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Abstract 

This dissertation reexamines the dilemma of human agency in William 

Faulkner’s Light in August (1932) through Hannah Arendt’s approach of the 

human condition in The Human Condition (1958) and the theory of 

totalitarianism in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). By employing Arendt’s 

idea of human conditions, including labor, work, and action in The Human 

Condition and the notion of totalitarianism, including ideology and terror in The 

Origins of Totalitarianism as analytical framework, this dissertation investigates 

the human agency of Christmas along with his resistance to totalitarian 

authority in Light in August through a perspective of Arendt’s philosophy of 

humanity. 

Renowned for his description of racial dualism of the Old South in 

Yoknapatawpha, Faulkner depicts Christmas as a typically tragic hero who 

owns no human agency in Jefferson. Academic researchers in the Faulkner’s 

study have evaluated Light in August and Christmas’ tragedy predominantly 

through the lens of cultural criticism and post-colonialism in view of racial 

identity, gender, and class contradiction. However, few of the scholars 

investigate Christmas’ issue of human agency mainly through his identity as a 

human being and his human activities. On this score, this dissertation studies 
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Christmas’ predicament through the lens of his human activities and his 

resistance to totalitarian authority in Yoknapatawpha. With the application of 

Arendt’s theories of human condition and totalitarianism, this dissertation 

argues that Christmas does not lack human agency. To the contrary, he lacks 

alternatively wholesome relationships with others. Particularly under a milieu 

where there is absolute provision regarding racial/social/economical identity, 

Christmas eventually did not attain his human agency owing to ideological 

thinking in a form of collectivism. This dissertation argues, it is under such 

ideological government that Christmas becomes tragic and paralyzed and 

whose ontological predicament remains unresolved. 

 

 

Keywords: William Faulkner, Light in August, Hannah Arendt, The Human 

Condition, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Identity, Human Agency, the Inscribed 

Self, the Free Self, Human Condition, Labor, Work, Action, Ideology, Terror, 

Totalitarianism 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

     This dissertation examines William Faulkner’s novel Light in August (1932), 

particularly on Joe Christmas, through the lens of Hannah Arendt’s human 

conditions in The Human Condition (1958) and the theory of totalitarian authority 

in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). By using Arendt’s idea of human 

conditions, including labor, work, and action, and her notion of totalitarianism, this 

dissertation argues that Joe Christmas—Faulkner’s tragic hero in Yoknapatawpha 

County—is an attempting individual who demonstrates his human agency through 

a continuous resistance to the systemic racism in Yoknapatawpha. This dissertation 

thus contends that Joe Christmas confronts the genealogical issues of race in the 

County of Yoknapatawpha. That is, Joe Christmas fails to realize the social control 

derived from the code of racial genealogy of the Old South which surpasses his 

current capacity for human agency in a form of totalitarian authority. This 

dissertation argues, however, that Christmas expresses human agency despite that 

he continuously encounters with the systemic racism of the South. Christmas is, in 

fact, more than a character confronting totalitarian authority in Faulkner’s Light in 

August. Instead, he can be analyzed with the paradigm of Arendt’s investigation of 

the three human conditions: labor, work, and action. Given the above, this 

dissertation argues that Joe Christmas, though he does not serve as a final 

resolution for the racial dualism in Jefferson, displays alternatively his capacity for 
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human’s thoughts, feelings and actions with which individual human beings are 

required to live in a common world. 

 

1.1 Theoretical Formulation 

     This dissertation contends that Faulkner’s Light in August demonstrates the 

value of individuals’ free will and their ability to express human agency in an 

inscribed society in which white supremacy controls the behaviors of the human 

inhabitants. By using Arendt’s idea of the three human conditions, including labor, 

work, and action, and the theory of totalitarianism, this dissertation investigates Joe 

Christmas as a subtle representation of Faulkner’s articulation of an attempting self 

in an enclosed community. In Light in August, the law of the society relates 

specifically to the white supremacy of the Old South, that is, the strict dualism of 

ethnicity. The idea of racial identity is the most significant factor in an individual’s 

social position and, thus, determines whether the self’s functioning will be 

successful. Racism is as influential as the impact of totalitarianism on an individual 

self in the County of Yoknapatawpha. Living as a mixed-race individual, Christmas 

fundamentally contradicts the law of racial dualism of Jefferson and opposes the 

favor of the community. Christmas lives as an in-between, on the threshold 

between races. As an attempting self, Joe Christmas fails to attain his individuality 

both racially and geographically in Yoknapatawpha. 
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This dissertation shows that Christmas strives to articulate his human agency 

mainly through his demonstration of individuality by applying Arendt’s three 

human conditions in Light in August. By theoretically employing Arendt’s notions 

of labor, work, and action, I argue that Christmas serves as an ideal paradigm that 

seeks eagerly to be a free individual despite the social restrictions of 

Yoknapatawpha. Moreover, this dissertation also contends that the heritage of racial 

lineage of Yoknapatawpha stays a pivotal role in the current inhabitants’ life. The 

systemic racism of Yoknapatawpha is as significant as the influence of totalitarian 

government on individuals. Therefore, Christmas’s declaration of being mixed race 

and his attempts to speak out his uncertain racial identity impart the fear of the 

community of Jefferson and hence lead to his destruction. Christmas attacks the 

division between two diverse racial groups—between the white and the non-white, 

and the community responds by excluding him. 

Christmas’ act of identifying himself as mixed race actively challenges the 

law of Jefferson which leads to Christmas’ eventual demise in the town. 

Meanwhile, the way that Christmas lives his life can be illuminated by Arendt’s 

theory of human condition. Thus, he eagerly seeks to gain freedom yet fails to 

fulfill it due to his ignorance of the social conventions/totalitarian authority of 

Yoknapatawpha. This dissertation shows that Christmas demonstrates himself a 

capable individual, but nonetheless falls victim to the inscribed conditions of racial 

prejudice as he attempts to achieve his free identity. 
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1.2 A Brief Literature Review 

     Faulkner’s Light in August narrates a complex problem of cultural 

exploitation of black Americans in the United States. Faulkner critics have also 

studied Light in August through various lens of theory. This brief scholarly review 

follows the development of Faulkner criticism on Light in August. Ranging from 

the 1940s to the 21st century, critics have viewed Light in August as a novel that 

describes the difficulty of either racism or Puritanism (Lind 307). More 

specifically, some critics investigate Light in August from the perspective of the 

community (Brooks 53), while others evaluate the novel through the view of the 

self (Backman 67; Kazin 253). Brooks argues first about the inescapable net of the 

community in the 1960s; nevertheless, in the 1980s, he admits the issue of the self 

to be significant and argues that the self’s restlessness haunts the entire novel, 

particularly in the case of Joe Christmas (173). Backman, on the other hand, notes 

Faulkner’s emphasis on individualism as early as in the 1960s. Kazin explores Joe 

Christmas in the context of individualism and loneliness in Light in August. Also 

writing on the topic of the self, Cowley explores the interrelation between Joe and 

Joanna and analyzes the darkness of these selves (103). In the 1990s, Polk explores 

the topic of individualism and its psychological tie to the communal surroundings 

in Light in August (25). Moreland, on the other hand, examines the theme of the 
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self with a more theoretical focus; he analyzes Light in August through the lens of 

Modernism and examines particularly the influence of social forces on the self (25). 

Scholarship through the mid-1990s to the 21st century explored the South’s 

cultural heritage and its power structure. Both Minter and Ladd examine Light in 

August through the lens of cultural studies. Minter focuses on Joe and Joanna’s 

tension as not only an intensity between races and genders but, fundamentally, a 

tension between individualism and collectivism (221). Ladd argues, on the other 

hand, that Joe Christmas’ confrontation with Joanna Burden is a challenge to the 

nation; she suggests Joe’s murdering of Joanna relates to both a desire to choose his 

identity and his ignorance of the Racial Integrity Act of 1924, in which one is either 

white or colored (158). Weinstein asserts that the legacy of the slave system of the 

antebellum South remains an immovable code that keeps traumatizing both races in 

the New South—which is as powerful as the memory of the past and continues to 

damage Joe Christmas and other characters in Light in August (37; 43). Boyagoda 

proposes that Joe Christmas’ immigrant identity is the main threat to Jefferson 

community; he argues that Joe represents, first, an economic threat and, then, a 

cultural outsider—an uncertain force overall to the isolated region (105-106). On 

the other hand, Benson sees Percy Grimm as more than an executioner of black 

Americans. Instead, Grimm economically represents a white supremacist in the 

town of Jefferson (47-48). In 2009, Matthews probes the influence of the global 
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South on the works of Faulkner and how the anxiety of the community of the South 

impacts on individuals in Faulkner’s Light in August (18). 

Faulkner critics, however, seldom investigate Light in August directly 

through the perspective of Hannah Arendt’s theory. One of the relevant studies is 

Daniel Spoth’s “Totalitarian Faulkner: The Nazi Interpretation of Light in August 

and Absalom, Absalom!” (2011). Spoth comments on the agrarian tradition of 

Yoknapatawpha in various Faulkner’s fictions, particularly of Light in August and 

Absalom, Absalom!, which is rooted in both racial identity and the representation of 

space and power politics. Such a tradition is transnational and relates specifically to 

regions of the Southern U.S. that are undermined by systemic racism. This 

interpretation of Light in August implicitly connects Faulkner’s idea of plantation 

culture and racial genealogy to Arendt’s notion of totalitarianism and her analysis 

of German fascism in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). In this sense, this 

dissertation finds out the potential in further analyzing Faulkner’s Light in August 

directly through Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). 

Moreover, the issue of the self’s individuality is prominent in Light in August 

as well. As Spoth points out, the “Southern white supremacy organizations” repeat 

a protofascist paradigm over and over again, a paradigm that is everywhere in Light 

in August (247). Spoch’s analysis of Light in August demonstrates the relevance 

between the politics of Faulkner’s fiction and the idea of the totalitarian impact on 

the self. In this regard, Spoch’s research reveals the theoretical potential of 
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employing Arendt’s notion of the human condition (which relates particularly to the 

self’s human activity and capacity) to analyze Faulkner’s individuals in 

Yoknapatawpha. As the human condition suggests the characteristics, key events, 

or a situation that composes the essentials of human existence, Arendt’s idea 

becomes crucial in analyzing the isolated self with Christmas as a primary example 

in this dissertation. Given the above argument, I view Arendt’s The Human 

Condition (1958) as an appropriate theoretical foundation to investigate Christmas 

and his attempt to become a free self in Light in August. 

This dissertation appreciates the antecedent Faulkner critics and their 

abundant research in the study. However, this dissertation takes a new trajectory by 

exploring Christmas through the lens of the human condition, predominantly 

through his activities of labor, work, and action in an inscribed society. This 

dissertation therefore evaluates Light in August and Christmas through the 

perspective of Hannah Arendt, chiefly through the idea of the human condition in 

The Human Condition (1958) and, thus, additionally, through the theory of 

totalitarianism in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). 

 

1.3 Methodology 

This dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter One introduces the 

principal argument and provides a clear direction of the following sections in this 

dissertation. Chapter two provides a theoretical framework based on Hannah 
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Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) and The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). 

By analyzing Arendt’s idea of the human condition and the notion of 

totalitarianism, this chapter offers a consistent analytical framework for this 

dissertation. Chapter Three investigates Christmas through Arendt’s idea of the 

human condition in The Human Condition (1958). This chapter seeks specifically 

to understand Joe Christmas’ three human conditions, including labor, work, and 

action in the County of Yoknapatawpha. With a close reading and detailed textual 

evidence, this chapter proffers a careful analysis of Christmas’ human agency, 

which is associated with the said three human conditions. This chapter also 

demonstrates Joe Christmas as a qualified model of a self attempting to pursue 

resolution in an enclosed society from the perspective of the Arendtian human 

condition. Chapter Four explores the totalitarian authority in Yoknapatawpha on the 

basis of Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). 

By analyzing the systemic racism of Jefferson in Light in August, this dissertation 

argues the relationship between the act of Jefferson’s racial regulation and the 

authority of totalitarianism. Such totalitarian power poses a crisis of a self’s human 

agency, including Christmas, in an inscribed community. In Chapter Five, this 

dissertation concludes that William Faulkner’s Light in August (1932) explores the 

human condition of an individual’s crisis of expressing individuality and attaining 

human agency. By employing Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) and 

The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) as the theoretical framework, this 
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dissertation argues that Joe Christmas is a suitable paradigm of an attempting self, 

more intriguing than other characters, such as Joanna Burden and Gail Hightower, 

in Light in August. While human beings are usually conditioned beings, they are 

not always necessarily conditioned. Joe Christmas attempts to demonstrate his 

human conditions freely even though the social conventions in Yoknapatawpha do 

not allow him to realize himself fully. 
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Chapter Two 

Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition and The Origins of Totalitarianism 

     Hannah Arendt’s idea of human ontology concerns the individual’s human 

agency in the context of social forces. This chapter analyzes two books of Arendt 

that both involve the issue of human agency. These two books supply the analytical 

framework of this dissertation. The first book is The Human Condition (1958). In 

The Human Condition (1958), Arendt contends: “[s]ince Plato, and probably since 

Socrates, thinking [...] [has] constitute[d] in itself a highly active state” in the realm 

of social ontology (291). “The Cave allegory in Plato’s Republic,” according to 

Arendt, has dominated the Western philosophical tradition since the 380 B.C. 

(292). Plato believes that vita contemplation (thinking) is superior to vita activa 

(activity). In The Human Condition, Arendt aspires to reverse this hierarchy of 

thinking and activity derived initially from Plato—and thus to bring the awareness 

of human activity in the context of human ontology. Arendt illuminates further how 

the vita activa occupies equally the influential position as vita contemplation in the 

field of ontology, particularly in human beings’ confrontation with social forces. In 

this sense, Arendt separates the vita activa into three distinctive categories: 1) the 

human condition of labor; 2) the human condition of work; and 3) the human 

condition of action. Arendt considers the vita activa to be necessarily the pivotal 

human agency which underlies all human life. 
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The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) is the other book in which Arendt 

explores the issue of human agency within a larger discourse on social control. 

Arendt scholars often hold that The Origins of Totalitarianism remains important 

because it explains the absolute domination of human agency in the twentieth 

century. Given the above, this chapter mainly discusses “Chapter Thirteen: 

Ideology and Terror: A Novel Form of Government” as this dissertation’s other 

analytical framework. In “Ideology and Terror,” Arendt investigates how 

totalitarianism uses human beings’ terror of isolation as a primary method in 

manipulating human beings ideologically. Moreover, Arendt discovers how 

totalitarianism achieves its ultimate aim of paralyzing humans by isolating people 

(474). By analyzing the core value of human terror, that is, being isolated, Arendt 

explores how the condition of isolation leads to humans’ impotence and ultimately 

the “inability to act at all” (474). Ideology and terror, according to Arendt, conspire 

to be the fundamental forces which frustrate human’s power and action. 

 

2.1 Chapter Map 

     This chapter consists of two main parts. In the first part, this dissertation 

provides a diagnosis of Hannah Arendt’s idea of human ontology derived from The 

Human Condition (1958). This section examines Arendt’s motif of The Human 

Condition and evaluates the primary elements of the Arendtian notion of social 

ontology. Chiefly, this part focuses on the three forms of vita activa—the three 
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human activities—in Arendt’s The Human Condition. This part illustrates Arendt’s 

idea of human activities—labor, work, and action—as both the keys to sustaining 

human individuality and the sources to incite human life. 

In the second part of Chapter Two, I explore Arendt’s idea of totalitarianism 

in The Origin of Totalitarianism (1951). Focusing predominantly on “Ideology and 

Terror,” this section elucidates the problem of human beings losing their human 

agency in the context of total social domination, especially under both the control 

of totalitarian authority and the manipulation of ideology. Finally, this dissertation 

gives a brief chapter conclusion of Hannah Arendt’s idea of social ontology, the 

three human activities, the notion of totalitarianism, and human beings’ strategy to 

survive in the context of authoritarian social control. 

 

2.2 General Background 

     In The Human Condition (1958), Arendt presents the idea of human activities 

as a compelling force of human agency. She divides the human activities—the vita 

activa—into three forms, that is, 1) the human condition of labor, 2) the human 

condition of work, and 3) the human condition of action. By pursuing the idea of 

human activities, Arendt points out the importance of vita activa, which is as 

significant as vita contemplation in the human agency. Meanwhile, Arendt reverses 

the predominant locus of Western philosophy on vita contemplation derived 

initially from Plato. Arendt emphasizes the significance of vita activa in the context 
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of human ontology. Arendt argues vita activa is a pivotal source of completing 

human beings’ agency. 

     Margaret Canovan elucidates Hannah Arendt’s motif of The Human 

Condition (1958). In her 1998 introduction to the book, Canovan indicates three 

primary purposes for Arendt’s intention in this book. First, Arendt aims at 

challenging the strong Western tradition of political philosophy between thinking 

and acting derived from Plato (xii). By re-examining the philosophy of acting in 

Plato’s The Republic (380 B.C.), Arendt intends to bring up awareness to the 

previously neglected human capacities; that is, human beings’ act of labor and 

action. By so doing, Arendt reverses the useful hierarchy of thinking (high) and 

action (low) in the Western philosophical tradition. 

Second, Arendt investigates the misconception in which Karl Marx 

conceived political action as identical to work (xi). By exploring the three human 

activities (labor, work, and action), Arendt differentiates the human condition of 

work from the human condition of action. Arendt hence establishes the foundation 

of human activity of labor and differentiates her theory of labor from Marx. 

Rather than placing Plato as the only significant Greek influencer on her 

works, Arendt alludes to Aristotle’s idea between “the quiet” and “the unquiet” in 

the aspects of human activities (15). Arendt argues: The Human Condition does not 

merely re-examine the vita activa, the human activities of labor, work, and action in 

the modern age but, permanently, reverse “the privileged” view of thinking and 
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action toward human condition (324). Finally, Arendt aspires to inspire readers not 

only to think, but to act and hence to realize their human agency in the context of a 

robust social authority. 

     Arendt argues that the term vita activa indicates the very idea of the human 

condition. In addition, she suggests that vita activa includes three core dimensions. 

First, “vita activa,” the human life of action, receives its meaning from its 

counterpart term, “vita contemplativa,” the human life of thinking (16). The term 

vita activa includes, in this sense, all human activities. Opposed to the idea of 

contemplation, vita contemplative (the “quiet”), vita activa relates to the Greek 

word askholia (the “unquiet”) (15). As Aristotle designates earlier to the human 

activities between the quiet and the unquiet, Arendt inherits the idea of human 

activities mostly from Aristotle’s differentiation between contemplation (the quiet 

activities) and political action (the unquiet activities). Accordingly, Arendt develops 

the unquiet activities (vita activa) into three forms—which are, labor, work, and 

action (15). 

Second, Arendt elucidates vita activa, the human condition/activities, as 

denying the idea of human nature entirely. In The Human Condition, Arendt argues: 

“if we have a nature or essence, then surely only a god could know and define it” 

(10). In other words, Arendt’s idea of human condition/activities shares the value 

that human beings are individual entities and thus own their agents. Arendt objects 

to the idea of one omniscient god who dominates human nature and human life. 
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Arendt thereby asserts the notion that vita activa navigates the condition of human 

beings’ life as self-made. This self-made condition of human activities constitutes 

neither human nature nor the idea of a god controlling human life. Instead, the self-

made condition of human activities enables human beings to own and control their 

agency (10). 

The third feature of the vita activa is that men are conditioned beings (9). In 

The Human Condition, Arendt suggests that human beings are conditioned neither 

by god nor by an external force, but by “everything they come in contact” (9) with. 

In other words, Arendt considers that men cultivate their beings and continuously 

produce the self-made condition. Human beings, as Arendt notes, “possess the 

same conditioning power as natural things” which is the reason why men, “no 

matter what they do, are always conditioned beings” (9). 

 

2.3 The Three Human Activities 

     In Arendt’s theory of vita activa, human activities include three primary 

forms, including labor, work, and action. Labor means the biological life of man as 

an animal. Work indicates the artificial world of objects that human beings build 

upon the earth. Action, finally, involves human beings’ plurality as being distinct 

individuals. Arendt attributes these three human activities to three different 

dimensions of human beings’ life, respectively. Arendt argues, in addition, a 

complete vita activa needs the above three forms of activities to be actualized 
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(Loidolt 5). The three human conditions are more than indispensably connected. As 

Arendt explains, the three human activities of labor, work, and action, collectively, 

draw the totality of human beings’ individuality. 

 

2.3.1 The Human Condition of Labor 

    The first category, labor, entails the biological aspect of human beings’ life. As 

Arendt contends in The Human Condition, labor, in the form of human activities, 

involves the laboring of animals (88). Labor produces nothing but the idea of “life” 

itself (88). On the one hand, Arendt elucidates labor as the significant necessity of 

individual human life. On the other hand, Arendt does not consider labor as an 

ample factor in distinguishing human beings from animals and thus, as capable of 

completing human agency. Arendt explains: “[w]hat men share with all other forms 

of animal life was not considered to be human” (84). Arendt’s category of labor is 

then the most primary level of human activity in the aspect of the human condition. 

Further, this dissertation also explores four indispensable traits of the human 

condition of labor. That is, 1) the division between laboring body and working 

hands, 2) labor and life, 3) labor and fertility, and 4) laboring and consuming. 

     The first characteristic Arendt identifies in the human condition of labor is 

necessity which suggests the significant difference between labor (the laboring 

body) and work (the working hands). This distinction between labor and work, as 

Arendt elucidates, was initially identified by John Locke, the British philosopher of 
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the seventeenth century (80). Developing Locke’s idea, Arendt investigates further 

this differentiation between labor and work and the origin of their terminology. 

Arendt writes that the classification between labor and work is, in fact, 

somewhat reminiscent of the ancient Greek distinction between the 

cheirotechnes, the craftsman, to whom the German Handwerker 

corresponds, and those who, like ‘slaves and tame animals with their 

bodies minister to the necessities of life,’ or in the Greek idiom, to somati 

ergazesthai, work with their bodies. (80) 

Arendt discovers that the ancient Greek philosophers tended to view the two terms, 

labor and work, as one identical notion, since the Greek vocabulary for labor is not 

ponein [labor], but rather, ergazesthai [work]. Despite sharing the same etymology, 

Arendt recognizes the dissimilarity between labor and work, which lies in the idea 

of necessity. 

     Necessity differentiates the core value of labor and work. As Arendt argues, 

in activity, men are driven by a necessity to labor, whereas men are not driven by 

the equal necessity to work and to create: “To labor meant to be enslaved by 

necessity, and this enslavement was inherent in the conditions of human life” (83-

4). Arendt suggests that labor symbolizes the bare outcome of animal/human 

species’ primitive instinct. The necessity of labor, in this sense, signifies a necessity 

to live. On the other hand, work does not comprise a necessary impulse for life. 

Work, according to Arendt, serves as the origin of men’s productivity. That is, work 
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evolves to be the desire of creating the new, which is not as driven by the necessity 

to sustain life as labor. 

Furthermore, Arendt contends that labor contains a form of productivity 

which produces its own “reproduction” (88). This reproduction of labor further 

differentiates the activity of labor from the activity of work. The productivity of 

work creates new human-made objects to the human artifice. However, the 

reproduction of labor indicates a necessity to fulfill the organism’s natural impulse 

to live. In short, labor contains a necessity to live and owns no productivity, in the 

sense of creating a new object, whereas work needs no necessary impulse to live 

yet has the productivity in creating the new. 

In this regard, labor and work constitute two fundamentally different 

dimensions of human beings’ activities. First, labor constitutes biologically the 

necessary cyclical movement of human beings, which is not shared by the activity 

of work (88). Further, while labor produces and reproduces nothing but the idea of 

“life” itself, work contains the productivity which mainly relates to manufacturing 

new objects to earth (88). By examining the activities of labor and work through 

this lens, both necessity and productivity, Arendt argues that labor and work occupy 

two different aspects of human beings’ activity. 

     Life is the second major feature of the human condition of labor. “Limited by 

a beginning and an end,” as Arendt articulates, life implies a biological process for 

every organism (97). Circumscribed by two supreme events, that is, appearance and 
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disappearance within the world, labor engages with linear life span with human 

activity (97). Within this linear span of life, the two biological aspects of growth 

and decay confine the activity of labor. However, though the laboring activity is 

constituted by growth and decay, presented as a straight line, labor indeed 

manifests an “ever-recurrent cyclical movement of nature” (96). That is, the ever-

recurrent cyclical movement of nature is present in every new individual life. 

Moreover, the cyclical movement of nature is repetitive in the activity of 

labor. As Arendt argues, while both birth and death confine the organic movements, 

the movement of birth-death is thus cyclically recurring and can be examined 

among various individuals in the world of nature. Arendt notes that the cyclical 

movement enables the life of an organism to sustain both the working of life and 

the laboring activity presented on every individual in the society. This cyclical 

movement of life, as Arendt explains, enriches the human condition of labor and 

runs as a non-stop cycle among different individuals. 

Furthermore, labor constitutes itself upon necessity which, in turn, drives this 

repetitive movement. As Arendt contends, ‘to labor’ means to live by necessity; 

necessity represents a primary motive of the labor activity—not only to live but to 

consume the energy of biological life (96). Meanwhile, Arendt also declares that 

such consumption of labor activity is not destructive for the movement of life. 

Labor produces and reproduces the “changeless, deathless repetition” of life (96)—

and, hence, Arendt suggests that labor’s repulsive necessity to consume the process 
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of life meanwhile promises labor’s reproduction of the repetitive movement of 

organism among various individuals. In other words, labor and life represent “the 

daily fight in which the human body is engaged to keep the world clean and prevent 

its decay” (100). As Arendt argues, “the endurance it needs to repair every day 

anew the waste of yesterday is not courage... but its relentless repetition” (100). As 

Arendt further elaborates, not only is the activity of labor relentlessly repetitive, but 

also labor “has a much closer connection with the world” in the context of human 

life (100). 

     Arendt also discusses the fertility of labor and argues that it springs 

predominantly from birth. Thus, Arendt defines labor as the product of nature (103) 

and suggests that the relationship between labor and nature parallels with the 

collaboration of work and men. While work indicates the objects which men add to 

the human world, labor articulates the right products of mother nature. As work 

relates to the human-made objects, labor, on the other hand, serves as the natural 

process in the world of nature. 

Arendt argues that labor fundamentally symbolizes the idea of fertility. She 

thereby proposes the idea of “accumulation” derived from fertility. Distinguished 

from the economic accumulation of Adam Smith, Arendt’s idea of accumulation 

relates more to human beings’ overall living condition. Arendt elucidates: since 

labor is essentially a biological process, it will not exhaust itself. In other words, 

labor’s reproduction will not consume its self-activity (107). Arendt argues that the 
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activity of labor accumulates its fertility to reproduce life’s fertility and enables life 

to sustain further. By accumulating the fertility which the process of life needs to 

circulate in nature, labor proffers the energy for its process to work biologically. 

In this sense, Arendt considers labor to be a great blessing (107). Among all 

human activities, in The Human Condition, Arendt contends that “only labor, and 

neither action nor work, is unending” (105-6). Arendt views labor as “progressing 

automatically per life itself and outside the range of willful decisions or humanly 

meaningful purposes” (105-6). Arendt illustrates that labor imposes upon human 

beings the ability to reproduce an unending circle of life by its energy in the 

organic movement of nature. Moreover, by accumulating the indispensable source 

of biological processes, labor exemplifies the very idea of fertility. 

     Arendt then inquiries into the relationship between laboring and consuming. 

She argues that labor and consumption are the two stages of the same process, 

which are “imposed upon man by the necessity of life” (126). That is, in the aspect 

of necessity, consumption exists necessarily in the world both as the ever-recurrent 

cycle of nature and as the activity of labor. Arendt points out that consumption 

generates its own need to consume. In other words, consumption is driven by the 

necessity of human beings’ need to live—as a momentous event as labor. Arendt 

specifies that while consumption and labor are implying a need to consume and to 

live, labor and consumption participate, indeed, “the very condition of human life” 

(131). In the aspect of consumption, both labor and consumption symbolize an 
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impulse to wear down durability; more specifically, they reproduce their own 

intention to consume and re-consume. 

 

2.3.2 The Human Condition of Work 

     Consequently, Arendt considers the human condition of work as an activity 

in which human-made objects are added to the world of nature. As opposed to the 

cyclical movement of labor, Arendt holds that human-made objects symbolize 

human beings’ creativity and humanity’s power to build a society. Not as recurrent 

as labor, which generates life’s repetitive circle of nature, the human condition of 

work represents a rather ‘artificial’ form of human activity. That is, the human 

condition of work designates a human activity better relevant to human beings per 

se and artificial entities. Thereby, Arendt connects the human condition of work 

with human beings’ capacity to create, to manufacture new objects imposed upon 

nature, to sustain instrumentality, and, as we will see, to attain durability from the 

work of art fundamentally. 

     First, Arendt contends that the human condition of work possesses the feature 

of durability. As Arendt evaluates, durability is the quality which makes an entity 

stable. Nonetheless, Arendt does not consider that durability enables the objects 

added by human beings to the earth never to decay. Instead, she argues: the 

“durability of the human artifice is not absolute” (136). Arendt suggests that the 

human-made artifice will eventually decay in the world of humans. However, as 
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Arendt articulates, the human-made objects possess “the function of stabilizing 

human life” (137). Given the above, Arendt believes that durability serves as an 

indispensable role in the activity of work as stabilizing the human condition. 

     The human condition of work sustains men’s durability in view of human 

society. By participating in the human activity of work, humans better the diversity 

of human society by adding different human-made objects to the world. Further, 

while adding human-made objects to the world, human beings retrieve their 

‘sameness’ quality of labor from each other since each individual create and add 

different objects to the society. Men, in other words, retreat from the same recurrent 

cycle with nature shared by individuals by the activity of work and their 

productivity. By participating in the activity of work, Arendt argues that human 

beings are endowed with further ability to address their identity, which is marked 

by the objects they create. In light of the foregoing, Arendt suggests that the human 

condition of work is not merely as a means to avoid the natural destruction but 

necessarily, a way to sustain and reproduce humans’ living condition irrelevant 

from the aspect of nature. In the human activity of work, Arendt argues that humans 

are not separated from other individuals but related to each other by sustaining their 

selves and the larger society. 

     Men are, as Arendt illuminates, fundamentally “tool-maker[s].” In The 

Human Condition, Arendt explores Benjamin Franklin’s comment on the human 

beings as a species of “tool-maker”—the homo faber—in her investigation of the 
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human condition of work (144). The tool-maker, as opposed to the animal 

laborans, indicates a specific design in the human condition of work. Arendt 

illustrates such design possesses the feature of instrumentality. The instrumentality 

of work is not as inherent as a direct product from nature regarding labor. 

Preferably, the instrumentality engages with a mechanized process which 

reproduces its second-life for the tool-maker (146). In this sense, the tool maker, 

while endowed with the quality of instrumentality, functions capably with no 

automatic repetitive rhythm of the metabolism from nature in the aspect of work. 

Arendt hence explores the two necessary qualities of the idea of instrumentality and 

its tool-maker: suitability and usefulness (153). 

     Arendt believes that instrumentality contains two indispensable ends, which 

are 1) suitability and 2) usefulness. Since the human condition of work is not as 

necessarily inherent and automatically repetitive as nature gives to labor, the human 

condition of work is required to calculate what it needs and consumes on its own in 

the world of human artifice. Arendt contends: “[d]uring the work process, 

everything is judged in terms of suitability and usefulness for the desired end, and 

for nothing else” (153). In other words, both the ideas of suitability and utility 

complete the notion of instrumentality. Moreover, Arendt indicates that the ideas of 

suitability and utility center in the notion of not wasting resources. Therefore, 

human-made objects must meet both ends of means and products. As Arendt 
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illuminates, since every “human being is an end in himself” (155), both suitability 

and utility must participate in the activity of work to complete its instrumentality. 

Arendt articulates that human beings’ instrumentality corresponds 

substantially to Kant’s political theory of man as an end in himself (157). As Arendt 

argues, the activity of work, along with the feature of instrumentality (including 

suitability and utility), enable men to be independent by themselves, through the 

consistent process of work (of producing and reproducing). This instrumentality is 

neither found in the activity of labor nor inherited from nature. Arendt argues, 

instead, this instrumentality is endowed solely with the process of the activity of 

work. By participating in the human condition of work, Arendt proposed that 

human beings are capable of sustaining both their independence and the sense of 

utility, as an end in themselves. 

Finally, in The Human Condition, Arendt confronts Plato with her idea of 

instrumentality. By arguing that humans possess instrumentality and thus 

independence, Arendt disagrees with Plato’s idea that “the god is the [only] 

measure [even] of mere use objects” (159). Arendt believes, with the 

instrumentality of work, humans can be both the subject and the object. Arendt 

disbelieves, therefore, that the notion that “‘God is the [only] measure of all 

things’” originated from Plato—in which Arendt considers God is merely “an 

empty, moralizing gesture” (166-7). By participating the condition of work and 

acquiring the feature of instrumentality, suitability, and its usefulness from the 
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human-made objects, human beings evolve to be complete homo faber (“the tool-

maker”) and thus independent from the repetitive cycle of nature. Humans, in the 

aspect of instrumentality, sustain their living condition as individual men with the 

condition of work. 

     Arendt identifies the permanence of the work of art as the final feature of the 

human condition of work. Arendt defines the work of art and the human-made 

objects as the very stability of the human artifice (167). Further, Arendt regards the 

permanence of the work of art as one significant ground which forges the 

tangibility of the human world. Arendt illuminates: the objects human beings add to 

the world are “the most intensely worldly of all tangible things” (167). What 

Arendt illustrates is that the work of art is fundamentally untouched by the process 

of nature, which thus enables human beings to retain a sense of durability. 

Arendt explores human beings’ thoughts in the context of the work of art. 

Examining through the lens of the permanence of the work of art, Arendt relates 

thoughts to the capacity of human’s feelings. Arendt argues that both thoughts and 

feelings construct the basis of men’s production of the work of art. Both thoughts 

and feelings, in Arendt’s view, form the sources of human creativity. That is, both 

thoughts and feelings are necessarily the foundation of the human activity of work. 

As Arendt argues, thoughts differ fundamentally from the idea of cognition. 

In Arendt’s notion, cognition always pursues a definite aim, in which cognition is 

often applicable to the aspect of science (170). Nonetheless, thoughts are, on the 
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other hand, regarded as not “useless” but “the highest worldly productivity” in the 

human artifice (171). In view of the aforementioned, Arendt contends that thoughts 

serve as the source of artworks and the origin of the creative process, whereas 

cognition is not. Whilst human beings’ capacity to think and their faculty of 

thoughts are the primary foundation of the work of art, Arendt says, indeed, they 

are the main origin of the human’s condition of work. 

In the context of the work of art, a clear differentiation between labor and 

work emerges in The Human Condition. While labor symbolizes human beings’ 

instinctual drive to consume and reproduce according to the cyclical process in 

nature, work is a human activity of creating identity related to men’s thoughts and 

feelings. To Arendt, neither labor nor work symbolizes the final solution for human 

beings’ life: “What is certain is that the measure can be neither the mere driving 

necessity of biological life and labor nor the only utilitarian instrumentalism of 

fabrication and usage” (174). Arendt argues that human beings need a further 

activity that navigates their life. This further activity, as Arendt considers, lies in the 

third level of the human condition, that is, action. 

 

2.3.3 The Human Condition of Action 

     Hannah Arendt elucidates the human condition of action as the source of 

human beings’ plurality. She quotes Isak Dinesen (the nom de plume of Karen 

Blixen), the Danish writer’s words as an epigraph to the chapter on the action: “all 
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sorrow can be borne if you put them into a story or tell a story about them” (175). 

The source of the epigraph is not definite but commonly believed in “a telephone 

interview published in the New York Times Book Review on November 3, 1957” 

(Wilkinson 77). Dinesen’s words, however, elaborate Arendt’s idea of action 

fundamentally—which relates to individuals’ life and thus men’s stories and 

narratives. As Arendt suggests, the human activity of action not only interrupts the 

web of preoccupied human relationships, but specifically provides patterns of 

choice for individual life, in which “who somebody is” is solidified through a 

person’s words and action (181). The following sections explore Arendt’s idea of 

the human condition of action, which includes 1) human beings’ agents, 2) the 

human relationships, 3) men’s frailty, and thus, 4) men’s power in the aspect of the 

action. 

     Arendt argues that speech and action are the two primary aspects of human 

plurality. As she indicates, human beings are both distinct and equal because of 

these aspects of speech and action (175). By speech and action, humans are equal 

to understand each other. Meanwhile, humans are distinct and capable of 

distinguishing from each other. Speech and action, as Arendt argues, enable 

humans to possess autonomy. 

Moreover, Arendt contends that the faculties of speech and action allow 

human beings to identify themselves. As Arendt argues, “[a] life without speech 

and without action... is literally dead to the world” (176). The agent in speech and 
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action entails men’s ability to reveal their unique identities. By both speech and 

action, Arendt believes that men insert themselves into the human world (176). 

“This insertion is not forced upon us by necessity, like labor, and it is not prompted 

by utility, like work” (177). Rather, Arendt argues such insertion is sprung from 

men’s “initiative” (177). Therefore, to stop being a human without speech and 

action suggests human beings “no longer lived among men” (176). Speech and 

action form, thereby, the primary aspect of the human activity of action, that is, of 

men’s identity and their uniqueness. 

Arendt thus elaborates that speech and action allow human beings to navigate 

their plurality. As Arendt indicates, action is not propelled by necessity as labor or 

urged by utility as work. The activities of action are indeed unconditioned. In fact, 

the human activity of action is unconditioned because of its feature of plurality, 

derived directly from individuals’ speech and action. As Arendt suggests, the 

initiative of human action includes “to act—to take the initiative, to begin,” “to 

lead,” and “eventually to rule—to set something into motion” (177). A major theme 

of Arendt’s theory of plurality is the initiative of men—the agents of human’s 

speech and action. The agent in speech and action, in other words, enables men to 

live differently among individuals, unconditioned by nature and social forces (178). 

The agent in speech and action becomes, thereby, the texture of not only men’s 

source of plurality but hence, human beings’ possibilities in expecting the 

unexpected. 
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     Arendt argues that the human condition of action constructs a web of human 

relationships. This web, as Arendt articulates, enables speech and action to work 

regularly among human beings and thus to contain the capacity of agent-revealing 

(182). The agent-revealing feature, as Arendt further illustrates, builds a web 

between human beings (182). Through this web of human relationship— 

the constant revealing process of speech and action among each individual— 

human beings disclose themselves to others as distinct subjects. Moreover, Arendt 

explains that the web of human relationship is intangible. Although the web 

connects human beings, men are merely “the author[s] or producer[s] of [their] own 

life story,” that is, they are not capable of writing another person’s life story (184). 

In other words, men merely own the capability and individuality in their own 

identity rather than touching upon others. The feature of intangibility suggests 

every human being’s individuality. 

Through the web of human relationships, Arendt explores the condition of 

men’s action in performing their identity in a society. Human beings are the 

subjects/the protagonists as the puppets of a drama. As Arendt explores, “the 

actions of men appear like the gestures of puppets led by an invisible hand behind 

the scene,” in which the outcome of the plot remains a riddle to the characters 

(185). For Arendt, men’s living condition relates to a form of playing, which is 

intangible with an interruption from each other, remaining untouched by the 

audiences at the theatre. Only the humans and the characters themselves can create 
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the next lines and stories. In short, the Arendtian web illuminates a product born 

from the constant revealing process of speech and action in the human world. The 

web of human relation not only reveals men’s individuality but also constructs 

intangibility among human beings. The web, as Arendt puts it, continually reveals 

human beings’ uniqueness to each other, yet, meanwhile, it separates individuals 

from each other. 

     Arendt elucidates isolation to be the central frailty of the human condition of 

action. The human condition of action is never possible in isolation, as Arendt 

contends. She argues: “to be isolated is to be deprived of the capacity to act” (188). 

Given the above, Arendt elaborates that for human beings, speaking and acting will 

fall under the condition of isolation. Arendt argues: action refers to “an inherent 

tendency to force open all limitations and cut across all boundaries” thoroughly 

(190). Nonetheless, this boundlessness of action can only be possible and establish 

relationships among people while human beings stay connected. Alternatively, 

Arendt suggests that humans can even see no boundaries to break. The web of 

human relationships, that is, the net of speech and action, can thrive from the 

inherent unpredictability of human affairs solely under an active connection 

between men. 

     Arendt argues that the human condition of action contains a feature of 

uncertainty that differentiates action from the human conditions of both labor and 

work. As Arendt continues, human beings are—under the prescribed condition of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001011

 

 45 

labor and work—endowed with “man-thought conditions to natural processes” and 

thus forced to “fall into man-made patterns” (231). In other words, men “eventually 

learned how to repeat the process that goes on in the sun” under the patterns of 

labor and work (231). Nonetheless, in the aspect of human action, Arendt suggests 

that men challenge the natural process and unfollow the process of the ‘no-return.’ 

Action predominates men’s condition regardless of the natural law. 

Arendt values action for two features: unpredictability and plurality. By 

challenging the “processes of no return”, that is, the pattern of the irreversibility in 

the human world, the human activity of action starts a unique process 

unconditioned by natural law for individual men (231). By challenging the 

prescribed pattern, the outcome of men’s ability to act “remains uncertain;” their 

producing product stays unpredictable (231-2). Arendt associates this feature of 

unpredictability to the production of plurality for human affairs (232). This 

uncertainty of human affairs brings out plurality from humans’ life. However, the 

uncertainty in the activity of action requires another two agents to compensate for 

the frailty of men’s unpredictability: 1) the faculty of forgiveness, and 2) the faculty 

of promise. 

     “To forgive” and “to promise” are the two human faculties that Arendt 

considers to consolidate human affairs’ uncertainty (239; 245). To forgive is the 

first faculty. Arendt elucidates “forgiveness” as one high human power endowed 

with men’s capacity to act (238). To forgive suggests a form of ability that can 
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recompense the irreversible—to fix the old and thus to be able to start the new and, 

finally, to lead further action. Moreover, Arendt regards the faculty of forgiveness 

as not God’s priority. As Arendt illuminates, “this power does not derive from God” 

(239). Instead, Arendt suggests that the faculty of forgiveness is a faculty of human 

beings. Arendt believes that human beings are independent since they are capable 

of acting and forgiving on their own. 

Furthermore, Arendt deems the power to forgive as equal as the power to 

love. For Arendt, to forgive and to destroy “the in-between which relates us to and 

separates us from others” concerns hugely with the aspect of love (242). Arendt 

articulates that the power to love is the core and ultimate faculty which 

distinguishes human beings from animals (242). In other words, the capacity of 

forgiving redeems humans from the irreversibility of life and thus assists humanity 

to survive from the uncertain frailty of human affairs. Human beings rely 

eventually not on God, as Arendt elucidates, but on their capacity to forgive, to 

love, and to act. 

The other human faculty in the condition of action is the power to promise. 

The power to promise proffers human beings the ability to master the darkness of 

humans’ affairs (244). Arendt contends that promising helps men to live through 

“the darkness of the human heart” (244). Meanwhile, the faculty of promising 

allows humans to navigate to survive from the condition, particularly that as 

“foretelling the consequences of an act within a community of equals” remains 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001011

 

 47 

impossible (244). Arendt discusses, by practicing the two faculties of human 

action—to forgive and to promise—human beings grow to be independent 

individuals who rely not on the sovereignty of God but on their capacity to act. By 

not relying on the cyclical movement of nature, humans live ultimately as 

independent creatures who are both in and out of the pattern of the cyclical 

movement of the sun. 

Finally, Arendt argues that the faculties of both to forgive and to promise 

surpass the frailty of human beings that might spring from uncertainty. While 

endowed with the faculties of forgiveness and promise, the condition of action is 

powerful enough to master uncertainty and contain the plurality (247). Human 

beings are born to be able both to repeat the cycle of the biological process of life 

and to interrupt this recurrent cycle by their ability. Arendt comments on the human 

condition; in the end, men are born to hold the power of writing their own 

existence. Human beings are born to forgive, to promise, to love, and to live 

through the irreversibility and unpredictability resulting from life’s frailty. As 

Arendt illustrates in The Human Condition, humans are inherently born not to die, 

but more fundamentally to begin again (246). 

 

2.4 The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) 

     This section focuses mainly on “Part Three: Totalitarianism” and ‘Ideology 

and Terror: A Novel Form of Government’ in The Origins of Totalitarianism 
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(1951). Here, Hannah Arendt elucidates the power of social forces, particularly the 

authority of totalitarianism, on the formation of humans’ individuality. 

Totalitarianism is, as Arendt observes, a form of government that regulates 

ideologically human beings’ life. Well-developed totalitarianism, as Arendt 

remarks, destroys “all social, legal and political traditions of the country” (460). 

Moreover, Arendt continues to suggest that the establishment of totalitarianism 

primarily lies in two aspects: 1) ideology and terror, and 2) human beings’ isolation. 

In the following sections, this dissertation discusses the interrelation between 

ideology, terror, social isolation, and thus the power of persuasion that reinforces 

the cult of totalitarianism. I clarify, firstly, the power of persuasion as the technique 

which shapes totalitarianism as social control. 

 

2.4.1 The Power of Persuasion: Between Totalitarianism and Traditional 

Tyrannical Government 

     Before discussing totalitarianism and the power of persuasion, Arendt 

elucidates a necessary distinction between a totalitarian government and a 

conventional tyranny. Despite the scholarly debate of viewing totalitarianism as a 

reasonably conventional tyranny, Arendt regards totalitarianism as a new form of 

government. She argues that totalitarianism differs from traditional tyranny (461), 

since a tyranny is inclined to consume violence as its first-place method to govern 

the target objects, whereas totalitarianism tends to manipulate human beings’ terror 
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of being isolated from others (461). Arendt considers totalitarianism as an authority 

which contains a sense of “novelty”—which primarily distinguishes totalitarian 

government from the traditional tyranny (461). Arendt thus comments that the 

power of persuasion is the core which distinguishes totalitarian authority from 

tyranny. 

Persuasion construes the pivot of the early shaping of totalitarianism, as 

Arendt contends. She first acknowledges the power of persuasion, particularly on 

the influence of race-thinking, and she thereby identifies a form of ideological 

persuasion vital in the totalitarian tyranny, which is racism. In “Race-Thinking 

Before Racism,” Arendt explores the idea of race-thinking that emerged in France 

in the nineteenth century (158). Arendt argues that race-thinking gradually became 

popular in Western countries in the nineteenth century, particularly in France, then 

spread to Germany (165). After the 1870s, augmented by its own brand of racism, 

Germany turned increasingly to nationalism and imperialism (165). Examining the 

case of Germanism, Arendt indicates that while being enriched with the power of 

persuasion, race-thinking eventually grows to be “the ideology which interprets 

history as a natural fight of races” (159). Racism, in the view of Arendt, established 

its unprecedented power through the commission of persuasion. Race-thinking and 

racism were, henceforth, “neither a new nor a secret weapon” in the development 

of human history (158). Instead, both of them remain influential in contemporary 

society. 
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Racism emerged in the early twentieth-century—such as Nazism in 

Germany—and attained a “thoroughgoing consistency” as never before (158). This 

racism soon became thoroughly eminent to “appeal to either experiences or 

desires” and acquires the position “to immediate political needs” in the aspect of 

race-thinking (159). This form of ideology relies upon its power to convince, that 

is, the power of persuasion to gain both political power and ideological control. 

This power of persuasion not only enables race-thinking and racism to avail 

themselves of “a source of convenient arguments for varying political conflicts” but 

also exploits the “existing conflicting interests” and “existing political problems” 

for the use of totalitarian government (183). By performing the power of 

persuasion, along with the aid of race-thinking and racism, during the twentieth 

century, totalitarianism gains its highest historical position through propaganda and 

the psychological manipulation of men. This power of persuasion, as Arendt 

illustrates, not only differentiates totalitarian authority from the typical tyranny but 

also underlies totalitarianism, inflected as it is with the influence of racism, the 

domination of ideology, and the terror to thoroughly regulate human beings’ 

behavior. 

 

2.4.2 Ideology and Terror: The Actual Practice of Persuasion 

     Ideology and terror are the two significant elements of totalitarian authority 

and they rely upon the power of persuasion. Arendt argues: “[t]otalitarian 
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lawfulness pretends to have found a way to establish the rule of justice on earth”—

in which human beings are persuaded to obey the principle of this ‘justice’ and thus 

surrender to it (462). In other words, Arendt believes that the technique of 

persuasion enables totalitarianism to permeate human beings’ cognitive reality. 

Arendt suggests that since human beings tend to rely on forms of belief, 

totalitarianism is capable of manipulating men. 

Arendt thus contends that the success of totalitarianism and persuasion lies in 

human beings’ obsession with “the Law,” an obsession with the “law of History or 

law of Nature” (461). Totalitarianism succeeds in controlling men’s lives, mainly 

due to its exploitation of human beings’ obsession with the Law. As Arendt argues, 

by availing itself of men’s original forms of belief, totalitarianism establishes a 

philosophy which both destroys men’s preconditioned mindset and accustoms 

humans to a new one. By developing the technique of persuasion and manipulating 

the obsession of humans’ fantasy to the Law, totalitarianism further practices its 

social control in two ways: 1) ideology, and 2) terror. 

     Ideology is the first technique in a totalitarian regime. As Arendt contends, 

totalitarian crisis arises from “no more threat from the outside” (460). The 

technique of a totalitarian regime is to scapegoat some threat inside the group—and 

uses both humans’ ideological thinking and their terror of being isolated. Ideology, 

in addition, is “a very recent phenomenon,” which indicates “the logic of idea,” as 

Arendt argues (468, 469). The suffix -logy, according to Arendt, articulates nothing 
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but “the logoi” indeed (468). In this sense, ideology is a “pseudo-science” (468). 

However, despite this ambivalent definition of ideology, Arendt regards ideology as 

essentially “the logic of an idea” and also useful (469). Since ideology’s subject is 

history, ideology tends to “pretend to know the mysteries of the whole historical 

process” and thus qualifies itself to be logical (469). In other words, although 

ideology is not a scientific way of thinking, it is still a powerful instrument of 

explanation. Arendt argues that ideology intends to appear as an omniscient Law 

which claims to be capable of solving problems, which later persuades human 

beings to accept it. 

     Arendt proposes, therefore, three fundamental reasons why ideology 

becomes essential in totalitarianism. First, ideology tends to explain “not what is, 

but what becomes, what is born and passes away” (470). This way of explanation 

enables ideology to assume an omniscient aspect, in which ideology escapes from 

dealing with the core problems. That is why Arendt believes that ideological 

thinking is a form of pseudo-science. Second, as Arendt suggests, ideological 

thinking tends to make people rigid and inflexible. While examining problems 

through a specific lens of ideological thinking, human beings cannot learn anything 

new outside this form of thought (470). Arendt suggests that ideology encompasses 

an aspect of inherency, which threatens human being’s individuality in both 

thinkings and acting. Third, ideology achieves its end-purpose through specific 

methods of demonstration (471). In other words, ideology is capable of recreating 
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what it believes in the logic of its belief. It thus demonstrates this belief to its target 

people. By using the technique of explanation, the tendency of inherency, and the 

ability of performance, Arendt uncovers that ideology attains its aim under the 

regime of totalitarianism. 

     Terror is the second principal component in Arendt’s idea of totalitarianism. 

Arendt argues that terror has become “total when it becomes independent of all 

opposition” (464). In Arendt’s view, terror is “the essence of totalitarian 

domination” (464). Moreover, Arendt suggests that terror controls human beings’ 

action. As Arendt illuminates: terror is “the realization of the law of movement; its 

chief aim is to make it possible for the force of nature or history to race freely 

through mankind, unhindered by any spontaneous human action” (465). She 

explains, in this sense, that terror seeks to stabilize human beings’ action. Not 

solely manipulating people by “the logic of idea,” terror enables a totalitarian 

government to persuade humans to act along with their law. 

     The terror Arendt identifies in totalitarianism relates specifically to human 

beings’ terror of isolation. Terror corresponds specifically with “the self-coercive 

force of logical deduction” (473-4), and it also “prepares each individual in his 

lonely isolation against all others” (473-4). In other words, terror constructs 

eventually “the terror-ruled movement into motion and keep it moving” (474). 

Arendt thereby regards human beings’ terror of being isolated as a critical key in 

their surrender to totalitarianism. 
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Along with terror, isolation is a condition of impotence that allow 

totalitarianism to control individuals. “[I]solated men are powerless by definition,” 

Arendt writes, adding that “isolation and impotence” are “the fundamental ability 

to act at all” (474). Arendt also comments on what Martin Luther discussed about 

the condition of isolation, in which “a lonely man ‘always deduces one thing from 

the other and thinks everything to the worst’” (477). Here, Arendt ponders isolation 

as a harsh test to human individuals’ survival. By organizing human beings’ 

loneliness and transforming this state of impotence into an actual terror of survival, 

Arendt argues that totalitarianism controls virtually human beings’ aspects of 

sustaining an active life. By cooperating with the logic of ideology and the legacy 

of terror and the isolated condition, Arendt concludes that totalitarianism strikes 

human beings’ living condition gradually and recreates a newly collective whole to 

their life. 

 

2.5 Chapter Two Conclusion: Arendt’s Philosophy of Human Condition and 

Totalitarianism as the Theoretical Framework 

     This chapter concludes Arendt’s philosophy of human activities and 

totalitarianism to serve as the theoretical framework of this dissertation. With a 

delicate touch of Arendt’s examination of human affairs, I affirm the suitability of 

Arendt’s theory as a firm theoretical foundation for this dissertation. Arendt’s idea 

of human activities comprises three forms. First, the human activity of labor 
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concerns the biological aspect of human beings’ life and the source of fertility. 

Second, the human activity of work explores human beings’ instrumentality, 

creativity, and the permanence of the work of art and its intended human thoughts 

and feelings. Third, the human condition of action permeates humans’ agent and 

enables men to attain individuality, particularly by the power of promise and 

forgiveness. The notion of totalitarianism, moreover, complements Arendt’s idea of 

human life restricted from agency. By the working of ideology, terror, and the 

power of persuasion, totalitarianism rules men’s agency. This dissertation 

anticipates Arendt’s analysis of human beings ensures a consistent diagnosis of 

Faulkner’s portrait of the inextricability of both Yoknapatawpha County and the 

baffling characters who are inscribed by the systemic racism in Light in August. 
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Chapter Three 

Human Activities in Light in August 

     This chapter investigates Faulkner’s Light in August (1932) through the 

Arendtian lens of human activities. By examining Joe Christmas’ three human 

activities, including the human condition of labor, the human condition of work, 

and the human condition of action, based on Arendt’s idea of vita activa, this 

chapter examines Christmas as both a thriving and a failed representation of 

Arendt’s critique of human activities. This chapter thereby evaluates Christmas’ 

attempt to attain his human agency derived directly from his human activities. This 

chapter contains four sections: the first section discusses Christmas’ human activity 

of labor, followed in the second section with the human activity of work. In the 

third section, I discuss Christmas’ human condition of action, particularly his action 

within the larger community. Finally, I conclude that Christmas enacts human 

agency, participating in a process that is illuminated by Arendt’s theory of human 

activities. 

 

3.1 Christmas’ Human Condition of Labor 

     Christmas displays the human condition of labor through his continuous 

seeking to live against the racial dualism of black and white in Jefferson. 

Examining the racial code of Yoknapatawpha, Faulkner describes Christmas as an 

outsider who settles accidentally in Jefferson—a town in which the “community 
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spirit,” the Old South’s legacy remains active (Boyagoda 104). Being both mixed 

race and an outsider to Jefferson, Christmas is fundamentally against Jefferson’s 

central code; white supremacy is entangled with the town’s legislation, particularly 

under a “geographically isolated situation” (Boyagoda 106). With the ideology of 

white supremacy, the prejudice of racial identity is part of the Jefferson 

community’s core values. Thus, we find that white “manshape or manvoice” 

remains superior to the voices of minorities, including those of women and non-

whites (LIA 148). In Jefferson, Christmas lives undoubtedly a deeply “rootless” 

life, for he owns definitely no land he can call his own, “no town nor city” and “no 

street, no walls, no square of earth his home” (LIA 31). Due to both his original 

birth-place and his ambivalent racial identity, Christmas stands entirely against 

Jefferson’s racial codes and hence lives as an outsider in the view of the locals. 

If one observes his situation through Arendt’s theory of the human condition, 

Christmas fulfills the very first level of human activity, that of labor. Christmas was 

automatically included into the human condition of labor. The primary reason 

results from Christmas’ identity as a human being. Beneath the ideology of racial 

identity, of both his “parchment skin” and his “cold, implacable” voice, Christmas 

is a human being (LIA 149). Human beings, in the condition of labor, produce 

nothing but naturally the idea of “life” itself (Arendt 88). As a human being and an 

organic entity, Christmas is nestled within the idea of ‘life’ in the human condition 

of labor. Christmas is both “limited by a beginning and an end” and thus inherently 
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remains as an organic being who has an “ever-recurrent cyclical movement of 

nature” (Arendt 97, 96). In this regard, the human activity of labor includes 

automatically Christmas ever since the moment Christmas’ mother (“Milly”) gave 

birth to “Joey” (LIA 380). 

     Christmas exemplifies Arendt’s idea of “the daily fight,” moreover. In the 

human condition of labor, labor essentially associates with “the daily fight in which 

the human body is engaged to keep the world clean and prevent its decay [which] 

bears little resemblance to heroic deeds” (Arendt 101). Arendt thus argues it is 

labor that preserves the relentless repetition in life and keeps the world of nature 

away from destruction. In Light in August, Christmas’s daily fight involves the 

maintenance of his body and his attempt to sustain his life. First, Christmas resists 

the physical attacks from Simon McEachern, his foster father. Adopted by the 

McEacherns for twelve years, Christmas has withstood both physical and mental 

violence at the hands of McEachern “with a rapt, calm expression like a monk in a 

picture” (LIA 149). With a non-ostensible expression of emotion while being 

abused by his foster father, Christmas participates in the daily fight of labor with a 

face “as firm as carved stone” ever since he was eight (LIA 149; 150). With such a 

solid attitude, Christmas not only strives to sustain physically his biological life in 

the world of nature, but also attempts to support his mental health in order to be 

stable in the face of destructive nature. 
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     Second, Christmas takes a course of action to stay away from the family’s 

emotional control in view of Mrs. McEachern. In relation to Mrs. McEachern, 

Christmas ignores the attempted kindness of his foster mother. Rather than the 

obvious violence performed by Simon McEachern which can be classified as 

destructive action, Mrs. McEachern’s kindness to Christmas is a form of underlying 

abuse. On the one hand, Mrs. McEachern’s face is always full of “soft kindness” 

and who is “always been kind to him” (LIA 168). On the other hand, Christmas is 

ever alert and does not accept such kindness. He murmurs to himself that “[s]he 

was trying to make me cry” since he was eight, the age upon his adoption by the 

McEacherns (LIA 169). Thus, Christmas believes that, by expressing the rare 

kindness to him, “she [Mrs. McEachern] thinks that they [the McEacherns] would 

have had me” (LIA 169). Christmas refuses such kindness and sees her kindness as 

a form of psychological control, different from the father, but possesses the similar 

aim of controlling him. Given this, Christmas rejects the McEachern family’s 

control with its hidden code of strict Presbyterian ideology. Christmas refuses 

either to be tamed by Mr. McEachern’s violent behavior or to accept Mrs. 

McEachern’s kindness for he sees that doing so would be to remain “doomed to be 

forever victim of” not only the law of the family, but the religious and regional 

ideologies that their behavior represents (LIA 169). 

     Furthermore, Christmas evokes strongly Arendt’s argument of the 

relationship between laboring and consuming in the context of labor. In The Human 
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Condition, Arendt contends that both labor and consumption are two stages of the 

same process, in which both labor and consumption are “imposed upon man by the 

necessity of life” (126). In other words, Arendt believes that both labor and 

consumption embody the very condition of humans’ life process—an innate drive 

to live. Accordingly, both laboring and consuming are the necessary components 

for human beings to participate in an absolute need to live. 

In Light in August, Christmas participates in such an activity of laboring and 

consuming actively in the view that he continuously refuses to take McEachern as 

his last name. Adopted by the McEacherns “from that first December evening 

twelve years ago,” Christmas has never acknowledged either Mr. McEachern’s way 

of education or Mrs. McEachern’s intended goodness (LIA 165). Christmas never 

once embraced McEachern as his last name. Rather, he insists unceasingly on his 

original family name: “My name ain’t McEachern. My name is Christmas” (LIA 

145). Not to take McEachern as his last name, Christmas not only resists to accept 

the offering of McEachern simply, but also strives to maintain his identity 

thoroughly. 

Such act of rejection indicates that Christmas resists being officially adopted 

by the McEacherns tremendously. He fights against the religious/regional 

ideologies of the Old South transmitted through the McEacherns so as to be a 

Christmas and preserve his family origin (presumably Spanish) rather than being a 

McEachern (LIA 247). In other words, Christmas is capable to maintain his way of 
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life since he continuously demonstrates his resistance to the surroundings and thus 

bears the name of Christmas rather than McEachern. Incidentally, Christmas’ daily 

fight against both Mr. and Mrs. McEachern is rationalized with reasonable motive. 

For him, bearing the last name of Christmas, Christmas is only resisting the 

outsiders who try to invade his private area, as equal as the McEacherns who try to 

tame an outsider as Christmas to them. Such act of rejection also leads Christmas to 

labor more than other locals so as to maintain his daily life in the South. Christmas 

needs to absorb both more abuse from the father and more kindness from the 

mother. Since Christmas identifies his separation from the family, he needs to 

reserve his isolation through labor. 

The second laboring and consuming activity in which Christmas participates 

is his relationship with Joanna Burden. After killing McEachern and leaving the 

town of Memphis, Christmas leaves for Jefferson and settles himself as initially a 

mill worker in Jefferson. Meanwhile, Christmas accidentally breaks into the 

Burden Mansion for “food” (LIA 231). There, Christmas meets Joanna Burden (LIA 

231) who is a character essentially his opposite, in terms of racial identity, gender 

and social position. As a white female with an established economic foundation in 

the South, Joanna and her “old colonial plantation house” symbolize exactly the 

racial code that Christmas desires to break (LIA 36). On the one hand, Christmas 

lives in the Burden house for “three years” so as to retain both his business as a 

bootlegger and to ensure that his life is stable (LIA 79). On the other hand, 
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Christmas maintains a secret relationship with the white, middle-aged spinster 

Joanna “like man and wife for three years” in the Burden Mansion, a relationship in 

which he feels he is gradually being consumed (LIA 93). While devastated by the 

increasing demands of Joanna, who intends to be his wife and hence to bear him a 

baby, Christmas “found her in the dark exactly where the light had lost her” and 

that he is gradually immersed in a situation he cannot handle (LIA 236). In this 

case, Christmas’s consuming increases more than his labor in his relationship with 

Joanna and, thus, their relationship is fundamentally unbalanced. 

This imbalance in their relationship concludes with Christmas’ murder of 

Burden. While no longer being able to resist Joanna “praying over me,” her 

demand of “kneel[ing] with me”, her indication to have Christmas to go to school, 

Christmas takes Joanna’s life and thus ends her increasingly aggressive 

consumption of him (LIA 105, 282). By murdering Joanna, Christmas attempts to 

exert control over his unbalanced relationship with Joanna. He tries to end “the 

fashion of lovers that imperious and insatiable demand that the trivial details of 

both days be put into words, without any need to listen to the telling.” (LIA 257). 

Christmas tries, in fact, not only to end the repetition that he cannot endure, but 

more precisely to regain his racial identity that he is losing. Christmas believes: “If 

I give in now, I will deny all the thirty years that I have lived to make me what I 

chose to be” (LIA 265). Christmas is unwilling to give up his chosen identity of an 

in-between and his way of life and, as a result, he chose to murder Joanna, rejecting 
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the roles of husband and future father, for Joanna is already “pregnant” “with 

child,” as she claimed (LIA 265, 266). Such an act of murder also signifies that 

Christmas turns down the chance to be part of the middle class/white society, a 

status that Joanna wants for him. In short, by murdering Joanna Burden, Christmas 

not only ends the unbalanced laboring and consuming activity that Joanna imposes 

upon him, but also returns to being an outsider that he ceases to be when he first 

stepped into the Burden House. 

 

 

3.2 Christmas’ Human Condition of Work 

    Christmas partially fulfills the human condition of work. As Arendt 

illuminates, the human condition of work suggests the human-made objects created 

and added to the world of nature by human beings (The Human Condition 88). 

Differentiated from the human condition of labor, which relies significantly on the 

biological life of a human being, the human condition of work, by contrast, 

articulates human beings’ creativity and their effective products. In Light in August, 

Christmas engages with the activity of work primarily through his crime spree, the 

bootlegging business of “selling whiskey” in Jefferson (79). In the following 

section, this dissertation argues that Christmas concurrently attains and fails the 

Arendtian idea of the human condition of work. 
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Arendt articulates the element of instrumentality in the human activity of 

work. In the novel, Christmas both achieves and fails the instrumentality of the 

human condition of work through his whiskey business. As Arendt defines, the 

instrumentality of work contains two elements: 1) usefulness and 2) suitability 

(153). Arendt considers that “[d]uring the work process, everything is judged in 

terms of suitability and usefulness for the desired end, and for nothing else” (153). 

In Light in August, Christmas completes successfully one aspect of the human 

condition of work, that is, the end of usefulness. On the other hand, he fails to 

attain the end of suitability. 

The core of human activity of work lies in human beings’ creativity and 

human-made objects. Christmas fulfills the dimension of utility by working his 

whiskey business to earn a living in Jefferson, mainly through the end of 

usefulness. Through the business of whiskey bootlegging, Christmas builds a form 

of human artifice in Jefferson, which is useful in terms of instrumentality. 

Essentially, Christmas’ whiskey bootlegging is useful for him to live independently 

and earn money, despite its illegality (LIA 110). Christmas and his bootlegging 

business attain the idea of usefulness in the human activity of work. 

Nonetheless, the bootlegging business is unable to engage Christmas with the 

end of suitability. Majorly due to its illegality, bootlegging cannot be maintained as 

an accepted business in the law-abiding Jefferson. Bootlegging contradicts 

fundamentally with the suitability of Jefferson. Moreover, the whiskey business 
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cannot fulfill Arendt’s theory of work either, in the dimension that “every end can 

serve again as a means” (The Human Condition 153). Once the law of Jefferson 

intervenes in Christmas’ life and bans bootlegging, the business closes. As Percy 

Grimm with “the American uniform” lynched Christmas at the end of Light in 

August, Christmas’ bootlegging comes to an end (LIA 451). In short, Christmas’ 

bootlegging business and his human activity of work cannot continue while its 

biological creator disappears. 

     In this regard, the human activity of work encompasses a form of durability. 

In Light in August, Christmas’ human condition of work predominantly lacks a 

form of durability. As Arendt argues, durability suggests a quality which makes 

objects stable. The human condition of work possesses “the function of stabilizing 

human life” (137). In the case of Joe Christmas, however, the bootlegging fails in 

the aspect of durability. Derived from the illegality of bootlegging, Christmas’ 

human activity of work will decay under the strict code of regulation in Jefferson. 

Owing to the qualities of illegality and instability, Christmas, “a bootlegger,” along 

with the building of his human artifice (the whiskey cache) and his creativity, can 

hardly survive in Jefferson (LIA 81). Although the “durability of the human artifice 

is not absolute,” the activity of work still needs to function as a stabilizing force in 

the human world (Arendt 136). Since Christmas and his bootlegging add no 

stability to the traditional Southern town of Jefferson, both Christmas and his 

illegal business will eventually result in failure. 
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Incidentally, the human condition of work helps sustain human beings’ 

identity differentiated from the natural form of labor. Examining Christmas in Light 

in August, one may conclude that his bootlegging business articulates an aspect of 

his identity. That is, a sense of instability. Christmas places his bootlegging, the 

illegal whiskey business, in the cache, which is “a small valley” near his cabin of 

the Burden Mansion (LIA 110). The whiskey cache that Christmas keeps has “a 

smooth, sandblanched floor between steep shelving walls, choked, flank and crest, 

with brier and brush” (LIA 112). The bootlegging functions in a gray area in the 

market place mirroring Christmas’ own in-between position in society. The 

whiskey cache articulates, indeed, a sense of in-between for Christmas’ identity. 

This identity of in-betweenness entails, therefore, a form of hiddenness and 

illegality. Moreover, it necessarily articulates Christmas’ ontological state, which 

stays as enclosed as the unstable bootlegging in the town. 

In other words, Christmas himself confirms his identity as an outsider in the 

form of illegal business, both economically and geographically. As an outcast in 

Jefferson, Christmas strives to live on the threshold between the center and the 

peripheral. His activity of work seeks an equally gray position in the market in 

Jefferson. The bootlegging survives between the legal and the illegal, in “a region 

of negro cabins” which is far away from central Jefferson (LIA 287). Christmas, 

meanwhile, lives between the local and the foreign through his unstable and illegal 

business. 
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    Christmas’ bootlegging achieves, in respect of his thought and feelings, the 

human condition of work. The human condition of work indicates, moreover, 

human beings’ “thought” and “feelings” (Arendt 171). While running the 

bootlegging business, Christmas reveals truly his thought and feelings. That is, his 

desire to live amid the society, irrespective of being stable. Presenting always the 

face of “completely cold, masklike almost,” whose body is “immobile” and whose 

actions are “motionless,” Christmas hardly reveals his inner emotion (LIA 113; 

112). At the moment of running the whiskey bootlegging, Christmas thinks to 

himself that “All I wanted was peace” (LIA 112). At this stage, Christmas unveils 

his hidden thought regarding his desired lifestyle and his intention of running the 

bootlegging in Jefferson. Christmas seeks to sustain a place to live peacefully, even 

though the group of Percy Grimm and the entire community’s “American uniform 

[are] [still] superior to all men” in the town (LIA 451). 

Christmas’ human condition work—the bootlegging business, in closing, 

both succeeds and is defeated by the law of Jefferson. Though the activity of work 

that he creates is uncertain and therefore cannot sustain the element of durability in 

Jefferson, such an activity does confirm a sense of usefulness in terms of 

instrumentality of economical foundation for Christmas and hence confirms further 

Christmas as a man to own thought and feelings. Christmas, through his 

bootlegging, identifies himself to be not only a human being with a laboring nature, 

but also a man with creativity (though regarded as illegal) in terms of what he adds 
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to the human world. Christmas’ thoughts and feelings, eventually, unveil the 

potential of Christmas in Light in August as a useful man, who is capable to engage 

in creativity in the aspect of Arendt’s the human condition of work. 

 

3.3 Christmas’ Human Condition of Action 

     Christmas illustrates the very meaning of Arendt’s idea of the human 

condition of action. As Arendt argues in The Human Condition, the human 

condition of action enriches human beings’ fertility in the context of plurality. In 

Light in August, Christmas shows his life as a convincing paradigm of human 

plurality. Christopher A. Lalonde once argues in William Faulkner and the Rites of 

Passage (1996) that “Joe Christmas’s self-definition is formally and thematically 

governed by repetition” (112). This repetition of life involves Christmas’ failed 

human relationships. However, as Christmas is capable of ending such repetition of 

failed human relationships, particularly under the rigid racial dualism in Jefferson, 

Christmas proves himself to be more than a repetitive/inscribed life. To the 

contrary, Christmas demonstrates himself to be a man with possibility in terms of 

fertility and plurality. 

Christmas ends this repetitive circle of life with Joanna Burden. With the act 

of murdering Joanna, though not an act that should be justified, Christmas takes an 

initial action that ends an exhausting repetition of not merely failed human 

relationships, but unjust racial division in the society. Joanna’s attempts to control 
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his life and thus his future lifestyle as a white middle-class man is what Christmas 

has encounters before. With Joanna’s act of persuasion, Christmas encounters once 

again what he experienced with the McEacherns, i.e. an idea/ideology being 

imposed upon him. Not to be controlled or contained in the following days with 

Joanna or the veiled racial ideology represented by her, Christmas decides not to 

live with her anymore. He decides to ends her life, that is, to end a similar 

repetition of failed human relationships/social expectation that he keeps 

encountering. By murdering Joanna, Christmas escapes from the firm repetition of 

what Lalonde argued in the passage above. In addition, he also escapes from the 

well-written route of Yoknapatawpha convention as it pertains to race and social 

class. As Christmas himself claims, he is not God’s instrument; nor will he wait 

until “whatever Player moved him on the Board” (LIA 462). Christmas commands 

his own life and action at this stage and, hence, he tries to elaborate his human 

agency through the act of murder. However, as one’s elaboration for human agency 

cannot serve as the justification of one’s act of murder, Christmas is later lynched 

owing to his act. In the following sections, this dissertation illuminates further how 

Christmas demonstrates himself to be a strong representation of individualism in 

Light in August and why he is a suitable paradigm in the context of Arendtian 

human condition of action. 

     Christmas illuminates necessarily the agents of action in Light in August. As 

Arendt contends in The Human Condition, the agents of action include both speech 
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and action (176). Both speech and action enable individuals to live among human 

beings freely. As Fina Birules comments in “Contingency, History, and Narration in 

Hannah Arendt,” “[a]ction is beginning, freedom” (123). This dissertation argues 

that Christmas specifically elaborates his agents of action and his attempt to gain 

freedom, first, through his speech. 

     First, Christmas expresses his agents of action through the form of speech. In 

Light in August, speech/voice is an agent that serves as not only the medium of 

expression but, more significantly, the overt expression of an individual’s thoughts 

and identity. Christmas’ speech/voice, in the novel, mostly takes place in his head. 

That is to say, Christmas presents his thoughts/idea/feelings to the readers not 

through an ordinary speech which is placed in front of the public. Instead, 

Christmas conveys his speech through a stream of consciousness and faint murmur. 

For instance, when first confronting Joe Brown while sleeping, Christmas becomes 

aware of the entering of Brown and thinking in mind that “Something is going to 

happen to me. I am going to do something” (LIA 104). Christmas declares himself, 

in stream of consciousness narration, to be not merely a vigilant man, but a 

thinking man with attempt of resistance. Such capability of thinking enables 

Christmas to later take necessary actions to confront others in the town. Similar 

passages that reveal Christmas’ consciousness, thoughts and idea permeate in his 

later action, particularly in his interaction/resistance with Joanna Burden/her 

praying over him (LIA 282). 
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     Christmas is highly alert to the importance of speech and voice in the context 

of a society. Christmas not only expressed his thought through murmur or voice in 

the head; preferably, he senses the voices of his surroundings. As Faulkner 

describes Christmas’ thought regarding the role of voices in Light in August, that 

Faulkner considers Christmas understands: 

        voices, murmurs, whispers: of trees, darkness, earth; people: his own 

voice; other voices evocative of names and times and places—which he 

had been conscious of all his life without knowing it, which were his life, 

thinking God perhaps and me not knowing that too He could see it like a 

printed sentence. (105) 

Christmas has been conscious of the significance of voices. Moreover, he 

understands the hidden meaning of voices related to one’s identity. Christmas has 

asserted such consciousness in the novel that “I am not a man of God” (LIA 

365). In this respect, Christmas comprehends the rule of the Game in 

Yoknapatawpha, in which only a man with voice is capable of deciding his/her 

identity, and hence thought and action. Through expressing his thought in the form 

of either murmur or talking to himself, Christmas reveals that he is a competent 

agent of speech, and thus he intends not to be a chess piece for the Player of the 

Game. Thereby, Christmas apprehends the significance of voice in Yoknapatawpha 

and contributes his agent of action through speech in the town. 

     In Light in August, Christmas not merely speaks up for his identity but also 
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shuts down others’ expressions. Christmas shuts other men’s voices when they are 

threatening his existence. For instance, Christmas interrupts Joe Brown’s glimpse 

of his cot with “Shut it” and puts “his hand flat upon Brow’s mouth and nose, 

shutting his jaw” entirely (LIA 102-103). Moreover, Christmas brutally slayed 

Joanna Burden with her head nearly off the body while she is attempting to 

persuade him in both kneeling to the Presbyterian religion and hinting to Christmas 

that she will give birth to a baby (LIA 282). By shutting up other characters’ voices, 

covering their entire mouths or even cutting down the ultimate chance for them to 

speak/survive/act, and expressing his voices/ideas out loud instead, Christmas 

represses entirely other human beings’ endeavor of expressing their thoughts and 

feelings, and hence their existence and identity. By repressing other humans’ 

chances to elaborate on their existence in respect of identity or individual intention, 

Christmas concurrently represses their identity. On this score, he bespeaks his 

identity by repressing others. Christmas’ loud and harsh voice establishes him as a 

violent man, who is “compelling rather than believable” and possesses a  

“shameless savageness” opposing to the other characters (Kazin 9; LIA 463). On 

the other hand, Christmas’ seldom-revealed and harsh voice further shows him to 

be a lonely man who stays isolated in a society full of an established racial 

paradigm. Such loneliness/isolated condition not only restricts Christmas to be 

perpetually inscribed in the peripheral, but leads Christmas’ later resistance to the 

society even more violent time after time. 
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     Second, Christmas elaborates on his agents of action through his action. 

Though the “agent cannot control the results of her/his actions” entirely, human 

beings’ action still constitutes the formation of identity (Birules 125). The action 

involves, particularly, the significance of “to act—to take the initiative, to begin,” 

“to lead,” and “eventually to rule—to set something into motion” (The Human 

Condition 177). In other words, action underpins the early formation of human 

beings’ acts and hence ones’ identity. In the case of Joe Christmas, action relates 

necessarily to his choice of becoming an in-between. 

Christmas articulates and decides his own identity as a mulatto. Despite the 

presumed identity of a mulatto, Christmas appears more likely to be white. 

According to Faulkner’s description of Christmas’ appearance in Light in August, 

Christmas is a man with a “parchment colored” (120) face. Many critics even argue 

that Christmas is not a mixture of black-white but a descendent of an unknown 

Mexican immigrant and a white female, Milly (Boyagoda 105). Indeed, Doc. Hines 

(Christmas’ grandfather) confirms Christmas’ dad was “a Mexican” (LIA 374). By 

his appearance, Christmas can discard the uneasiness of an outsider and immerse 

himself relatively quickly into the white society of Jefferson. 

Nonetheless, Christmas chooses another path in his quest for identity. 

Christmas moves to Jefferson and manages to work in the planing mill of the black 

region (LIA 287). Geographically, Christmas chooses to work in the periphery. The 

planing mill, a place which is isolated and marginalized from the center society of 
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the white, is peripheral. Economically, Christmas chooses to gain a low wage, 

which can only afford him a life of a black, a mulatto, and a lower-class immigrant. 

Christmas recites his identity in Jefferson by taking his act of being an ‘in-

between’ man. As Faulkner depicts, Christmas definitely is a “rootless” man, “as 

though no town nor city was his, no street, no walls, no square of earth his home” 

(LIA 31). In this sense, Christmas can hardly settle himself in a town as isolated as 

Jefferson, which is “a closed society, regulated by immutable taboos and 

demanding from its members total subjection to its law” (Bleikasten 96). The law 

of Jefferson segregates the races of black and white strictly and enforces a barrier 

between social groups of locals and outsiders. As Christmas i) starts to work in the 

planing mill with the lower class and ii) later moves to live with Joanna Burden—

the outcast Yankee in a Southern town of Jefferson, Christmas has already decided 

his identity, that is, an outsider, in the group. 

Christmas articulates himself to be an agent of action also through his act of 

murdering Joanna. In fact, I regard such act of murder as an indispensable/ 

unavoidable act of self-defense concerning identity for Christmas, as discussed in 

the foregoing section in this dissertation. However, it is a temporary way for 

Christmas to escape from the circle only, under a condition in which the racial 

dualism is highly strict and the community is enclosed. Such act of murder 

definitely cannot serve as a resolution for all the other human beings who seek to 

demonstrate his/her human agency. Christmas murder of Joanna Burden, as other 
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Faulkner critic contends, “is an attempt to preserve his autonomy… ‘to make me 

what I chose to be’” (Ladd 158). As Christmas chooses to be a racially undefined 

in-between, and a descendant of an equally marginalized immigrant with “no 

town,” “no city,” and “no street, no walls, no square of earth his home” (LIA 31), he 

determines to live as a representative of individualism rather than being subject to 

the systemic racism of Jefferson. Barbara Ladd once observes in “William Faulkner 

and the Discourse of Race and Nation” (1996), after 1920, “one was ‘either black 

or white” (139). Under such social provision, Christmas definitely needs to 

determine his identity. By murdering Joanna Burden and shutting other men’s 

voices, Christmas proves himself to be neither black nor white, nor is he an 

“instrument of God’s wrathful purpose” (LIA 385). Rather, Christmas proves 

himself to be, at this stage, an individual man who owns entirely his own agents of 

speech and action in respect to Arendt’s theory of human action. 

Under the law of Arendt’s human condition of action, Christmas lives as a 

complete individual who is outside the Yoknapatawpha code. With “a quality” both 

“ruthless” and “lonely,” Christmas remains excluded from the center of the town in 

Yoknapatawpha County; on the other hand, he has reserved his own identity with a 

feeling of being “almost proud” (LIA 31-32). Christmas lives as neither a 

“pollution” nor an “abomination” on the County of Yoknapatawpha (LIA 386). 

Instead, relying on neither blood (the major factor of one’s ethnicity) nor the coded 

“knowing and memory” of the town, Christmas retains his identity by his own 
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choice (LIA 400). Through an exemplification of individuality and the actual 

function of his agents of action, Christmas reserves his human agency in the 

County of Yoknapatawpha by taking the sole action available at his hand. 

 

3.3.1 Christmas as an Instigator in Light in August 

     Christmas represents an outside interruption to Jefferson. He is the synonymy 

of “to be borne is to appear, to burst in, and interrupt” (Birules 123). Christmas 

articulates such force of interruption to the convention of racial ideology in 

Jefferson. In other words, Christmas is born to challenge the law and stirs up the 

seemingly quiet surface of the county. Christmas is born to intervene the town’s 

“old spilled blood and the old horror and anger and fear” (LIA 47). By bursting into 

Jefferson, arriving in the planing mill to work, getting mixed up with the equally 

marginalized Yankee Joanna in the Burden Mansion, and running the bootlegging 

business, Joe Christmas interrupts the ordinary life-pattern of Jefferson. Christmas 

shocks and even disgusts the locals’ current knowledge regarding race. In most 

human societies, “[e]very action occurs in a plural context and a web of already-

existing relationships and references” (Birules 123). Christmas’ arrival at Jefferson 

signifies a threat to the town. Christmas’ individuality and uncertainty oppose the 

collective “memory” and “knowing” in the society obeying white supremacy (LIA 

119). Christmas represents, indeed, the idea of human plurality, which is what 

Arendt upholds as an indispensable aspect of the human condition of action. 
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3.3.2 Christmas and His Uncertainty in Light in August 

     In The Human Condition, Arendt also points out a similar idea to the power 

of interruption, i.e. the idea of uncertainty (232). In Light in August, Christmas 

strikingly encompasses the power of action. As Arendt argues, the feature of 

uncertainty entails the massive power of action, in which the regular circle of labor 

and work endow human beings with individual thoughts in the world of nature 

whilst imposing no limitation upon them. By executing the human activity of 

action, Christmas offers such an interruption that impedes the governing ideology 

of race in Jefferson. Joe Christmas discourages the racial dualism of Jefferson and 

aspires to live an in-between life. In this, he becomes a representative of Arendtian 

uncertainty. 

The final value of action is to start a new beginning. Such value is a chance 

of gaining freedom for human beings in the name of the action. Christmas 

experiments with such an idea of action throughout his life. Examining Christmas 

at the end of the novel, this dissertation argues that Christmas did not get outside of 

the circle, for he is slain by Percy Grimm who is the extreme personification of 

absolute certainty, of “Force” and extreme “principle” (LIA 339; 445). However, 

this dissertation still considers Christmas to encompass human agency, which 

indeed sheds light on the racial ideology of Yoknapatawpha. As Faulkner critics, 

Gregory Meyerson and Jim Neilson, have argued in “Pulp Fiction: The Aesthetics 
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of Anti-Radicalism in William Faulkner’s ‘Light in August’” (2008), Christmas’ 

“movement is purposeless, circular” (25). In other words, Christmas’ behavior 

suggests a sense of unpredictability for the inscribed law of Jefferson. Christmas’ 

life fundamentally means a change to the code. His uncertainty articulates precisely 

a form of human agency which is not inscribed or written by the force of Jefferson. 

This unpredictable human agency threatens the racial ideology of Yoknapatawpha. 

Such an unpredictability, though, deepens the Force’s attempt to eliminate 

Christmas in Yoknapatawpha; this unpredictability, concurrently, opens up a sense 

of freedom for the community. 

Joe Christmas is indeed “both [a] threatening vagrant and masterless man, 

even as he is trapped inside the migratory circle” (Meyerson and Neilson 27). By 

his power of action and his unpredictable behavior as a figure in-between opposite, 

Christmas represents the power of outsiders. He is himself the representative of the 

“rootless, amoral, and socially destructive individualism” in Jefferson already 

(Meyerson and Neilson 29). Christmas’ individualistic dimension is, precisely, the 

human agency that the force of Jefferson with its white supremacy tries to suppress. 

I argue that this force of individualism is manifest in Christmas’ human agency. It 

springs from Christmas’ central feature, uncertainty, and remains even after 

Christmas’ death in the town. This force of individualism and Christmas’ human 

agency relate to the ambition of many other characters who wish to live outside the 

inscribed law of Jefferson. For instance, Gail Hightower offers sanctuary to 
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Christmas (though it fails eventually). Faulkner also hints that Lena Grove and her 

new-born child manage to continue their journey outside Jefferson and the “circus 

parade” of the town (LIA 507). The parallel of Christmas’ death and the birth of 

Lena’s new-born baby signifies that the spread of uncertainty of human agency is 

possible. 

     With the power of action, Christmas elaborates the exact value of an 

individual’s human agency. Christmas reminds Jefferson that a community is a 

complex entity in which a human habitant cannot be defined dogmatically. A 

human being’s life is neither “governed by a means-end logic” entirely nor “limited 

or calculable” simply (Birules 124). A human being’s life is, by contrast, full of 

“contingency” that is uncertain in every stage and impossible to predict (Birules 

124). As the solid “heritage,” “the body,” “the fire,” and “the dark house” are all 

destroyed or damaged by Christmas in Light in August, Christmas symbolizes, at 

this rate, an unconventional, individualistic force which brings unwelcomed 

surprises to “the casual Yankee,” “the poor whites and the southerners” in Jefferson 

(LIA 289; 288). As the shadow of nationalism, a hatred of outsiders, and a robust 

binary system still haunt Light in August, Faulkner indeed points out more than the 

horror of white supremacy in Light in August; he values the role of individuality in 

a society, which is stirred up by unconventional outsiders such as Christmas. As 

Arendt illuminates, “the world [is] a scene of action and not […] the site of the 

development of social processes” (Birules 124). Light in August not only elaborates 
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Faulkner’s view toward his contemporary society of the U.S. regarding collective 

convention and individual agency, but also corresponds deftly to Arendt’s idea of 

the power of action in The Human Condition. 

 

3.3.3 The Condition of Isolation in Light in August 

     Light in August demonstrates a pessimistic position regarding the increasing 

frailty of human affairs, i.e. the isolation of human beings. As Arendt illustrates in 

The Human Condition, the condition of social isolation suggests the most 

significant frailty of human affairs, in which it paralyzes human beings’ thought 

and action. The isolated condition deprives human beings’ ability to act. Moreover, 

isolation impedes the formation of human relationships. Social isolation, thereby, 

restrains the condition of human action thoroughly. In Light in August, the 

condition of social isolation overwhelms most of the characters in the novel. 

     Christmas is the most isolated character in Light in August. Christmas is 

believed to be “the most solitary character in American fiction” and “the ultimate 

personification of modern loneliness” (Kazin 253, 248). Indeed, Christmas not 

merely lives a solitary life but a life “with a quality ruthless, lonely, and almost 

proud” in Jefferson (LIA 31). As Faulkner describes in the novel, Christmas never 

gets outside of “the circle” (LIA 339). The circle not solely refers to the endless 

repetition of a racial ideology in Jefferson, but also indicates the alienation that 
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isolates Christmas persistently on the periphery of the town, both physically and 

psychologically. 

The strange situation is everywhere in Light in August. “[A]lienation and 

hysteria [are] not just of single characters or types, but of whole communities” 

(Moreland 25). Christmas “remained a foreigner to the very immutable laws which 

earth must obey” (LIA 338). As W. J. Cash suggests in The Mind of the South 

(1941), the sentiment of the South is dominated by a myth that fosters Patriotic 

violence against “outsiders,” including blacks, mixed-race individuals, immigrants, 

and Yankees (305). In other words, those who potentially threaten the social order 

will be labeled aliens and will be thus excluded from the community. As a man who 

always speaks with “a dry, suffocated voice,” Christmas is this outsider that seldom 

talks and socializes with other human beings (LIA 327). Christmas is thus 

automatically classified into the category of the unwelcomed stranger in the town. 

Beyond his racial identity, his potential immigrant origin, and his financial 

position, Christmas is fundamentally an alien due to his lack of human 

relationships. These failed human relationships include his romantic relationship 

with Joanna Burden (the outcast Yankee, an already-isolated member in Jefferson) 

and, later, the one with Gail Hightower, a failed Presbyterian minister due to his 

wife’s affair and his unsuccessful profession. Joe Christmas fails in Yoknapatawpha 

not due to his incompetent human agency but due to a lack of human relationships 

in the town. All of Joe Christmas’ personal qualities and his human relationships in 
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the novel convince the town to further rationalize his peripheral situation. In this 

regard, Christmas is a man who is paralyzed in respect of his human agency since 

he is deprived of his chance to act due to his failed relationship with others. Such a 

paralyzed condition, ultimately, affirms his chosen alienated identity. 

 

3.3.4. Christmas and his Failed Faculties: ‘To Forgive’ and ‘To Promise’ 

    To forgive and to promise are the two ultimate faculties of the human 

condition of action. Unfortunately, Christmas does not acquire the above two 

faculties. “[T]o forgive” engages with the ability that recompenses the irreversible; 

“to promise” suggests the power that ultimately destroys the in-between that 

enables humans to love (The Human Condition 239; 242). “To forgive” and “to 

promise” are the final resolution that human beings can acquire to live through the 

predicament. However, Christmas does not attain these two values. Alternatively, 

Christmas dies partly because he lacks the two in the aspect of the action. While 

confronting the “thing,” the “shadow,” and the “curse of the black race,” Christmas 

can neither forgive the racial dualism nor promise himself to find another path to 

live as an in-between, which dooms Christmas (LIA 253). 

As Faulkner writes, “in order to rise, you must raise the shadow with you” 

(LIA 253). Since Christmas cannot rise with that shadow, the shadow of American 

racism, Christmas ultimately fails in Jefferson. Christmas symbolizes, in the end, a 

subtle reminder of both the danger of collective convention and the light of men’s 
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power of action. Christmas neither destroys nor recompenses the racial ideology of 

Jefferson. Despite this failure, Christmas does remind Jefferson of the possibility of 

overcoming American’s racist ideology and hence rebuilding individual life 

through own’s power, in respect of the agents of speech and action, the method of 

interruption and the capability of uncertainty. Such power is hinted in Christmas’ 

death, which parallels the birth of Lena’s baby at the end of the novel (LIA 505). As 

Christmas is not Jesus in Jefferson, Light in August does shed light on the ones who 

are going to be born outside Yoknapatawpha. This dissertation argues that whilst 

Joe Christmas’ life is a tragedy, yet Faulkner leaves a positive message by affirming 

the possibility of human agency outside the parameters of Jefferson’s racial 

ideology. 

 

3.4 Chapter Three Conclusion: On Christmas’ Human Agency in Light in 

August 

     Based on the above discussion, this chapter concludes that Faulkner’s Light 

in August possesses a close link with Arendt’s idea of human conditions. This 

dissertation articulates that the human activities of labor, work, and action, together 

form an inextricable connection between human beings’ individuality and identity. 

More than a demonstration of human behaviors and the examination of the 

enclosed Old South heritage, Faulkner’s Light in August illustrates the actual 

ontological difficulties which men confront while collective convention remains 
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against one’s individuality. Concurrently, this novel also evaluates the power of the 

individual in terms of thoughts, action, and human agency. 
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Chapter Four 

Totalitarian Authority in Light in August 

     This chapter investigates the totalitarian authority in Faulkner’s Light in 

August (1932) through Hannah Arendt’s analysis of totalitarianism in The Origins 

of Totalitarianism (1951). By probing the totalitarian forces in Jefferson, this 

dissertation elucidates how the power of totalitarian authority, including ideology 

and terror, deprive the human agency of Christmas in Light in August. Moreover, 

with a close examination of textual evidence in support, this chapter further 

elaborates on Christmas as a representative character in Yoknapatawpha, who 

resonates compatibly with Arendt’s theory of humanity regarding the impact of 

totalitarian authority on individuals in Light in August. This chapter contains three 

main sections. First, I discuss the authority of totalitarianism, including the 

elements of ideology and terror in Jefferson and Yoknapatawpha County. Second, I 

elaborate on the collision of totalitarian government on individual characters in 

Light in August, mainly on Christmas. Finally, I conclude with an analysis of Light 

in August and Christmas to illustrate Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism and human 

beings’ resistance to totalitarian authority. 

 

4.1 On the Totalitarian Authority in Light in August 

     Ideology serves as an indispensable element of totalitarian authority in Light 

in August. As Arendt argues in The Origins of Totalitarianism, ideology is a 
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powerful pseudo-science (468). Moreover, ideology restricts human beings so that 

they cannot acquire new way of thinking and remain rigid in terms of thoughts and 

behavior (470). In Disturbing Calculations: The Economics of Identity in 

Postcolonial Southern Literature, 1912-2002 (2008), Melanie R. Benson proposes 

that people are sometimes obsessed with the idea of heritage for a sense of 

safety/security. Faulkner’s Light in August uncovers, indeed, the fetish of the 

Southern surplus-value, in which the old plutocracy of the South attempts 

continuously to reconstruct the dismantled position of the white elite. In fact, “the 

Jim Crow laws of the 1880s and 1890s [...] offered a mechanism for reinstituting 

racial and economic order in a region that struggled to get back on its feet” (Benson 

29). In my point of view, Faulkner subtly rebuilds a racial hierarchy in his novel 

corresponding to the reality of the society in the Southern U.S. This racial hierarchy 

of black and white of the Old South is not fading in the New South which has 

become dominated by a new form of labor. For instance, as Lena Grove arrives in 

the town of Jefferson, she sees the waste that industrialization leaves behind: 

gaunt, staring, motionless wheels rising from mounds of brick rubble and 

ragged weeds with a quality profoundly astonishing, and gutted boilers lifting 

their rusting and unsmoking stacks with an air stubborn, baffled and bemused 

upon a stumppocked scene of profound and peaceful desolation, unplowed, 

untilled, gutting slowly into red and choked ravines beneath long quiet rains 

of autumn and the galloping fury of vernal equinoxes. (LIA 4-5) 
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Lena sees not simply the decaying ruins of the lumber mill, but an industry that 

absolutely controls the lives of the people who serve it. “All the men in the village 

worked in the mill or for it” (LIA 4). In other words, the mill has become to 

dominate the town to such an extent that there is no other source of income. 

     Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, in fact, represents an economically 

colonized landscape. The whites of the New South are as inferior and dismantled as 

the blacks of the antebellum. As Christmas appears in the town, he immediately 

reminds the local whites of the current inferior position they are facing. Therefore, 

the whites in Jefferson are afraid of Christmas and eager to eliminate him, since 

Christmas creates a sense of insecurity in them. On this score, the community of 

Jefferson seeks to exclude Christmas given that they intend to both secure the 

ideological thinking of the white elite and restore the historical heritage of white 

supremacy in the Old South, which has been interrupted by Christmas and by 

whom they are frightened. The locals in Jefferson entails to preserve “the 

machinery” in which the “new pieces could always be bought on the installment 

plan” (LIA 4). 

The ‘installment plan’ of racial ideology of the South in Light in August 

corresponds with Arendt’s idea of totalitarianism. One of the totalitarian authority’s 

capabilities is to convince its target people through the working of ideology, 

persuading them to act along with the imposed belief. Christmas represents, 

however, an emerging challenge to the decaying system; he signifies a threat/a 
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surprise/the unpredictable forces to the “gaunt, staring, motionless wheels” of the 

Old South which is definitely not welcomed by the community/local regulation 

(LIA 4). By engaging in a complicated relationship with Joanna Burden, Christmas 

reminds the Jefferson community that the impoverishment which previously 

confined the black is now returning to devour the white. Christmas symbolizes, in 

this regard, an ideological catastrophe for the former white elite (the 

“slaveholders”) of the antebellum South who lost their mastery over a slave class/ 

“slavery” (LIA 242). 

Both the town of Jefferson and Christmas comprehend such ideological 

damage of racism very well. As Faulkner evaluates the interrelation between 

ideology and human beings’ behavior, ideology is always found to take significant 

role in terms of individuals’ action. Particularly in the context of Yoknapatawpha, 

he contends: “Memory believes before knowing remembers. Believes longer than 

recollects, longer than knowing even wonders” (LIA 119). Faulkner points out that 

under whatever condition, the past experiences of racial dualism will always have 

an intriguing position in terms of the current individuals’ decision/action. Not 

merely the town realizes such impact of ideology on individuals, but Christmas 

understands as well. 

Christmas realizes such ideological contamination. Meanwhile, he tries to 

break with it. By committing the murder of Joanna Burden, the white Yankee 

woman, Christmas not only fulfills the horrifying expectation of the community 
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from him, that is, a black murder, but triggers the historical hatred of the black/non-

white. He is “the shadow” not solely to Joanna Burden but to the entire community 

in Jefferson (LIA 253). Christmas anticipates the prejudice toward blacks in the Old 

South. He even does not remember how he committed the crime, since he is 

propelled by the Old South’s ideological legacy in respect of racism (LIA 286). By 

committing murder, Christmas does not merely fully follow the ideological 

expectation of the black but indeed redeems himself from that expectation since he 

understands clearly he will thereby be eliminated from the community as a result of 

such act. On this score, Christmas becomes “a sinful waste” that the town is now 

eliminating him, an outcast, a potential threat to the system, from the South’s 

systemic racism (Benson 47). Given the above findings, I argue that the racial 

ideology powerfully impacts individual human beings’ action in Jefferson. 

Furthermore, Christmas not only realizes such ideological power but acts in 

accordance with such power so as to avail himself of getting away from the said 

ideological pattern. In this respect, Christmas becomes an inscribed self yet 

concurrently with an attempt of surpassing the ideological authority in the 

community. 

In Light in August, the primary ideological crisis lies in the common 

prejudice against black Americans. Christmas and his murderer, Percy Grimm, are 

the most notable cases. Both Christmas and Grimm represent a racial ideological 

conflict in the South—one is a mulatto criminal (Christmas), while the other is the 
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pure-blood white executor who supposedly serves justice, “in the uniform of the 

Western Union” (Grimm) (LIA 459). “Grimm remains clothed and cloaked in 

language as ideologically governed as the ‘American uniform’ he wears believing 

that it is ‘superior to all men’” (Smith 120). In other words, Grimm does not 

necessarily need to rationalize his brutal behavior in the town, since the whole 

community of Jefferson indeed shares his ideological thinking—that white 

supremacy is acceptable. Therefore, Grimm represents the ideology of white 

supremacy in Jefferson and executes Christmas in accordance with the will of the 

entire town. Christmas is thereby a scapegoat of the Old South’s legacy. Faulkner 

foreshadows Christmas as a scapegoat throughout the novel. Christmas appears to 

be “darkly and contemptuously still”, who is “quite motionless, still, alone, fateful, 

like a landmark almost” (LIA 32; 461). Christmas represents a landmark of the 

threat from the outside. His face gives a strong impression of criminality to the 

society of Jefferson. This impression is rooted in the mind of the community long 

before Christmas committed murder and became an actual criminal, long before 

knowing could remember. 

Christmas fulfills the stranger/criminal image in Light in August due to his 

appearance and overall impression. This image of criminality instigates a sense of 

uncertainty in the community of Jefferson, which is unfamiliar and hence 

potentially dangerous/threatening to them. The community of Jefferson operates 

under “a condition of human togetherness” that will mechanically institutionalize 
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humans’ thinking and behavior into certain forms (Swift 19). With his prescribed 

image of criminality, Christmas can hardly survive in a town in which the inscribed 

value system is firm and robust. In the racial system of Yoknapatawpha, “it is more 

of an insult to imply that a man is part black than to accuse him of a murder” (Cash 

140). Since Christmas appears to have no shame in being a black/mulatto, “a 

shameless savageness”, he commits a greater sin than a murderer in the town (LIA 

463). Christmas dies, ultimately, not merely because of his murder of Joanna 

Burden but, more precisely, because of the racial hatred toward non-whites and 

those who do not fit into the binary racial system of the South. 

     Terror is the second indispensable element in a totalitarian authority. 

Christmas triggers the greatest terror in the community of Jefferson. He represents 

a challenge to the whole County of Yoknapatawpha, subverting the strict racial 

dualism of the greater region. This binary system divides races, religions, genders, 

and also insiders and outsiders. In Light in August, human beings are divided into 

two groups, “[o]n the good side, inside, the clear, clean, orderly space of all that is 

valuable; on the other, outside, the alien, enemy territories of darkness and disorder, 

the abject kingdom of evil” (Cash 140). Christmas belongs to, inevitably, the group 

of aliens irrespective of his actions. Christmas’ behavior also threatens the local 

community in Jefferson. As Christmas selects to live as an in-between, he 

intimidates the locals by attempting to break/blur the strict division of safety in 

Yoknapatawpha. Christmas “never acted like either a nigger or white man,” and 
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that was “what made the folks so mad” (Cash 658). Christmas threatens the binary 

ideology of race by acting out his individuality regarding ethnicity. This awakening 

of individualism eventually provokes the Jefferson people to eliminate him. 

Terror is the realization of the law of movement (Arendt 465). Human 

beings’ terror indeed enables authorial forces to run freely among human beings’ 

actions. Concurrently, ideology uses terror to control human beings’ actions. Such a 

phenomenon is observable in Light in August. Nonetheless, human action can act 

beyond the terror of isolation, as human beings sometimes regard isolation with no 

fear. In the novel, Christmas represents such a fearless man. His choice of being a 

vagrant demonstrates his fearlessness to be isolated. Christmas’ action is not 

propelled by the existing rules of Jefferson or Yoknapatawpha but by his individual 

human agency. 

Christmas’ resistence to obey the law makes him even more of an outsider. 

Christmas represents “a living challenge not only to the rules but to the very idea of 

rules” (Douglas 142). He “remained a foreigner to the very immutable laws” in the 

town (LIA 338). Christmas’ existence is undoubtedly unacceptable to the town, yet 

his life also offers the possibility of novelty. Christmas illustrates an “event,” an 

unprecedented event in the view of Arendt (Birules 123). Such an event is born to 

interrupt history, to create the new, and to open up a challenge. The event is, 

however, not served as a way of resolution instead. Christmas represents such an 

event, since he intervenes the strict racial system of white supremacy. By escaping 
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from the mundaneness of human beings’ terror of isolation, Christmas is an 

exception as to the Arendtian event and redeems only himself from the circle of 

Light in August. 

 

4.2 Christmas and the Authority of Totalitarianism 

     Light in August visualizes the way that individualism confronts collectivism. 

The novel describes a human condition in which “individualism in purchasing 

power informed other kinds of individuality” (Timms 137). Nonetheless, since 

Yoknapatawpha County is a social system that is governed by “cruelty,” in which 

the outsiders, such as Christmas, Joanna Burden, and Gail Hightower, need to obey 

“the very immutable laws which [even] earth must obey”, they struggle evenly 

while expressing their individuality in the context of collectivism (Timms 129; LIA 

338). In The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), Arendt conveys a related crisis of 

humans’ individuality: “We can no longer afford to take that which was good in the 

past and call it our heritage, to discard the bad and simply think of it as a dead load 

which by itself time will bury in oblivion” (ix). In Arendt’s view, the obstacle that 

human beings confront is the deprivation of individuality and human agency—

which emerges from the obsession of the past. In other words, the burden of history 

on the current life of human beings becomes inevitably a major concern for people 

to reflect on. Human beings would lose individuality and human agency if they 

stick to the ideologies of the past without considering the current context. Such past 
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ideologies deprive humans’ sense of justice and hence undermines their ability to 

act. 

     In Light in August, Christmas confronts and recognizes such an ontological 

crisis regarding individuality. Christmas perceives that he would have “never got 

outside that circle”—as long as he remains petrified in the current ideological circle 

of Jefferson (LIA 339). In this sense, Christmas tries to escape from 

Yoknapatawpha’s ideological repetition by murdering Joanna Burden (LIA 339). 

However, even if he murders Joanna, Christmas is still trapped in the “dark house” 

in Jefferson (LIA 285). The dark house refers to not only the Burden Mansion but 

more precisely the entire darkness of ideological provision of the Old South which 

confines Christmas permanently in terms of his racial/ontological identity/state. 

At the end of the novel, while Percy Grimm, a member of “the Ku Klux 

Klan,” brutally slays Christmas, “he just lay there, with his eyes open and empty of 

everything save consciousness, and with something, a shadow, about his mouth” 

(LIA 464): 

     For a long moment he looked up at them with peaceful and unfathomable and 

unbearable eyes. Then his face, body, all, seemed to collapse, to fall in upon 

itself, and from out the slashed garments about his hips and loins the pent 

black blood seemed to rush like a released breath. It seemed to rush out of his 

pale body like the rush of sparks from a rising rocket; upon that black blast 
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the man seemed to rise soaring into their memories forever and ever. (LIA 

465) 

Here, the scene that Christmas is slain by Percy Grimm not only signifies the 

absolute law of systemic racism is executed by its selected representative of Justice 

but imposes a hefty image on the people who are present at the scene. Under such 

circumstances, the image of Christmas being a scapegoat will last forever, for it is 

inscribed on the mind of the next generation of the community, affirming that the 

Old South’s ideology will remain as powerful as the dreadful endgame of 

Christmas who once tried to escape from the rule. 

      In the end, Faulkner adds his final comments on the systemic racism in 

Yoknapatawpha, pondering that such totalitarian authority will last as long as there 

are still people who remember that specific scene. Faulkner ponders, through the 

brutal lynching of Christmas, the form of absolute totalitarian authority and terror is 

not solely visualized by the community, but remains part of the communal memory, 

part of the way in which the community senses the world about it: 

     They are not to lose it, in whatever peaceful valleys, beside whatever placid 

and reassuring streams of old age, in the mirroring faces of whatever children 

they will contemplate old disasters and newer hopes. It will be there, musing, 

quiet, steadfast, not fading and not particularly threatful, but of itself alone 

serene, of itself alone triumphant. Again from the town, deadened a little by 
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the walls, the scream of the siren mounted toward its unbelievable crescendo, 

passing out of the realm of hearing. (LIA 465) 

Christmas gains his temporary freedom by committing murder in a context of 

absolute collectivism governed by totalitarian authority. Unfortunately, in view of 

the remaining outcasts, such as Joanna Burden and Gail Hightower, they can hardly 

attain their freedom. I am of a view that Faulkner did not provide a resolution for 

the racial dilemma in Light in August. Systemic racism is as firm as the enclosed 

society of Yoknapatawpha which is not interrupted. The only positive answer 

Faulkner gave to the readers is the birth of Lena Grove’s new born child, who 

moves outside Jefferson, outside the inscribed Yoknapatawpha County. I argue that 

the current predicament of systemic racism in the novel is thereby unresolved. The 

favorable way for individuals to gain freedom/attain human agency is perhaps not 

to live in the current written context but to pursue independence/individuality, both 

mentally and ideologically, outside the text. 

 

4.3 Chapter Four Conclusion 

     I thereby conclude that Faulkner’s Light in August elaborates a close link 

with Arendt’s idea of totalitarianism and how individuals confront it with human 

agency. I see Christmas as a figure who demonstrates his human agency through 

withstanding totalitarianism. Further, this dissertation also elaborates on the 

domination of totalitarian authority, including the elements of ideology and terror 
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that form an inextricable influence on human beings’ individuality and identity. 

More than a demonstration of human behaviors and the examination of white 

supremacy, Faulkner’s Light in August illustrates the way in which human beings 

confront collectivism and attempt to realize their individuality and agency. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

This dissertation uses Arendt’s theory of the human condition to analyze 

human agency in William Faulkner’s Light in August (1932). By employing 

Arendt’s three human activities in The Human Condition (1958) and the idea of 

totalitarianism in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), this dissertation probes 

how Joe Christmas struggles with his human agency in Light in August. This 

dissertation analyzes the racial ideology that is prevalent in the culture of 

Yoknapatawpha and shows how it represses the agency of Christmas. By 

examining 1) Christmas’s three human activities through Arendt’s theory of the 

human conditions, including labor, work, and action, 2) the Arendtian totalitarian 

authority in Jefferson, and 3) abundant textual evidence and inferences in Light in 

August, this dissertation aims to demonstrate Christmas’s fulfillment of human 

agency in Light in August. 

     By examining Christmas and his life in Yoknapatawpha County through the 

perspective of Arendt’s three forms of human activities, this dissertation shows how 

Christmas expresses his human agency in the three activities, including labor, work, 

and action and subverts the systemic racism of Jefferson. Furthermore, this study 

links the systemic racism of Yoknapatawpha County with Arendt’s idea of 

totalitarianism. I argue that totalitarian forces regulate the pattern of individuals’ 

behaviors, but that the self can expresses itself outside of these forces as well. 
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I first demonstrate that Christmas does attain his human agency through the 

three human conditions. In Light in August, Christmas is endowed with the capacity 

of life and shows his daily fight as a human being in respect of Arendt’s human 

condition of labor. Second, Christmas performs his ability to create artifice, i.e. 

bootlegging in Jefferson. By maintaining the bootlegging business in the 

community, Christmas articulates his instrumentality and usefulness in terms that 

resonate with Arendt’s human condition of work. In addition, he elaborates his 

thoughts and feeling and thus identity through such activity of work. Third, 

Christmas attains his human condition of action in Light in August by expressing 

his human agents of both speech and action. Furthermore, Christmas is also a figure 

of uncertainty in Jefferson. On this score, he interrupts the social conventions and 

racial ideology of the town. Regardless of his failure in either maintaining a 

successful human relationship with others (particularly with the McEacherns and 

Joanna Burden) or acquiring the power to forgive and to promise, Christmas still 

demonstrates his human agency. By contending with the rigid conventions of white 

supremacy of Jefferson, Christmas strives to articulate his mixed-race identity 

through labor, work and action. 

     Faulkner’s representation of white supremacy corresponds with Arendt’s 

theory of totalitarianism. In Arendt’s idea of totalitarian authority, both ideology 

and terror can control humans’ thinking and action. In Yoknapatawpha, an ideology 

of race controls the community so that human beings are suffocated since they 
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cannot think outside of the binary racial logic of white supremacy. In this context, I 

argue that through the continuous oppression of totalitarian forces in Light in 

August, Christmas elaborates his human agency by fighting against the South’s 

racial ideology. 

This dissertation matters because of two critical dimensions. First, this study 

provides an Arendtian interpretation of Faulkner’s vision of the American South. 

Second, I address the social difficulty of a racial ideology’s impact on the well-

being of individuals. By using Arendt’s observation of human activities and her 

practical investigation of totalitarian authority, this dissertation links Arendt’s 

available study with Faulkner’s fictional Yoknapatawpha. By analyzing Christmas 

and his relationship with other characters in the text, this study hopes to bring 

awareness of human agency acquired through human beings’ individual activities. 

This dissertation concludes finally that despite the failed human endeavor of 

Christmas, Light in August nonetheless conveys a positive message on human 

agency. 
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