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My contribution to this panel, where we are asked to talk about how 

Hannah Arendts’ thinking influences our teaching, takes an on-going 

research seminar in Music Education as an example of a common place. 

A crucial starting point in Hannah Arendt’s thinking, as we have already 

heard, was the balance between Vita Activa (the action life), consisting of 

labour, work and action, and Vita Contemplativa (the philosophical 

thinking life) consisting of different ways of thinking. Arendt sought to 

see and make connections between the two possible. She meant that Vita 

Activa takes place in the world wherein we are born, through speech and 

action, where actors and audience depend on each other. To reach 

common sense, we also need to step back, Arendt says, and think, 

imagine, value and reflect – activities that constitute Vita Contemplativa 

(Arendt, 1958).  

 

In the following I will shed light on and discuss the benefits and 

challenges regarding running a seminar in the spirit of Arendt’s thoughts, 

where PhD-students and senior researchers in music education are to 

develop academic skills, common growth and functional texts, through 

reading each other’s texts and share their comments in beforehand, and 



choose the form of the seminar themselves. I will talk about how 

structures for preparation, ownership and participation can create a place 

for expressions, mutual listening and common sense.  

Vita Activa consists of; Labour  (animal laborans) which focuses on 

human beings survival activities; which could be connected to quality 

critera in academia, to get published and to examine students, etc, Work 

(homo faber) which contains the creation of necessary things that can 

give profit, which provides safety but is also mandatory, and is not in 

harmony with nature, which could be said to concern creating texts, 

articles and publications that are accepted by publishers for example, and; 

Action – (the political life) where human beings are seen as political 

beings. Actions at this level do not have any goals in themselves, they 

concern economics, politics and art, and they contribute to something 

lasting. This can be compared to the seminar as such, where academics 

are growing, become themselves, and develop academic competences, in 

the community, in interaction with each-other.  

  

The political life is characterized by equality and pluralism. Human 

beings are born into the political life; they don’t need any other 

qualifications to participate in the good life. Together people create 

political and economical institutions in society, which in turn becomes 



carriers of history. Norms are created in cooperation by active human 

beings where language functions as a pre-condition. In the political life 

human beings meet as equals in a public space where they speak and act, 

and freely express their opinions. Through human actions and appearance 

in public, things get “real”, and through conversations and actions with 

each other the who appears in relation to a common and meaningful 

world – a world where people are related as well as separated. These are 

crucial aspects of a well functioning seminar. How then, can a seminar be 

driven and organized in a way in the spirit of equality where mutual 

recognition and respect of each other’s rights, not only each other’s 

existence, is dominating? In being with others in the common, given 

world individual existence becomes possible, Arendts underlines, but 

there is also a need to reflect upon activities, something she labels Vita 

Contemplativa, and which also have to be built into the design of a 

seminar for common growth. 

 

According to Arendt, thinking is about dealing with objects that are 

absent, removed from direct sense perception. Hence, an object of 

thought is always a re-presentation, something or somebody that is 

absent, just present in the form of an image, familiar for us interested in 

philosophy. Arendt underlines that philosophers, who primarily cope with 

thinking, have separated themselves from the communalism that she 



stresses as man’s most human condition. She further expresses that as the 

philosopher turns away most of the perishable world of illusions to enter 

the world of eternal truths, he turns away from one or the other, and 

withdraw into himself. This is a crucial phase in text commenting, to 

imagine possibilities, and then formulate response.  

 

The responsibility to respond to the appearance of something or someone 

is what Arendt calls ‘thinking’. This kind of thinking cannot be acquired 

in conventional ways; it is not a capacity for reflexive problem solving, or 

a skill or a strategy: rather it is a search for meaning. Time and tools for 

such thinking is crucial when it comes to commenting others’ work in 

connection to seminars as well.  

Through the meeting of the Vita Activa and Vita Contemplativa, common 

sense is constituted, and this condition is something human beings strive 

towards – in other words inter-subjective validity. To reach common 

sense, we need to take into account different back-grounds and 

experiences. Otherwise individuals can be excluded from traditions, lose 

their power of initiative and feel rootless. Common sense also includes 

several senses in interplay in experiencing of the world. We need contact 

with other people’s sense-connected common sense, which in turn 

presuppose curiosity and respect, ability to imagine and engaged 



partaking in creating processes, where we also go into each other’s 

worlds of imagination. To be able to come close to that in a seminar 

culture, participants have to get the chance to really go into each other’s 

work, and have time to think, imagine, value and reflect imagine. And 

then to formulate themselves, to communicate, to becoming themselves 

as academics, in interaction with each others. 

  

Hence, an important starting point is the right to make oneself heard and 

be listened to. Holistic being in this setting is a way of being where Vita 

Activa and Vita Contemplativa are balanced, which in turn can be seen as 

a prerequisite for holistic learning, where ‘all’ have the possibility to 

experience and embody the language and become able to handle the 

world. Through sharing of texts, have time to formulate comments on 

texts, and to share comments could be a way of creating space for 

common sense in a public space.  

 

This view of democracy requires of human beings the courage to give up 

the position they hold and to be engaged in an uncomfortable position 

that is not theirs, for example by taking and changing roles. This act of 

‘disposition’ is freedom, and it cannot exist without the other, Arendt 

stresses.  The impossibility of relying on and trusting oneself totally is the 

price that has to be pay for freedom. It is in this way that we have to 



understand democracy based on Arendt’s thoughts, as the possibility of 

transforming the self, of putting the self in question, which is cruscial 

when others’ work is to be commented.  To make this possible, in places 

that are steered by traditions, and strongly agreed upon norms, demands 

structures, braveness, engaged participation and trust.  

The structure of a seminar model, based upon prepared and shared 

written response, which have been developed and investigated in a music 

educational higher text seminar, build upon the following.  

 The author sends the text to the group at least one week in 

beforehand. 

 The author mediates at what level the text exists on, by colour 

coding, toghether with what kind of respons that is expected. 

 The seminar participants read the text in line with what the author 

has asked for and send their response to the group. All particiapnts 

prepare for the seminar by reading the response from all the others. 

 The author put the reponse togehter and choose some points for 

discussion, and a form for the seminar. In other words, the author 

”owns” the seminar, at the same time as all particpants, as well as 

the whole group, throgh separation and relations, get the chance to 

be heard and listened to, get the time to think and use the language, 



and hopefully grow as and become themselves in interaction.  

Through such a model, the culture at the seminar have moved from being 

individualistic, to collective. The goals, as well as the structures, for the 

seminar are common, and at the same time continually reflected upon and 

criticized. There has been time for building an atmosphere for common 

trust, which is needed for all participators to share they thoughts, and by 

that have the possibility to se and become themselves, to contribute and 

to grow.  

There has been possibilities for the authors as well as for the readers to 

separate themselves from the text, to see it as something else than a part 

of themselves, and by that have possibilities to take the perspective of the 

other. This in turn has been encouraged by differences when it comes to 

backgrounds, interests and for example theoretical perspectives. As 

Arendt underlines, the importance of  “contact with other people’s sense-

connected common sense, which in turn presuppose curiosity and respect, 

ability to imagine and engaged partaking in creating processes, where we 

also go into each other’s worlds of imagination”. The separation is also 

needed to be able to take response and to come further.  

Taking the perspective of the other is also necessary to be able to give 

constructive, motivated and possibility-making response, which is about 

both confirmation and challenges, at the right level. Also here the 



structures of the model help, to let the participants be in, and develop 

common sense, where action and reflection are interrelated.  

When it comes to the use of language, which Arendt stresses in the 

political life, clearness has showed to be cruscial. In the text itself, in the 

call for response, independent at which level the text exists, in the 

formulation of response, and how the author wants to design the specific 

seminar. All these dimension of clearness in language sets the 

precondition for how further response-giving and taking can be formed.  

To share text in beforehand, to separate oneself from the text, an act of 

‘disposition’ demands braveness.  As I mentioned earlier Arendt implies 

that the impossibility of relying on and trusting oneself totally is the price 

that has to be payed for freedom. When you give the rest of the 

participants the chance to go into your work, to imagine possibilites, and 

to share them, you get response of several types. According to Arendt, 

that is a way to understand democracy, as the possibility of transforming 

the self, of putting the self in question. This is a precondition for 

development of the ability to take a stand, to grow as an academic. The 

sharing of thoughts, a meeting between individuals as equals in a public 

space, has already begun before the actual seminar, where they speak and 

act, and freely express their opinions. At the same time as they have had 

to step back and imagine. The possibility to give and take response is 



trained.  

The challenge for the seminar leader is to step back, to be in the public 

place in the spirit of common sense. To change roles, and to be curious 

on the others’ growth and sharing of experiences towards becoming 

themselves. To be free and to encourage freedom, within the pluralistic 

common place where music educational issues are treated and 

investigated, surrounded by rather strict frames. 

 
 


