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Sisters and Strangers:
Hannah Arendt & Lucy Dawidowicz

By NANCY SINKOFF

wo Jewish women, Hamnmah Arendt

(1906-1975) and Lucy S. Dawidowicz

(1915-1990), played pivotal roles

in the crystallization of Holocaust
consciousness in postwar America. Arendt’s
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality
of Evil (1963) and Dawidowicz’s The War Against
the Jews, 1933-1945 (1975) helped shape public
and academic discussions on the relationship
of Jews to political power, anti-Semitism and
the “Final Solution,” and the response of Jewish
leaders to the Nazi campaign to annihilate the
Jews of Europe.

Arendt’s and Dawidowicz’s conflicting
perspectives on the destruction of European
Jewry recalled longstanding debates in the
Jewish community—questions about whether
Jews should maintain principal loyalties to fellow
Jews or embrace the universalist perspective of
the Enlightenment, and whether they should
assimilate and pursue individual freedom or
maintain a distinctive collective and national
identity. These timeworn questions continued to
preoccupy Jewish intellectuals throughout the
20th century. The fact that women, Arendt and
Dawidowicz, were advancing different sides of
these debates appears significant to us now, yet
in their own time neither emphasized her sex as
a significant element of her thought process or
public role.

Although a decade and a continent divided
their births, Arendt and Dawidowicz shared
several biographical experiences. Both worked
in postwar Europe with Jewish refugees; aided in
the restitution of Jewish property looted by the
Nazis and others; and traversed the circles of the
Jewish intelligentsia in New York (including such
luminaries as Salo Baron, Norman Podhoretz,
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Alfred Kazin, Trving Howe, and Marie
Syrkin). Arendt and Dawidowicz likewise
wrote in English for the American and Jewish
audiences, as well as in their respective
mother tongues, German and Yiddish.
Indeed, we might well understand Arendt’s
and Dawidowicz’s worldviews as two sides
of the fabric of Ashkenazic civilization torn
by the advent of modernity. Many West
European Jews encountered the modern
world as individuals for whom the bonds
of traditional ethnic and religious life had
already largely dissolved. In contrast, for
a sizable proportion of Jews in Eastern
Europe, these bonds were still essentially
intact, even though traditional religion
was rapidly becoming displaced by Jewish
nationalist ideologies of one kind or
another. Paradoxically, these “Western”
and “Eastern” identities were constructed in
close relationship to one another. Beginning
in the late 18th century, the ideas of the
European Enlightenment and the political
process of emancipation propelled German-
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speaking Jewry to define itsell in sharp contrast
to “backward” East European Jewry; while
many Jews in the Easl, especially by the late
19th century, wished to avoid the fate of
excessive “assimilation” associated with
their Western brethren.

Curiously, the writings and the personae of
remarkable thinkers represented
old conflict, now

these two
a perpetuation of this
transposed to the world of New York Jewish
intellectuals.

Born in Hanover, Germany, Arendt studied
philosophy at the Universities of Marburg,
Freiburg, and Heidelberg, but fled her native land
after Hitler came to power. She went to Paris,
where she worked for the Zionist organization
Youth Aliyah, serving as general secretary of its
French branch until 1938. In 1941 she escaped
to the United States, where two years later, she
began writing for English-language journals,
including Partisan Review,the all-important organ
of New York intellectuals. From 1944 to 1948 she
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