
Burke, Zola, Arendt, and the Politics of Lost
Causes: Unveiling the Power of Political
Dissent

Political activism has often been driven by the pursuit of noble causes, but what
about lost causes? Throughout history, there have been individuals who
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passionately stood up for unpopular or seemingly futile endeavors. Edmund
Burke, Émile Zola, and Hannah Arendt were three such individuals who defied
conventional wisdom and fought for what they believed in, even in the face of
overwhelming opposition.

The Power of Dissent: Edmund Burke

Edmund Burke, an Irish statesman, writer, and philosopher of the 18th century,
ardently defended the American colonists' right to oppose British rule during the
American Revolution. Despite this, he strongly opposed the French Revolution,
which garnered him much criticism from fellow intellectuals of the time.
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But what drove Burke to support the American Revolution and denounce the
French Revolution, even when his views were widely unpopular? Burke's belief in
the importance of tradition, gradual reforms, and the preservation of existing
institutions made him a steadfast defender of what he saw as the natural order of
society. While many accused him of being out of touch with the aspirations of the
French people, Burke ardently argued that radical change could lead to chaos
and the destruction of established systems.
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Although his ideas were met with resistance during his lifetime, Burke's writings
and theories on conservatism have had a profound and enduring impact on
political thought, inspiring future generations of conservatives who have fought
against what they perceive as the erosion of established norms.

Embracing Unpopular Truths: Émile Zola

Émile Zola, a French novelist and journalist in the 19th century, is renowned for
his contribution to literature, but it was his role as a political activist that truly left a
mark on history. In 1898, Zola wrote an open letter titled "J'Accuse" addressed to
the President of France, exposing the wrongful conviction of French artillery
officer Alfred Dreyfus, who had been accused of treason.

By publicly denouncing what he saw as a grave miscarriage of justice, Zola
subjected himself to immense backlash and personal danger. He was eventually
convicted of criminal libel and forced into exile. However, his letter sparked a
national conversation about anti-Semitism and the corrupt nature of the French
military, ultimately leading to Dreyfus's exoneration and a profound reflection on
justice and equality within French society.

Zola's unwavering commitment to the truth, even in the face of personal risk,
embodies the power of dissent and the potential for positive change that can
emerge from fighting for lost causes.

The Courage to Challenge: Hannah Arendt

Hannah Arendt, a German-born American political theorist of the 20th century,
challenged prevailing perspectives on totalitarianism and the nature of evil. In her
book "The Origins of Totalitarianism," published in 1951, Arendt provided
profound insights into the mechanisms that enable the rise of oppressive
regimes.



However, arguably her most controversial work was "Eichmann in Jerusalem: A
Report on the Banality of Evil," which examined the trial of Adolf Eichmann, one
of the architects of the Holocaust. In her analysis, Arendt introduced the concept
of the "banality of evil," suggesting that evil actions can stem from bureaucratic
obedience and a lack of critical thinking, rather than inherent malevolence.

This notion stirred considerable controversy, with many accusing Arendt of
attempting to rationalize evil. However, her intention was to explore the complex
and uncomfortable truths that lie behind acts of immense cruelty, challenging
society's preconceived notions and provoking deeper reflection on the nature and
responsibility of individuals within oppressive systems.

The Legacy of Lost Causes

While Burke, Zola, and Arendt may have been viewed as advocating for lost
causes during their lifetimes, their courage, intellectual rigor, and steadfast
commitment to their beliefs resonate with generations that followed.

The power of political dissent lies not only in its immediate impact but also in the
long-lasting ripple effects it can create. By challenging prevailing institutions,
norms, and assumptions, individuals like Burke, Zola, and Arendt force societies
to confront uncomfortable truths and reevaluate their values.

In a world where conformity often dampens voices of dissent, it becomes crucial
to recognize the importance of supporting those who dare to fight for what they
believe in, regardless of their perceived chances of success.

These lost causes remind us that it is not always about the outcome, but rather
the enduring power of conviction, truth, and the unyielding spirit of those who
refuse to be silenced.



The stories of Burke, Zola, and Arendt highlight the achievements that can arise
from embracing lost causes. These individuals not only challenged societal norms
but also inspired future generations to question authority, seek truth, and strive for
justice.

Their unwavering dedication to unpopular causes serves as a reminder that
sometimes the greatest impact comes from standing up for what you believe in,
regardless of the odds. The power of political dissent can shape societies,
influence policies, and ultimately transform the world we inhabit.
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There are certain moments, such as the American founding or the Civil Rights
Movement, that we revisit again and again as instances of democratic triumph,
and there are other moments that haunt us as instances of democratic failure.
How should we view moments of democratic failure, when both the law and
citizens forsake justice? Do such moments reveal a wholesale failure of
democracy or a more contested failing, pointing to what could have been, and still
might be?
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Public Trials reveals the considerable stakes of how we understand democratic
failure. Maxwell argues against a tendency in the thinking of Plato, Rousseau and
contemporary theorists to view moments of democratic failure as indicative of the
failure of democracy, insomuch as such thinking leads to a deference to authority
that unintentionally encourages complicity in elite and legal failures to assure
justice. In contrast, what Maxwell calls "lost cause narratives" of democratic
failure reveal the contingency of democratic failure by showing that things "could
have been" otherwise -- and, with public action and response, might yet be. A
politics of lost causes calls for democratic responsiveness to failure via practices
of resistance, theatrical claims-making, and re-narration.

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