Describe and critically assess Arendt's idea of the banality of evil. 
 
Whilst covering the Eichmann court case for The New Yorker magazine in 1961, Arendt coined the term “Banality of Evil” which she uses to explain how it is possible that these heinous acts of murder were committed. She uses this to argue that the acts of evil committed by the SS Officer Eichmann, along with all the other ordinary Germans, were a result of the Third Reich’s system of bureaucracy in which it was often a case of brainlessly following orders. This argument of the ability to commit evil acts whilst oneself is not inherently evil is convincing. This is because when the political system of the Third Reich is broken down, it is clear to see the instability and disorganisation of it whilst this idea has also been backed up by several psychological studies which will be looked at. 
 
Written in 1963, the Banality of Evil was a product of its time, presenting the horrific actions of the Holocaust and her attempts to explain how it occurred including the role of the individual. This is also a book ahead of its time in exploring the philosophical ideas of evil, but what else is to be expected from the same author who wrote The Origins of Totalitarianism in the year 1951? The fact that links can be drawn between recent philosophical arguments of evil, which will be covered, and her idea of banality further prove this. Her interest in totalitarian governments shown in this report, allows her to explore the effects of these regimes on the role of the individual and how it can lead to them fulfilling evil.  
 
Arendt’s Banality of evil summed up is the idea that Eichmann was a “small cog”[footnoteRef:1] in a large-scale system in which he lost his ability to think for himself and became a victim of brainless order following. She argues that Eichmann was in fact “terrifyingly normal”[footnoteRef:2] and that it was the “circumstances” that led to his actions. These “circumstances”, which can be implied to be the distorted system of the Third Reich, are what led to the inability for him to “know or to feel that he is doing wrong” when following orders. When looking at the scale of the Holocaust and how many ordinary Germans were involved, this makes a convincing argument as she implies that the whole population cannot be inherently evil and therefore these crimes could not have been committed consciously on this scale. [1: Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.57]  [2:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.276] 

 
Eichmann’s defence was the fact that he was simply following orders from above. His claim to be doing his “duty”[footnoteRef:3] is undermined by Arendt. She points out that by following the unofficial law of Hitler, although it seems as though they are being lawful, they are not following the law of the land and therefore can be “recognised as a criminal”[footnoteRef:4]. This suggests that what seemed like the law, underlined by Hitler, was often followed because it was from the highest place. Furthermore, the fact it was labelled the law, suggests that normal law-abiding citizens would have been keen to act in accordance with it as not following it would create a sense of criminality which they would want to avoid. This makes Arendt’s argument compelling as the fear of incarceration, or sometimes death, would override the ability to judge the morality of the situation and therefore would willingly obey, perhaps without even trying to assess it. This links to her assessment of totalitarian governments as this is often the techniques used by the regimes and therefore manage to incite evil into the whole party. [3:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.135]  [4:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.148] 

 
The blunt fact that he “did not want to deny it”[footnoteRef:5], unlike many of the other officers who had been prosecuted, suggests that he was unable to see the graveness of the situation which suggests that it was a passive following of orders in which he lost his ability to think for himself. Arendt emphasises this by claiming his “inability to speak was closely related with an inability to think”[footnoteRef:6] when he was unable to formulate sentences where he wasn’t just repeating himself or using cliches. This backs up her argument as it implie that he has become so used to following a certain pattern and that it became so ingrained in him that he is now unable to think for himself. This suggests that he would have followed any orders as he lost the very concept of his morals and now relied on the higher up officials to inform him of these morals which unfortunately were very wrong. [5:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.24]  [6:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.49] 

 
She also displays Eichmann as a diligent man who was keen to climb up the ranks. The fact that he was often “boasting”[footnoteRef:7] and became an “expert”[footnoteRef:8] on Jewish emigration implies not only was he proud of his work but also that he worked hard at it in order to be successful in it. This suggests that he was keen to follow orders and impress the high-ranking officials in order to advance his career which would permit his involvement in larger and even more secretive decisions such as the Final Solution and commit acts of evil. This, then, suggests that he was not characteristically evil as it came from a drive to do well and separates the idea of an evil person from an evil act. This highlights her argument as his obsession to succeed in his job would lead him to blindly follow orders. [7:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.46]  [8:  Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem A Report on the Banality of Evil, pp.67] 

 
In her book The Origins of Totalitarianism, mentioned above, she argues a point of a radical evil. This concept was coined by Kant who uses it as a way to explain an innate need to prioritise one’s self interest over the moral law which causes us to be evil; he argues one is never evil for the sake of being evil. However, Arendt goes one step further by using an idea of “superfluous”[footnoteRef:9] in a letter to Karl Jaspers alongside her book. Bernstein, an American philosopher, argues that rather than this having to do with motive, unlike Kant, it is in relation to the ideals of a totalitarian government. His use of the phrase “human individuals can be sacrificed for the cause or movement”[footnoteRef:10] implies that it is in a need to create a certain state under which they have full control and the victims have little freedom. Whilst there is some aspect of motive here, as there is a strive for power, it is more about suppression of the individual in attempts to achieve a perfect and long-term totalitarian state. Since total control and power is difficult to obtain quickly, it suggests a slow rise of power in which over time certain circumstances were able to be created. This then creates a sense of normality of evil as it happens subtly and over time as the evilness of acts escalate. This suggests that it can come about more easily and rather unknowingly. This then allows normal people, those who are not inherently evil, to become subjected to it. This is an idea seen in many genocides that have happened where there has been a rise of political power which has led to a victimisation of a certain group of people.  [9:  Arendt, Hannah, Jaspers, Karl, Correspondence, pp.166]  [10:  Bernstein, Richard, Reflections on Radical Evil: Arendt and Kant, pp.19] 

 
The idea of self-interest as a means for committing evil are convincing in the context of Nazi Germany as there have been several studies to show that the cabinet system and their organisation was fractured. The historian Broszat, in fact argues that the cause of the Holocaust was a result of radicalisation within the Party which played the officers against each other. This suggests that there was a competitive atmosphere in which rising tensions would lead attempts at out-competing each other in attempts to rise in rankings. This suggests that this was an easy process to get caught up in, and many did. This then creates the idea that it could easily happen to an ordinary person just trying to fit in and do their job.
 
Inspired by the events of the Eichmann trial, a series of experiments were conducted by a social psychologist called Milgram. This Milgram Shock Experiment attempted to examine if the acts of genocide in World War Two really were a result of ordinary people wo were simply following orders from an authoritative figure. He investigated if Germans were more susceptible to these orders so he used Americans as the test subjects. The results were shocking in that sixty five percent of the test subjects fulfilled the orders to the point of apparent death. This suggests that the ordinary person, even when there is no indoctrination through propaganda like the Germans had, has the ability to commit an act of evil when they are instructed to by an official. This implies that evil is not inherent as the acts are not based on personal gain or because they find a satisfaction in it, but rather they feel as though they do not have another choice. This would allow for Arendt’s concept of banality as it ultimately leads to obeying these laws without really questioning it due to the fear of being arrested. 
 
Whilst motivation-based accounts are commonly argued in philosophy, there are three other main arguments for reasoning evil, according to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. One that links into Arendt’s argument and also Eichmann’s defence is dispositional accounts. This is the notion that to be evil, one must have “evil-making properties”[footnoteRef:11]. This suggests that for someone to commit an act of evil, there must be certain circumstances in which they reveal their evil character. This is a convincing argument for the ordinary German question because it implies that to be evil is not uncommon which is emphasised by the Milgram experiment. It also links to Arendt’s argument as it still argues that there had to be specific conditions to allow for his following of orders. Furthermore, the fact that many people have the possibility of evil gives weight to this idea of banality as there is a sense of repetition and unoriginality through just execute orders. [11:  Calder, Todd, Edward, N. Zalta, “The Concept of Evil”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy] 

 
In conclusion, Arendt’s argument where she claims Eichmann to be almost brainwashed in a system of competitiveness and exploitation is very convincing. Although controversial at the time, it has proven to be a reliable explanation for how these ordinary Germans ended up committing these crimes of genocide. Her ability to outline Eichmann’s role in the Nazi Party and ultimately the Final Solution alongside his own personality which she highlights as bland and uneducated creates an interesting parallel. This enables her to really emphasise his lack of, not only understanding, but awareness in this situation. The fact he was just one of the many who took part, makes it difficult to label evil as rare which can be paired with Arendt’s idea of banal. With this, she once again is able to showcase the horrors of a totalitarian government and just how easily it can occur.
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