
Burke, Zola, Arendt And The Politics Of Lost
Causes
Have you ever wondered what connects a 18th-century conservative, a 19th-
century writer, and a 20th-century political philosopher? You might be surprised to
know that all three - Edmund Burke, Émile Zola, and Hannah Arendt - share a
common thread when it comes to their approach in addressing lost causes in the
realm of politics. Join us as we delve into the lives and contributions of these
remarkable individuals and explore their views on political struggles that seem
destined to fail.

The Conservative Champion: Edmund Burke

Edmund Burke, an Irish statesman, and philosopher was a fierce critic of the
French Revolution, which he considered a lost cause right from the start. Burke
believed in a traditional society that evolved organically over time, rather than
being shaped by revolutionary ideas. In his influential work, 'Reflections on the
Revolution in France,' Burke argued that abrupt social and political change often
led to chaos and the destruction of established institutions.

For Burke, it was not just about preserving the status quo, but also safeguarding
the liberties and values that were intertwined with it. He believed in the
importance of tradition, gradual reform, and the preservation of inherited
knowledge and institutions. Despite being a conservative figure, his ideas
continue to resonate today, reminding us of the risks involved in radical political
transformations.
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The Writer's Revelation: Émile Zola

Moving forward in time, we encounter Émile Zola, a prominent French writer
known for his role in exposing social injustices through his novels. Zola is best
remembered for his involvement in the Dreyfus Affair, a scandal that shook
France in the late 19th century. Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer in the
French army, was wrongly convicted of treason due to anti-Semitic sentiments
prevalent at the time.

Recognizing the lost cause of overturning this conviction and restoring justice,
Zola penned his famous open letter, 'J'accuse,' published in a leading French
newspaper. This powerful plea exposed the flaws in the French justice system
and the deep-seated anti-Semitism within society. Although Zola faced severe
backlash, his bravery and determination sparked public outcry and eventually led
to Dreyfus' exoneration. Zola's pursuit of justice in the face of an overwhelming
lost cause exemplifies the power of writing and activism in shaping political
discourse.

The Political Visionary: Hannah Arendt
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Moving into the 20th century, we encounter Hannah Arendt, a German-American
political theorist whose works continue to inspire intellectuals across the globe.
Arendt's insights into the nature of power, totalitarianism, and the human
condition are highly relevant in today's political landscape.

One of Arendt's most important contributions lies in her analysis of the Eichmann
trial, which she covered as a journalist for 'The New Yorker' in the 1960s. Adolf
Eichmann, a high-ranking Nazi official responsible for coordinating the
deportation of Jews to concentration camps, stood trial in Israel. Arendt's book,
'Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil,' explored the idea that
evil acts are often committed by ordinary individuals who blindly follow orders,
devoid of personal responsibility.

Arendt's perspective on the trial, particularly her use of the term 'banality of evil,'
caused significant controversy and criticism. However, her insights widened our
understanding of how seemingly everyday people can become complicit in acts of
immense brutality. Arendt's examination of this lost cause - bringing justice to the
victims of the Holocaust - shed light on the need for constant vigilance in
protecting human rights.

The Common Thread: Lessons from Burke, Zola, and Arendt

While Edmund Burke, Émile Zola, and Hannah Arendt lived in different times and
faced distinct challenges, their collective exploration of lost causes uncovers
important lessons for us today.

Firstly, they remind us of the significance of engaging with lost causes, even if
success seems unlikely. By challenging prevailing norms and systems, they
inspired others to reconsider their own positions and work towards change.



Secondly, their stories underscore the importance of preserving the principles we
hold dear, even when the tide of popular opinion seems against us. Burke's
commitment to tradition, Zola's pursuit of justice, and Arendt's defense of human
rights showcase the enduring value of staying true to one's convictions.

Finally, their experiences highlight the power of the written word and the media in
shaping political discourse. Through their works, Burke, Zola, and Arendt sparked
conversations, challenged assumptions, and ultimately influenced public opinion.

As we navigate our own political landscape, it is crucial to learn from these great
minds. They teach us that lost causes are not devoid of worth; rather, they serve
as catalysts for change and reminders of our collective responsibility to challenge
injustice.

, the political struggles explored by Burke, Zola, and Arendt may seem like lost
causes at first glance. However, their unwavering commitment, determination,
and courage demonstrate the importance of advocating for change, defending
justice, and challenging oppressive systems. By understanding their
contributions, we can find inspiration and guidance in our own endeavors to
address the politics of lost causes.
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There are certain moments, such as the American founding or the Civil Rights
Movement, that we revisit again and again as instances of democratic triumph,
and there are other moments that haunt us as instances of democratic failure.
How should we view moments of democratic failure, when both the law and
citizens forsake justice? Do such moments reveal a wholesale failure of
democracy or a more contested failing, pointing to what could have been, and still
might be?

Public Trials reveals the considerable stakes of how we understand democratic
failure. Maxwell argues against a tendency in the thinking of Plato, Rousseau and
contemporary theorists to view moments of democratic failure as indicative of the
failure of democracy, insomuch as such thinking leads to a deference to authority
that unintentionally encourages complicity in elite and legal failures to assure
justice. In contrast, what Maxwell calls "lost cause narratives" of democratic
failure reveal the contingency of democratic failure by showing that things "could
have been" otherwise -- and, with public action and response, might yet be. A
politics of lost causes calls for democratic responsiveness to failure via practices
of resistance, theatrical claims-making, and re-narration.

Maxwell makes a powerful case for the politics of lost causes by examining public
controversies over trials. She focuses on the dilemmas and diagnoses of
democratic failure in four instances: Edmund Burke's speeches and writings on
the Warren Hastings trial in late 18th century Britain, Emile Zola's writings on the
Dreyfus Affair in late 19th century France, Hannah Arendt's writings on the
Eichmann trial in 1960's Israel, and Kathryn Bigelow's recent narration of (the
lack of) trials of alleged terrorist detainees in Zero Dark Thirty. Maxwell marshals
her subtle, historically grounded readings of these texts to show the dangers of
despairing of democracy altogether, as well as the necessity of re-narrating



instances of democratic failure so as to cultivate public responsiveness to such
failures in the future.
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