
Preface

As world markets crumbled in the fall of 2008, I was teaching a seminar 
on Hannah Arendt’s book Th e Origins of Totalitarianism. Th e second main 
section of Arendt’s exploration of twentieth- century totalitarianism is 
called “Imperialism.” In it, Arendt shows how the imperialist insistence 
that po liti cal power expands infi nitely is one of the root causes of totali-
tarian governance. Arendt describes imperialism as the importing of the 
economic principle of unlimited growth into the realm of politics. She ar-
gues, convincingly, that while growth may be an important principle of 
economics, politics demands limits. A state requires borders, and a citi-
zenry depends on a sense of themselves as sharing a common sense of 
right and wrong. In short, politics requires judgment and limitation, both 
of which are overwhelmed by the economic and imperialist imperatives 
for infi nite expansion.

Arendt’s insight into the po liti cal implications of the subordination of 
po liti cal to economic thinking struck me as deeply relevant to the emerg-
ing fi nancial crisis. Although the fi nancial crisis has many economic, po-
liti cal, and psychological causes, it is, in important ways that Arendt 
makes visible, a result of a crisis in po liti cal judgment. In our globalized 
world, po liti cal limits fall prey to economic rationality. Tax havens and 
rent seeking allow global corporations to evade national regulation; na-
tions are set into competition for business; a growing economy becomes 
the foundation of national security; and the free market— the absence of 
government— is seen as the epitome of good governance. In the frenzy 
for growth and the confi dence in the invisible hand, governmental insti-
tutions around the world ceded their authority to regulate, set limits, 
and to govern. In Arendtian terms, the fi nancial crisis emerged from our 
elevation of the economic rationality of infi nite growth over the neces-
sarily limited practice of po liti cal judgment.

Arendt’s book made cogent the fact that the fi nancial crisis shared 
with totalitarianism a rootedness in the elevation of economic over po-
liti cal modes of governance. Th e rise of economic thinking is central to 
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Arendt’s lifelong concern with the retreat of po liti cal judgment in our 
times and our willingness to be ruled by technocratic and bureaucratic 
rationality instead of insisting on our collective freedom. Arendt, I real-
ized, off ered a profound and underappreciated way to think the depth 
and danger of the current fi nancial crisis.

It was around this time that I was working to institutionalize the 
Hannah Arendt Center for Politics and Humanities at Bard College. I ap-
proached Alex Bazelow, a Bard graduate and friend of both Arendt and 
her husband, Heinrich Bluecher. Alex generously agreed to help support 
a conference exploring the intellectual origins of the fi nancial crisis. I 
also approached Dimitri B. Papadimitriou, president of the Levy Econom-
ics Institute at Bard and Taun Toay, of the Levy Economics Institute; I 
asked them to commit the Levy Institute to cosponsor a conference that 
took a broad and Arendtian look to the origins of the fi nancial crisis. 
Th ey generously agreed. Th e ensuing conference, “Th e Burden of Our 
Times: Th e Intellectual Origins of the Global Financial Crisis,” took place 
in October 2009 at Bard College.

As do all Hannah Arendt Center conferences, the “Burden of Our 
Times” conference brought together public intellectuals, artists, journal-
ists, businesspeople, and academics from across the disciplines to ad-
dress the relevance of Arendt’s thinking to a contemporary po liti cal event. 
Th e eff ort is to spur thinking about politics in the spirit of Hannah Ar-
endt and to encourage people to “think what we are doing.”

Th e conference produced a unique blending of discourses, with humani-
ties professors speaking about derivatives and tax havens and economists 
and business leaders thinking through the philosophical implications of 
thinkers such as Arendt, Max Weber, and Michel Foucault. Richard Bern-
stein, writing in the International Herald Tribune and the New York Times, 
advised the Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission, created by Congress to 
investigate the causes of the recent and ongoing fi nancial crisis, to con-
sider the Arendtian analysis presented at the Bard conference. Th ere was 
a clear sense that doors had opened that should not simply be allowed to 
shut.

Taun Toay and I asked the participants to expand and polish their es-
says for publication. At the same time, we asked that they make an eff ort 
to preserve the style and form of the original oral pre sen ta tions. Th e es-
says that follow are the result. Th ey are as a  whole shorter than typical 
academic essays, and they have fewer footnotes and scholarly trappings. 
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Instead, they present eff orts to think with and, at times, against Arendt 
in her call for thinking what we do.

—Roger Berkowitz

Th is volume is a work of twenty- six contributors and two editors and 
would never have been fi nished without the assistance of many others. 
From the beginning, Bard’s President, Leon Botstein, encouraged and sup-
ported our eff orts. Funding for the conference, which also supported 
publication of this book, was generous and came from Wendy and Alex 
Bazelow, Mischa Frusztajer, Alice and Nathan Gantcher, Richard Gilder, 
Amy and Jeff rey Glass, James Grosfeld, Robert and Martha Lipp, Jack 
Nusbaum and Nora Ann Wallace, Marshall  Rose, Barbara and Jon Roth, 
and Will Weinstein.

In planning the original conference, we  were assisted greatly by Debra 
Pemstein and Mary Strieder. In addition, a number of Bard students— 
especially Alice Baker—assisted in preparing the manuscript for publi-
cation. Finally, we are deeply indebted to Helen Tartar, Th omas C. Lay, 
and Eric Newman at Fordham University Press, and the copy editor, 
Teresa Jesionowski. Fordham Press has been a strong supporter of the 
Hannah Arendt Center, and their engagement and professionalism are 
extraordinary.

—Roger Berkowitz and Taun N. Toay
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