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Adolf Otto Eichmann

A German Nazi  
and SS-Ober-
sturmbannfuhrer.

One of the key 
organizers of  
the Holocaust.

After World War Two he escaped and fled 
to Argentina, living under a false identity.

On this day he was captured by a team 
of Mossad agents and smuggled into 
Israel to face trial.  

I have already 
surrendered to 

my fate.

 

Eichmann went before the 
Jerusalem District Court 
from 11 April 1961 onwards. 

He was indicted on 15 criminal 
charges, including crimes against 
humanity, war crimes, crimes 
against the Jewish people, and 
membership of an outlawed 
organization. 

Hannah Arendt, a Jew who fled 
Germany after Hitler’s rise to power, 
was sent to report on Eichmann’s 
trial for The New Yorker. 

A political theorist, she had already 
published key studies, such as The 
Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) and 
The Human Condition (1958). But her 
experience of Eichmann’s trial was to 
lead her to write her most famous 
and contentious book, Eichmann in 
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality  

of Evil (1963).

Arendt came to think that the 
Holocaust and other examples of 
great ‘evil’ were not the result of 
fanatical minds, of crazy, power-
mad sociopaths - but, far more 
shockingly, were the actions of 
ordinary people.

Ordinary people who had come to 
accept the twisted ideas of their 
ruler or system and had taken part 
in horrible, monstrous actions, but 
- somehow - saw such actions as
normal.

Arendt was critical of 
many aspects of the trial, 
including that it took place 
on behalf of just one 
country, Israel, rather 
than of all humanity. This 
idea of Eichmann being 
a crazy fanatic with an 
‘unquenchable blood thirst’ 
seemed, to her, a shallow 
conclusion.  

I never did  
anything, great 

or small, without 
obtaining in advance 
express instructions 

from Adolf Hitler  
or one of my 

superiors.

Without the 
fanatical zeal and 
the unquenchable 
blood thirst of the 
appellant and his 

associates.

The so-called Final 
Solution would never 

have assumed the infernal 
forms of the flayed skin 
and tortured flesh of 

millions of Jews….

Eichmann  
received no superior 
orders at all. He was 
his own superior and 
he gave all orders in 

matters that concerned 
Jewish affairs…

Israel’s Supreme Court rejected 
this defense, stating: 

 

The trouble with  
Eichmann was precisely 
that so many were like 
him, and that the many 

were neither perverted 
nor sadistic. 

they were,  
and still are, terribly 

and terrifyingly 
normal. 

From the  
viewpoint of our legal 
institutions and of our 
moral standards of 

judgment, this normality 
was much more terrifying 

than all the atrocities  
put together. 

For it implied -  
as had been said at 

Nuremberg over and 
over again by the 

defendants and their 
counsels - that this  

new type of  
criminal… 

Who is in  
actual fact  

hostis generis 
humani…*

Commits his  
crimes under 

circumstances that make 
it well-nigh impossible  

for him to know or  
to feel that he is  

doing wrong.

*Enemy of humankind

Eichmann showed little trace of an 
antisemitic personality, hatred, or of any early 
psychological damage to his character. 

In fact he seemed to 
have an ordinary and 
common personality. His 
main concern seemed to 
have been to improve his 
career.

Some thought that Arendt was buying 
into the idea of Eichmann’s defense 
that he was just following orders,  
but Arendt disagreed.

She did not mean 
that evil had become 
commonplace. What 
had become banal 
was the failure to 
think - meaning 
a failure to take 
enough critical 
distance regarding 
the actions that 
law and policy and 
authority impose 
upon us.

This failure to 
think leads to a 
normalization 
of committing 
degrading acts 
to other  
human beings…

Into doing such 
horrible things 
in an organized 
and systematic 
way, so that they 
become routine 
and accepted as 
normal.  

What I got  
from the Eichmann  

trial was a realization of 
the fearsome, word-and-

thought-defying  
banality of evil.

 

A further point infuriated Arendt. In his 
defense Eichmann mentioned the ideas of the 
philosopher Kant.

In implementing  
the Final Solution, I was 
acting from obedience.  

I derived my morals from 
my reading of Kant.

I came to  
see the categorical 

imperative as indicating that 
one ought to act in such a 
way that the Fuhrer would 

approve, or would  
himself so act. 

It’s incomprehensible -  
since Kant’s moral philosophy 

is so closely bound up  
with man’s faculty of 

judgment.

This is outrageous! 

Which rules out 
blind obedience!

For Kant, every man was a legislator 
the moment he started to act. By using 
his practical reason man found the 
principles that could and should be the 
principles of law.

Arendt’s ideas have often been linked to the 
experiments of Stanley Milgram on obedience to 
authority - though Arendt herself was not a great 
fan of such experiments.

experimenter 

teacher

LEARNER

Aahhh!

Milgram’s experiments were inspired by 
the Eichmann trial, and conducted from 
1961 to 1963. They seemed to indicate 
that, indeed, even ordinary people may 
do terrible things to  
other people, under  
certain situations and  
conditions.

I must conclude  
that Arendt’s conception 
of the banality of evil 

comes closer to the truth 
than one might  
dare imagine.

The experiment 
requires that 
you continue.

Hey, that guy  
sounds like he’s in 

real pain… we gotta 
stop this, no?

Well…

 Uhh… 

OK.

 

Milgram’s studies seem 
to show that anybody 
can become a tyrant, 
in certain circumstances 
- even in supposedly
‘democratic’ societies,
which say they value
individualism.

This is in some ways a more unsettling 
conclusion than saying it’s down to evil, 
mad, sociopathic people. 

That pat idea allows us to dismiss 
the issue, push it from our minds as 
something aberrant, that wouldn’t 
happen here, not to us. 

But the idea that such horrendous acts of cruelty 
could be carried out by ordinary people is far more 
challenging and upsetting. 

It may make us 
feel that our own 
fa,Cade of civility and
reasonableness is a 
very thin one indeed.

The Nazi era may seem like ancient history to some young people. So, how does this 
apply in contemporary life? In the recent past we have seen horrible abuses of power 
and disgusting treatment of other human beings carried out in places like Rwanda and 
in the Bosnian war of 1992 to 1995.

In the Bosnian war we saw the appearance of 
concentration camps yet again. Surely not in modern 
Europe? Sadly, yes - camps like Trnopolje, Keraterm and 
Manja spoke complacency-shattering volumes about the 
continuation of this problem. 

July 1995 saw what the Secretary-
General of the United Nations called: 
‘…the worst crime on European soil 
since the Second World War’. Over 
8,000 Muslim men were executed by 
Bosnian Serb forces after the fall of 
Srebrenica.

In tribunals held after the war, the terrible 
call of ‘just following orders’ was heard 
yet again. The President of Serbia, Slobodan 
Milosevic, was accused of either directly 
or tacitly approving the massacre that was 
carried out on the orders of Bosnian Serb 
Army commander Ratko Mladic. 

If we consider these atrocities after 
reflecting on Arendt’s ideas, we may find 
it hard to dismiss the Serbian soldiers as 
‘fanatics with an unquenchable blood 
thirst’, and see them as modern Europeans, 
not so far from ourselves here and now. The Srebrenica massacre 

memorial wall of names.

 

Perhaps the banality of evil is something 
that, in the wrong circumstances, could 
touch us all. 

Once again it seems too simple to say such 
soldiers are crazy or ‘bad apples’. Perhaps 
these problems of cruel acts carried out in 
positions of power, of following whatever 
authorities say in blind obedience, are still 
very much with us.

Did certain people in the U.S. power structure think that 
displays of violence are necessary to invoke notions of power 
and dominance? A former U.S. Army Brigadier, General Janis 
Karpinski, said she had seen a letter apparently signed by Donald 
Rumsfeld which allowed civilian contractors to use various 
extreme techniques during interrogation, despite these being 
contrary to the Geneva Convention. 

Errol Morris’s film ‘Standard 
Operating Procedure’ 
emphasized that these U.S. 
soldiers were not  
exceptional but following 
routine standards. It asked: 
‘…how could American values 
become so compromised that  
 Abu Ghraib could happen?’ This  
 sounds very similar to what  
 was asked of Germany in the  
      Nazi period. 

Oh yeah? I believe 
in torture - and I 
will torture you!

But, 
I believe in 

Allah!

You better  
thank Jesus that 

you’re alive, 
scumbag!

Or, even more recently, the degrading 
treatment of prisoners in the Abu Ghraib 
prison. Iraqi prisoners there were subjected 
by U.S. soldiers to such acts as urinating 
on them, tying ropes to their penises and 
dragging them across the floor, pouring 
phosphoric acid on them, and sodomizing 
them with            a baton.
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