not to say that the child and its education are caught

up in any of the three realms of human life outlined by Arendt. I have argued that education should also be thought of

as an ambiguous zone in between private and public, where decisions continually have to be made concerning where

the private ends and the public begins. I want to close with an initial consideration of the consequences of conceiving

of education as an ambiguous zone for Arendt’s political thought. I also offer some suggestions about future directions

for research in the field of Arendt-inspired philosophy of education.

TRANSPOSING TO POLITICS

If we think of education along the lines of the ambiguous zone, then themanner in whichwe should think of education

within an Arendtian framework will change. This is a momentous change, and it is one that arises also when we move

away from direct concern with the philosophy of education itself. In education, the most pressing public issue is at

stake—the issue of whether the renewal of theworld ‘remains actually possible’ (Arendt, 1961, p. 192). The essence of

education is natality, which expresses the ability of humanbeings to truly ‘becomewho they are’. In theseways, a reori-

entation of educational thought means that central concepts from Arendt’s political work acquire different functions

and capabilities. In addition, the categories of public and private are themselves of significant importance for Arendt’s

political theory.What. then, are the political implications of introducing the notion of education as an ambiguous zone

on both of these levels of influence, indirect and direct? I cannot answer this complicated question in full here, but I

shall begin to consider what I take to be its most general implications.

First, when it comes to the renewal of theworld, its possibility hangs in the balance, in evenmoreways than Arendt

had foreseen. Not only, in the context of a world that ‘is or is becoming out of joint’ and tends toward ruin as time

passes, can its renewal itself ‘never be guaranteed’ (ibid.): the ‘real possibility’ of its renewal is also subject to the

opportunity for preparation in education. This in turn hangs on the ability of both private and public concerns to

make themselves felt with full force, without either of them becoming dominant and without either of them staking

a total claim. From this point of view, the long and arduous process of sustaining the world depends fundamentally

on how those involved in classroom decisions repeatedly strike an arduous and conflict-ridden balance. Arendt often

speaks of action in the language of miracles (Arendt, 1998, p. 247): this connection will be even more pronounced if

the world-renewing possibilities of education continually hang in the balance.

Second, natality must be considered as taking an indirect route.We are all born, but the promise of a ‘second birth’

through action, which fully realises the new announced by the first birth (ibid.), requires exposure to the world. Edu-

cation is where we first step away from our family and towards the world. This first step towards the world, if I am

right, means that we lose ground. We can continue to grow in the darkness and privacy offered by home life, but in

education, we not only lose the self-evidence of this sheltered environment but at the same time begin to be involved

with the question ofwhich parts of us deserve to growand to continue to be cultivated,whether at homeor at school—

and which parts of us do not. Part of Arendt’s criticism of forced desegregation in schools is that children are not able

to voice a public opinion: this should be left to adults (Arendt, 2003, p. 212). If education can indeed be described as

an ambiguous zone, newcomers are in a sense necessarily involved in forming such a public opinion, because they are

involved in decidingwhere the private ends and the public begins. The role of newcomers themselvesmay be lesser or

greater, depending fully on the circumstance. However, in education, newcomers are necessarily part of an environ-

ment of tensionbetweenprivate andpublic concerns,which for thenewcomer translates into amatter of family versus

the world. Perhaps this likely painful and ongoing confrontation is part of what it means to ‘prepare’ for renewing the

common world. Seen from the perspective of natality itself, the first step towards realising oneself in activity is by

being part of a critical consideration of the limits of claims stemming from home life. This brings a newmeaning to the

well-worn phrase ‘defamiliarise the familiar’, and it gives it both educational and political importance. It also connects

to what Arendt memorably says of the child in The Human Condition:
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the only in-between which can insert itself between two lovers is the child, love’s own product.

The child, this in-between to which the lovers now are related and which they hold in common, is

representative of the world in that it also separates them; it is an indication that they will insert a new

world into the existing world (Arendt, 1998, p. 242).

Third, Arendt’s political theory assumes that every human activity comes with a background that is either private or

public (p. 73), wherewhat distinguishes them is the necessity of darkness versus public availability and ‘vision’, respec-

tively (ibid.). Society, forArendt, provides amediationof the twoextremes that becomedominant through the ailments

afflicting modernity. If education can be thought of in terms of an ambiguous zone, then it provides at least one case

where requirements of darkness and light pull in two directions at once. Are there other cases where private and pub-

lic relate to each other in similar or even dissimilar ways, complicating the issue further? There is a more fundamental

worry associated with breaking open the rigid categories of private and public: vita activa itself. What kind of activity

is the activity of educating newcomers? It cannot be labour. Is it work? Perhaps not, since there is no durable prod-

uct resulting from the activity of educating: the eventual aim, the renewal of the world, can never be assured (Arendt,

1961, p. 192). Equally, it cannot be action, since action is political and educationmust be ‘decisively divorced’ from the

political realm (Arendt, 1998, p. 195). If education is as I have been describing it, this difficulty in defining what the

educator does makes sense: They are asked to stand for the world and at the same time take part in deciding where

this world begins (and leaves the private realm behind). The special case of education may thus throw a different light

on Arendt’s way of categorising human activity. This may in turn require a restructuring of important concepts in her

political theory, but that is somehting that requires a separate argument.

What is next forArendtoneducation? I think the central thoughtsof this paper require further investigation - inpar-

ticular, the notion of the ambiguous zone and its impact on educational authority, educational responsibility, and also

the problem of ‘doing education’ as indicated above. Avenues and directions for Arendt’s educational thought beyond

this include further reflection on possible criteria for navigating the tension between private and public concerns from

the perspective of Arendt’s philosophy of education. Of importance for the relationship between education and poli-

tics is the notion of populism, which, contrary to the aims of those wishing to mobilise Arendt against the xenophobic

regimes of today’s authoritarian turn, requires a complex approach. For Arendt, the public sphere revolves around

appearances: There is no deeper underlying notion of truth that can keep it safe. Here, her essays on ‘Truth in Politics’

(Arendt, 1961, pp. 227–264) and ‘Lying inPolitics’ (Arendt, 1972) becomeurgentmaterials for reflection. Thismaywell

impact the role of truth and truth claims in education. The role of history and communal memory (Verovšek, 2014) is

another important part of the substance of education that deserves further investigation from a broadly Arendtian

perspective.

CONCLUSION

Arendt-inspired philosophy of education, on the surface a relatively minor theme in her work, is picking up steam. Its

central concern is the project of conserving and renewing the human world of meanings, in which education has an

important preparatory role. At the same time, education needs to be distinct from the public–political realm in order

to truly allow the new to arrive. This in turn requires that education does not simply set loose upon the world the new

but introduces newcomers to the world. Education thus stands in between old and new, in between newcomers and

theworld. In this paper, I have identified the role ofArendt’s notions of private andpublicwithin her conceptionof edu-

cation and shown that it leads to what I call the problem of society. The latter depends on Arendt’s specific analysis of

the ‘three realms of human life’ (public, private, societal) and her understanding of education mostly in societal terms.

I argue against this approach. Education is none of the above: rather, it is in between private and public. I describe

the position of education as an ambiguous zone, in which the force of private and public concerns is equally felt and

in which both exercise their full force, without either dominating or reducing education to a purely private or purely
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public position. This means that education is faced with a decision: it must itself decide where the private ends and

the public begins. This means that the personal is or can be made political. I have indicated that this is not purely a

concern internal to education. Because education concerns the renewal of theworld and prepares us to take full polit-

ical responsibility outside of the classroom, what is at stake in this renewal comes to appear in a different light. The

same transformation occurs for natality, the human capacity for the new that for Arendt expresses the essence of edu-

cation. The simple question of what it is to educate—what kind of activity is educating?—presents another important

challenge for Arendt’s political thought in the coattails of ‘the ambiguous zone’. It potentially breaks through Arendt’s

neat and rigid categorisation of labour, work and action, always taking place against a background that is either private

or public.
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ENDNOTES
1Eduardo Duarte first introduces this formulation, though as I will explore more fully in the third section, my usage differs

from his with respect to the interrelation of education with private and public spheres.
2 I thank an anonymous reviewer for makingme aware of this essay.
3Similarly, authority is in between persuasion and coercion (Arendt, 1961, pp. 92–93); but also the child itself is of the in-

between (Arendt, 1998, p. 242).
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