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Difficult Times

Week 2. 
The Banality of Evil



Agenda

• Eichmann on trial – the context

• What was Eichmann guilty of?

• Who else was responsible? 
Arendt vs the Jewish ghetto leaders

• Reaction: Scholem and the New York debate

• Radical evil and the banality of evil



‘As I see it, there are no “ideas” in this 
Report, there are only facts with a few 
conclusions, and these conclusions usually 
appear at the end of each chapter. … what 
the whole furor is about are facts, and 
neither theories nor ideas. The hostility 
against me is a hostility against someone 
who tells the truth on a factual level, and not 
against someone who has ideas which are in 
conflict with those commonly held.’

- Letter to Mary McCarthy, 20 Sept. 1963



‘One might as well accuse the people of Nagasaki 
and Hiroshima for having made their own deaths 
possible, since they lived in cities, and cities make 
the best targets.’ 

… How many people in the history of the world 
have ever boasted of having killed five million 
people?

… How could the man not have been morally 
monstrous? And all the more a monster if he did 
not know he was one!’

- Lionel Abel, review in Partisan Review, June 1963



Approaching Eichmann in Jerusalem

• Who was Adolf Eichmann?

• Why was the trial so significant?

• What exactly led to the ‘banality’ of Eichmann’s (and others’) evil?

• How far did Arendt really criticise the Jewish community leaders?







Adolf Eichmann (1906-1962)
• SS lieutenant-colonel, organised the logistics for the mass deportation 

of Jews to ghettos and death camps across Eastern Europe

• Before joining the Nazis in 1932, an unexceptional travelling salesman 
laid off in the Depression

• At first specialises in freemasonry, but soon becomes the SS’s Jewish 
expert, learning bits of Hebrew and studying Zionism

• After war breaks out, oversaw deportation of Jews to ghettos in the 
East, and develops plans for reservations in Poland and Madagascar

• The Wannsee Conference of January 1942 begins the implementation 
of the Final Solution, led by Reinhard Heydrich on Hitler’s orders

• Six million Jews would be killed in the Holocaust...







Eichmann on trial (1961-62)
• Mossad capture Eichmann in Argentina, May 1960, and return him to Israel 

• Interrogated over 9 months and subject to numerous psychiatric tests which 
find him to be variously ‘normal’, and remorseless

• Trial began April 1961, the first such trial in the new state of Israel

• Holocaust survivors invited as witnesses, and global media invited

• ‘It is not an individual that is in the dock at this historic trial and not the Nazi 
regime alone, but anti-Semitism throughout history’ (Hausner)

• Eichmann repeatedly insisted that he was only following orders, and was as 
such not guilty

• Eichmann convicted on 15 charges of war crimes, crimes against humanity 
and the Jewish people (but not of personally killing anyone)

• Judicial appeals and clemency ignored; hung on 31 May 1962.



‘I cannot recognize the verdict of guilty. … It was my 
misfortune to become entangled in these atrocities. 
But these misdeeds did not happen according to my 
wishes. It was not my wish to slay people. 

. . . Once again I would stress that I am guilty of 
having been obedient, having subordinated myself to 
my official duties and the obligations of war service 
and my oath of allegiance and my oath of office, and 
in addition, once the war started, there was also 
martial law. 

. . . I did not persecute Jews with avidity and passion. 
That is what the government did. 

. . . At that time obedience was demanded, just as in 
the future it will also be demanded of the 
subordinate.’

- Eichmann’s defence, 1961 





Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963)

• Volunteered to cover the trial for the New Yorker, ‘an obligation I owe 
my past’. 

• Reports appear over five issues, Feb-March 1963, book in May

• Depicts Eichmann as thoughtless, a clown, full of clichés, a product of 
a collapse of moral order, but nonetheless guilty of his crimes

• But also criticised Jewish leaders for assisting in the smooth running 
of the Final Solution

• Work soon gets misreported as claiming that Eichmann was a Zionist, 
and that the European Jews brought death on themselves…



‘“Officialese is my only language.” But the point here is that officialese 
became his language because he was genuinely incapable of uttering a 
single sentence that was not a cliché

… Whether writing his memoirs in Argentina or in Jerusalem, whether 
speaking to the police examiner or to the court, what he said was 
always the same, expressed in the same words. The longer one listened 
to him, the more obvious it became that his inability to speak was 
closely connected with an inability to think, namely, to think from the 
standpoint of somebody else’ (324)



Over to you

379: ‘for when I speak of the banality of evil…’

1. Eichmann was guilty of ‘thoughtlessness’, but not ‘stupidity’… what 
was he guilty of, in Arendt’s mind?

2. What made it possible for a figure like Eichmann to commit his 
crimes?

381: ‘the essence of totalitarian government…’

3. Why is bureaucracy so dangerous?

4. What makes totalitarianism and genocide new kinds of crime?







‘He was not stupid. It was sheer thoughtlessness – something by no 
means identically with stupidity – that predisposed him to become one 
of the greatest criminals of the period. And if this is “banal” and even 
funny, if with the best will in the world one cannot extract any 
diabolical or demonic profundity from Eichmann, that is still far from 
calling it commonplace. … That such remoteness from reality and such 
thoughtlessness can wreak more havoc than all the evil instincts taken 
together, which, perhaps, are inherent in man – that was, in fact, the 
lesson one could learn in Jerusalem.’





‘the essence of totalitarian government, and perhaps the nature of 
every bureaucracy, is to make functionaries and mere cogs in the 
administrative machinery out of men, and thus to dehumanize them. 
And one can debate long and profitably on the rule of Nobody, which is 
what the political form known as bureau-cracy truly is. 



Who is guilty? 

• ‘strange interdependence of thoughtlessness and evil’ (380)

• While massacres and anti-Semitism have been features in the past, 
Eichmann was personally responsible for crimes against humanity

• … crimes which could only arise from systematic dehumanisation

• Neither a demon, nor a cog, nor collectively guilty – Eichmann failed 
to think, like many others, and would not have felt guilty had they 
won the war

• The real evil was the failure of entire sections of Germany society to 
stop this from happening – a failure which extended to leaders of the 
Jewish communities in German-occupied territories…





‘Eichmann needed only to recall the past in order to feel assured 
that he was not lying and that he was not deceiving himself, for 
he and the world he lived in had once been in perfect harmony. 
And that German society of eighty million people had been 
shielded against reality and factuality by exactly the same 
means, the same self-deception, lies, and stupidity that had now 
become ingrained in Eichmann's mentality

… Eichmann's astounding willingness, in Argentina as well as in 
Jerusalem, to admit his crimes was due less to his own criminal 
capacity for self-deception than to the aura of systematic 
mendacity that had constituted the general, and generally 
accepted, atmosphere of the Third Reich.’ (327-29)





‘The Jewish Councils of Elders were informed by Eichmann or his men 
of how many Jews were needed to fill each train, and they made out 
the list of deportees. The Jews registered, filled out innumerable forms, 
answered pages and pages of questionnaires regarding their property 
so that it could be seized the more easily; they then assembled at the 
collection points and boarded the trains. The few who tried to hide or 
to escape were rounded up by a special Jewish police force’ (346)

‘Dr. Kastner, in Hungary, for instance, saved exactly 1,684 people with 
approximately 476,000 victims.’ (349)





‘Wherever Jews lived, there were recognized Jewish leaders, and this 
leadership, almost without exception, cooperated in one way or another, 
for one reason or another, with the Nazis. The whole truth was that if 
the Jewish people had really been unorganized and leaderless, there 
would have been chaos and plenty of misery but the total number of 
victims would hardly have been between four and a half and six million 
people.’ (354)

‘To a Jew this role of the Jewish leaders in the destruction of their own 
people is undoubtedly the darkest chapter of the whole dark story.’ (348)



‘offers the most striking insight into the totality of the moral collapse 

the Nazis caused in respectable European society – not only in 

Germany but in almost all countries, not only among the persecutors 

but also among the victims.’ (355)

‘The categories had been accepted without protest by German Jewry 

from the very beginning. And the acceptance of privileged categories –

German Jews as against Polish Jews, war veterans and decorated Jews 

as against ordinary Jews, families whose ancestors were German-born 

as against recently naturalized citizens, etc. – had been the beginning 

of the moral collapse of respectable Jewish society.’ (360)



Over to you

375: ‘image-making and opinion-manipulation’

1. Why might Arendt’s critique of the Jewish leaders have caused so 
much anger?

2. What do you make of Arendt’s justification, pp. 375-6 of Postscript?

370: ‘The particular reasons that speak for the possibility of a 
repetition of the crimes committed by the Nazis…’

3. What makes genocide more likely in the future?

4. Why do we need international law to prevent this in future?





Arendt under attack

• ‘heartless, frequently almost sneering and malicious tone’; ‘flippancy’; an 
‘unimaginably inappropriate’ tone

• ‘In the Jewish tradition there is a concept, hard to define and yet concrete 
enough, which we know as Ahabath Israel: “Love of the Jewish people…” In 
you, dear Hannah, I find little trace of this’. (Gershom Scholem)

• Grave ‘faults of omission’, ‘frequent misstatements of fact’; ‘How could the 
man not have been morally monstrous? And all the more a monster if he 
did not know he was one!’ (Lionel Abel)

• ‘unbearably arrogant’, ‘evasive’, ‘deeply biased’, guilty of ‘half truths and 
loaded language and double standards of evidence’ (Hugh Trevor-Roper) 

• “Hannah Arendt, is she a Nazi?” (Letters page, Le Nouvel Observateur)







‘It is indeed my opinion now that evil is never “radical”, that it is only 
extreme, and that it possesses neither depth nor any demonic 
dimension. It can overgrow and lay waste the whole world precisely 
because it spreads like a fungus on the surface. It is “thought-defying”, 
as I said, because thought tries to reach some depth, to go to the roots, 
and the moment it concerns itself with evil, it is frustrated because 
there is nothing. That is its “banality”. Only the good has depth and can 
be radical.’ 

- Arendt to Gershom Scholem, 24 July 1963



Next week… Anti-Semitism and Human Rights

• We’ll turn to The Origins of Totalitarianism, a work in three parts

• Exploring Anti-Semitism, Part One, and its relation to totalitarianism... 
as well as Arendt’s own ambiguous relationship with her Jewishness

• I also want us to discuss the right to have rights, the situation of refugees, 
and why human rights require political protection.

• There are three short extracts to consider: 
• the 1967 Preface to Part One

• Chapter One: Anti-Semitism as an Outrage to Common Sense

• Chapter Nine, Part II: The Right to Have Rights

Please email if you can’t get on Moodle: dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk


