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Is Radical Evil Banal? Is Banal Evil Radical? 

1. Introduction 

There has been much recent debate concerning how Hannah Arendt’s concepts of radical evil 

and the banality of evil ‘fit together’, if at all. There are two general positions in regard to 

this question. The first, forwarded most notably by Richard Bernstein,1 sees the two 

concepts as broadly compatible. However, within this position, there are those who see 

some localised incompatibility with regard to the account of motivation (such as Bernstein 

and Henry Allison),2 and those who see the two concepts as intimately related and not at all 

in contradiction with each other (such as Peg Birmingham).3 Others, such as Wayne Allen, 

seem to fall somewhere in between.4 The second, forwarded initially by Gershom Scholem 

(and arguably by Arendt herself) and recently updated by Dana Villa,5 sees the two concepts 

as inherently incompatible. In this paper I shall argue for a position of the first type, by 

showing that the two concepts are broadly compatible. However, I shall also argue against 

the various other positions of this type, listed above, which all see the two concepts as 

fundamentally interdependent. Instead, I contend that radical evil and the banality of evil 

are independent but nonetheless highly complementary concepts.  

 

2. Radical Evil 

For Arendt, as for many others, the Nazi regime and the Holocaust were seen as utterly 

unprecedented events which dictated the need to re-think the possible extremes of evil. 

Arendt initially attempted to do this through her concept of radical evil, which she also refers 

to as the ‘greatest’ or ‘absolute’ evil. What is so absolute about the new type of evil at 

Auschwitz is, for Arendt, that it is seemingly not done from any “humanly comprehensible 

motive[s]”.6 It is a type of evil that goes radically beyond the Kantian categorical imperative, 

which forbids us to treat persons solely as means rather than as ends-in-themselves. If a 

person is treated as a means, this at least implies that the person is considered to have 

some utility or value, namely that of achieving an end. But radical evil is absolute evil 

because it takes this to its absolute extreme; concentration camp inmates are treated not as 
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persons, nor even as things or means, worthy of achieving a particular end, but as 

intrinsically valueless, as completely useless and thus as totally superfluous.  

Arendt argues that radical evil is perpetrated through a three step process. The first 

essential step in this process is the killing of the juridical person. This involves removing all 

of a person’s legal rights as a citizen, that is, removing a person’s ‘right to have rights’ 

before the law.7 As far as the law is concerned such superfluous people simply do not exist. 

Concentration camps serve this end practically by creating an environment where any 

pretext to having rights is completely abolished. Thus it is essential that people are not 

incarcerated in the concentration camps for any legal reason, that is, they cannot be thought 

of as criminals, as this would imply that they had some legal standing.8 This results in a 

system of arbitrary detention which forms an integral part of the totalising domination that a 

totalitarian system seeks to impose on its entire populace. 

Secondly, the moral person is killed, and this is achieved by removing the very 

possibility of making moral choices. The moral person presupposes the freedom to choose 

between doing good or evil, but in a totalitarian regime this freedom is removed through the 

elimination of good as a possible choice. For example, when a person is “faced with the 

alternative of betraying and thus murdering his friends or of sending his wife and 

children…to their death; when even suicide would mean the immediate murder of his own 

family”,9 the very possibility of choosing good is removed. Further, the traditional outlet of 

martyrdom, by which the moral person could defy evil, is also removed by making death 

itself completely anonymous, thereby robbing it of all testimony, grief and remembrance.10 

As such, “martyrdom...[becomes] impossible”.11  Thus the one thing a person alone truly 

possesses, their own death, is stolen from them, thereby proving the totalitarian regime’s 

assertion that nothing really belonged to them and that they belonged to no one. It is as if 

they had never really existed at all.  

Finally, in order to complete the process of radical evil any remaining trace of 

uniqueness, individuality and spontaneity must be totally removed. Spontaneity is for Arendt 

the mere possibility of doing something that cannot be simply and completely explained on 
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the basis of reactions to the environment and preceding events. For Kant, spontaneity is a 

transcendental condition of our very humanity, for without it there can be no rationality and 

no freedom. However, for Arendt what the Nazi death camps expose is how human 

spontaneity can be undermined by the phenomenon of totalitarianism.12 The case of the so-

called Muselmänner in the Nazi death camps illustrate this point all too well.13 A person’s 

spontaneity has been removed when they have been reduced to a bundle of reactions, which 

“can be exchanged at random for any other”,14 as they are all identically valueless, and so 

perfectly replaceable. Hence, radical evil, by literally destroying spontaneity, also destroys 

the very essence of humanity, and thereby seeks to make humanity itself absolutely 

superfluous.  

Thus far I have only described Arendt’s definition of what radical evil is and explored 

an analysis of how it arises; we are now in the position to explore why it is perpetrated. This 

question is particularly difficult since it appears as if the concentration camps themselves 

had neither economic nor military utility. But, as Arendt explains: “the uselessness of the 

camps...is only apparent. In reality they are more essential to the preservation of the 

regime’s power than any other of its institutions”.15 In other words, while the concentration 

camps seek to make the human essence absolutely superfluous, as an institution of radical 

evil, the concentration camps are themselves anything but superfluous to totalitarianism. 

Indeed, they are the very “laboratories in which the fundamental belief of totalitarianism, 

that everything is possible, is being verified”.16 As such, they are “essential to the 

preservation of the regime’s power”.17 This is because totalitarianism, which seeks ‘total 

power’ and domination, can only achieve and safeguard its goal in a world organised in such 

a way so as to be void of spontaneity and plurality. In contrast, despotic regimes aim only to 

limit freedom, and thus their power is likewise limited. But totalitarianism aims to abolish 

freedom, by eliminating human spontaneity and plurality, and thus its power knows no limits 

– for the totalitarian state everything is possible, not just, as it is for the nihilist, permitted.  

The motive, then, for the perpetrators of radical evil, is not simply a lust for power, 

but the delusion of maintaining an absolute, divine power. Arendt writes: 
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If an individual man qua man were omnipotent, then there is in fact no reason why men in the plural should 

exist at all – just as in monotheism it is only God’s omnipotence that makes him ONE. So, in this same way, 

the omnipotence of an individual man would make men superfluous.18  

 

This implies that by making people superfluous, by eliminating plurality, the totalitarian 

regime is attempting to assert its own ‘omnipotence’. By identifying with the party and 

excluding as superfluous everything different to the party, the perpetrators of radical evil 

were motivated by a complex desire to transcend humanity and become literally 

superhuman, by becoming god-like – omnipotent and ONE.19 That is, as Arendt makes clear, 

“what binds these men together is a firm and sincere belief in human omnipotence”.20  

Arendt goes on to claim that SS men are “inanimate men, i.e. men who can no 

longer be psychologically understood”.21 Their actions make us think of “some evil spirit 

gone mad...amusing himself”.22 As Arendt explains: 

 

it is inherent in our entire philosophical tradition that we cannot conceive of a “radical evil” and this is true 

both for Christian theology, which conceded even to the Devil himself a celestial origin, as well as for Kant, 

the only philosopher who, in the word he coined for it, at least must have suspected the existence of this evil 

even though he immediately rationalised it in the concept of a “perverted ill will” that could be explained by 

comprehensible motives.23 

 

For Kant, the ‘perverted ill will’, or the diabolical will, is a type of will capable of choosing evil 

for evil’s sake. However, Kant argues that no human being can have a diabolical will; instead 

evil is for Kant to be explained in terms of self-love and other ‘comprehensible’ motives.24 In 

the above passage Arendt seems to be implying that why certain Nazis perpetrated radical 

evil is due to some deep and radical innate human capacity (i.e. a capacity not of celestial or 

external origins) to perform evil for evil’s sake, to destroy the human essence for its own 

sake.25 That is, the Nazi atrocities go absolutely beyond the humanly comprehensible 
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motives of sinfulness and so, in seeking to destroy the very essence of humanity itself, any 

explanation of their actions needs to go absolutely beyond human categories of motivation. 

Thus, Arendt’s notion of the why of radical evil seems to be quite closely related to affirming 

(against Kant) the possibility of a diabolical will.26 For Arendt, it is only by not ‘rationalising’ 

away such a disturbing motivational account that we can explain the truly radical dimensions 

of totalitarian evil.  

 

3. The Banality of Evil 

In 1961 Arendt went to Jerusalem to cover the Eichmann trial for The New Yorker magazine. 

In the course of her trial report Arendt was: 

 

struck by a manifest shallowness in the doer [Eichmann] that made it impossible to trace the incontestable 

evil in his deeds to any deeper level of roots or motives. The deeds were monstrous, but the doer – at least 

the very effective one now on trial – was quite ordinary, commonplace, and neither demonic nor monstrous. 

There was no…firm ideological convictions or specific evil motives, and the only notable 

characteristic…was something entirely negative: it was not stupidity but thoughtlessness.27 

 

Eichmann’s decisive flaw was an almost total inability to look at anything from the point of 

view of another person, coupled with a lack of imagination and a certain remoteness from 

reality. Eichmann’s evil was banal, not because it was ‘commonplace’, but because he was 

‘commonplace’. Thus Arendt, by emphasising Eichmann’s thoughtlessness, challenges the 

traditional view that a perpetrator who habitually commits evil must necessarily have a 

diabolical character or pathological psychology. 

In her Eichmann book Arendt claims that her account of the banality of evil works 

only at a “strictly factual level”,28 and is thus not to be read as a “theoretical treatise on the 

nature of evil”.29 However, if we accept that Arendt’s banality thesis is just a factual claim, 

then many have argued that she got her facts wrong. For example, numerous historians, 
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such as Haas,30 Goldhagen31 and Lozowick,32 all argue that Eichmann was not banal because 

ideology played some, or even an essential role, in explaining his motivations. 

Such historical critiques of Arendt, while important, are somewhat inadequate, for the 

following two reasons. Firstly, even if they are correct in their criticisms, they have only 

argued against what Bernstein calls the “historical accuracy of Arendt’s account”, which 

would nonetheless leave “the far more important conceptual account” untouched.33 The 

conceptual account in Arendt’s work is the idea that monstrous deeds do not necessarily 

require monstrous doers. Arendt’s account is historically accurate to the extent that 

Eichmann really fits such a conceptual model. However, even if it is shown that Eichmann 

was not really banal in Arendt’s sense of the term, it would not follow that the concept of the 

banality of evil itself has been shown to be false. Rather, it would only be shown that 

Eichmann did not fit the mould, not that the mould was broken. Secondly, such critiques are 

based on a misunderstanding of just what Arendt meant by the term ‘thoughtlessness’.  

Eichmann was not thoughtless in the sense that he could not, or did not, think about 

the actions that he was performing. Rather, when Arendt employs the term ‘thought’ she 

employs it with an essentially Socratic methodology in mind. In The Life of the Mind Arendt 

writes that:  

 

clichés, stock phrases, adherences to conventional, standardised codes of expression and conduct have the 

socially recognised function of protecting us against reality, that is, against the claim on our thinking 

attention which all events and facts arouse by virtue of their existence…the difference in Eichmann was 

only that he clearly knew of no such claim at all.34 

 

Eichmann, who spoke only in clichés, was thoughtless in the sense that he unthinkingly 

accepted the mores and the laws that his society had given him; after all, as Eichmann put 

it, who was he to judge? According to Eichmann’s interpretation of the Nazi categorical 

imperative, to “act in such a way that the Führer, if he knew your action, would approve 

it”,35 he had no wrong, but only his ‘duty’. Thus, Eichmann had a conscience, and indeed it 
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would (probably) have spoken up had Eichmann done other than his perceived duty.36 The 

problem was that Eichmann’s conscience answered not to thought or reason, but to the 

dictates of Hitler’s will.  

Thinking for Arendt is essentially “the 2-in-1 of the soundless dialogue”, the self 

soundlessly talking to the self.37 Thinking thus “actualises the difference within our identity 

as given in consciousness and thereby results in conscience as its by-product”.38 In other 

words, thoughtfulness is required for a genuine faculty of judgment to operate, as it is 

thinking that creates the (genuine) conscience that authentic moral judging requires.39 For 

Arendt the faculty of judgment deals with particulars that cannot be subsumed under 

general laws that someone like Eichmann can thoughtlessly accept and follow. As such, it is 

a faculty that prevents us from accepting the given mores of society uncritically. Such a 

faculty becomes particularly important and essential in a state where the given mores are 

criminal and where one has nothing but their own conscience to rely upon in order to judge 

moral issues. Eichmann was able to commit great evil, not because he had a demonic depth 

to his character, but because he was thoughtlessly swept along by the criminality of the Nazi 

regime. He was not a great villain, but banally thoughtless and lacking in judgment.  

 

4. Banality: The Nature of Evil or of Eichmann? 

In a famous letter to Gershom Scholem Arendt writes: 

 

you are quite right: I changed my mind and do no longer speak of “radical evil”…it is indeed my opinion 

now that evil in never “radical”, that it is only extreme, and that it possesses neither depth nor any demonic 

dimensions. It can overgrow and lay waste the whole world precisely because it spreads like a fungus on the 

surface…the moment it [thought] concerns itself with evil, it is frustrated because there is nothing. That is 

its “banality”. Only the good has depth and can be radical.40 

 

This frequently quoted letter has perhaps done more than any other source to create 

confusion as to what is the correct philosophical interpretation of Arendt’s thought on evil. In 
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this letter Arendt seems to be implying that the concept of banality is not, as she had 

previously explicitly claimed, a factual description of the phenomenon that was Eichmann in 

Jerusalem, but is instead to be read as a theory about the nature of evil itself. That is, as 

Dana Villa points out, in this letter Arendt is not simply explaining her position in the 

Eichmann book, but is explicitly generalising or extending it.41  

Thus the question naturally arises: can and ought we generalise Arendt’s banality 

thesis? I shall now argue that we should answer both of these questions in the negative. 

Firstly, it must be noted that in all her published work proper, including the later The Life of 

the Mind,42 Arendt reiterates forcefully and clearly the claim she made in the Eichmann book 

itself; that is, she claims not to be theorising about the nature of evil itself, but merely 

describing what struck her about Eichmann’s particular type of evil. Given that we ought 

give more textual weight to published work proper, as opposed to private letters (even if 

they were intended for possible publication), it follows that we ought to take what Arendt 

says seriously, and thus we ought not to read (without further evidence) her as offering a 

general theory of evil.  

 Secondly, regardless of how we ought to read Arendt, there still remains the question 

of whether or not we can read her as offering a general theory of evil. Allison, for example, 

reads Arendt in this way. He argues that Arendt:  

 

instead of viewing them [Eichmann’s actions] as stemming from inhuman, diabolical motives [as she did in 

the Origins], Arendt now sees Eichmann’s crimes (and by extension, those of the Nazi regime as a whole) 

as essentially motiveless…Accordingly evil loses its depth and dimension and becomes simply banal.43 

 

Thus Allison claims that Arendt sees the crimes of all Nazis (not just Eichmann’s) as being 

essentially motiveless, that is, thoughtless. And he extends this even further, by claiming 

that for Arendt it is the very nature of all evil per se that it is banal and without roots, depth 

or dimension. While I think it is clear that Arendt herself does not explicitly make these 



Is Radical Evil Banal? Is Banal Evil Radical?                                                                           Paul Formosa 

 - 9 - 

extensions in her text, the question remains whether they are feasible or possible 

extensions.  

 However, such a reading is simply untenable. Firstly, it must be noted that 

Eichmann’s evil was said to have no roots only because he engaged in evil deeds 

thoughtlessly. By ‘thoughtlessly’ Arendt meant specifically the inability to judge, a distance 

from reality, a lack of imagination, and a blind acceptance of the mores of society. But 

clearly not all perpetrators of evil commit evil thoughtlessly. For example, there are 

instigators, like Hitler, who were not thoughtlessly following given conventions, but were 

thoughtfully creating them. Further, there were at least some Nazis who, unlike Eichmann, 

did indeed act from base motives, such as sadism, or from a firm and deeply rooted 

ideological anti-Semitism. Such perpetrators are simply not ‘thoughtless’ in Arendt’s sense of 

the term. However, Todd Calder seems to challenge this view by claiming that Eichmann and 

Hitler differ morally only in degree and not in kind. This constitutes a challenge to my claim 

that Eichmann and Hitler are different types of perpetrators and thus that not all 

perpetrators of evil are banal.44 I disagree with Calder’s point because there is a genuine 

moral difference between what S.I. Benn refers to as Hitler’s “conscientious wickedness” 

(i.e. thoughtfulness), and Eichmann’s “heteronomous wickedness” (i.e. thoughtlessness).45     

 

5. Is Radical Evil Banal? Is Banal Evil Radical? 

Scholem, in the above quoted exchange of letters with Arendt, specifically calls ‘banality’ 

and ‘radical’ contradictory theses on evil,46 a claim that Arendt not only does not reject, but 

seems to implicitly endorse by stating that she has indeed changed her mind about evil. 

Against Scholem’s reading, I shall now argue that we ought to hold radical evil and the 

banality of evil to be compatible concepts. By ‘compatible’ I mean that the two accounts are 

able to stand side by side in our intellectual repertoire for philosophically approaching evil.  

In my earlier presentation of radical evil I clearly portrayed the what/how and the 

why components of Arendt’s account as distinct elements. The former element only 

describes what happened, in terms of making the human essence absolutely superfluous, 
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and describes how this was perpetrated, through the murder of the juridical, moral and 

spontaneous persons. This distinct element only describes radical evil and does not assign 

any demonic depth to it. The second major element of Arendt’s account is largely a 

theoretical attempt to describe why radical evil was perpetrated. The explanation of motive 

that this distinct element offers is one which posits that a certain diabolical depth and 

demonic profundity is possessed by the perpetrators of radical evil.  

Eichmann perpetrated radical evil because he knowingly caused Jewish people to be 

made absolutely superfluous as human beings, by organising them to be transported to 

extermination camps.47 However, why Eichmann committed radical evil is to be explained in 

terms of banal thoughtlessness and not in terms of any sort of diabolical profundity or 

depth.  Given this, is there any incompatibility between Arendt’s two concepts of evil? There 

is, I claim (contra Birmingham),48 but it is a localised (rather than global) incompatibility, 

because it relates only to the why element of motive, and not to the distinct what/how 

element. It is only the distinct motivational element of radical evil, which allocates a 

demonic dimension to the motive, that is incompatible with Eichmann’s banality and lack of 

demonic profundity. Further, this incompatibility only arises if the original motivational 

account is taken to be a necessary account for all perpetrators of radical evil.49  

Villa, in contrast, argues in support of the claim that there is a global contradiction 

between the two concepts. Villa argues that if we remain “at the level of a philosophical 

reflection on the nature of evil” when thinking about the radicalness and banality of evil, 

then a contradiction or tension inevitably arises.50 Villa argues: 

 

Evil can be radical, can have a metaphysical depth and reality, only within a theological framework 

that…endowed totalitarian regimes with a Faustian grandeur…In Eichmann in Jerusalem…she showed 

herself ready to dispense with the Devil, ready to face the problem of evil in entirely secular terms.51 

 

However, it is essential to note that in order for Villa’s critique to be successful he has had to 

interpret radical evil in an overtly ontological sense. Villa reads radical evil as postulating a 
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metaphysical depth to evil, and he takes such a metaphysical depth to be defensible only 

within a theological, rather than secular, framework. If this is how we read the term radical 

evil, then it is indeed inevitable that an irreconcilable incompatibility will arise, as Arendt was 

undoubtedly aware. Arendt, in discussing Aquinas’ theory of evil, writes: 

 

[For Aquinas] Evil is not a principle, because it is sheer absence, and absence can be stated “in a private and 

in a negative sense”…Because of its privative character, absolute or radical evil cannot exist. No evil exists 

in which one can detect “the total absence of good”.52 

 

If we interpret both radical evil and the banality of evil in a strong ontological sense, then it 

is immediately clear that there is a direct and irreconcilable incompatibility. Ontologically 

interpreted (and generalised), the banality of evil might be thought to imply a privation 

theory of evil, such as the one Aquinas defends, where evil is a fungus or surface 

phenomenon that can parasitically only live on the good and has no depth or reality of its 

own. Thus, given this, it would follow that absolute or radical evil cannot possibly exist, 

because an evil that is the complete absence of good is the very ontological definition of 

non-Being. 

 However, Villa’s point seems to be slightly different. He claims that banality implies a 

conception of evil in general that is secular, and radical evil implies a conception of evil in 

general that is theological – that is, when staying “at the level of a philosophical reflection 

on the nature of evil”. Villa’s critique is, however, based on a misunderstanding of what 

exactly it is that Arendt’s accounts of evil do. Firstly, in contrast to Villa, it is incorrect to 

claim that Arendt is working “at the level of a philosophical reflection on the nature of evil”. I 

have already argued that we ought to, and in fact can, only interpret the banality account to 

be a descriptive judgment about Eichmann. That is, it is not evil per se that is banal, but 

rather only Eichmann’s particular evil, that is rootless and banal. Likewise radical evil is also 

not a reflection on the nature of evil itself, but a description of the what/how criteria for a 

certain type of evil. That is, as Robert Fine puts it, Arendt is merely describing the 
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“appearance of some radical evil”, rather than the ontological reality of evil per se.53 Villa is 

mistaken to think that Arendt was, in either account, working at the level of metaphysics 

and fundamental ontology. 

Further, to say that the evil of some perpetrators of evil has roots and depth is only 

to say that it is not mere thoughtlessness, but evil motives, such as sadism or a desire to 

humiliate others or seek omnipotence, that motivates such perpetrators. This is no way 

implies, as Villa suggests, some sort of “theological framework”. And even if there is a 

certain ‘Faustian’ grandeur to perpetrators of evil radical evil who, unlike Eichmann, sought 

omnipotence, this is neither indicative of a “theological framework” nor reason to reject the 

concept. It just is an unfortunate fact about humans that some persons, somewhat 

‘heroically’ even, do very evil things for very evil reasons, and in the eyes of some, this 

sheds a certain grandeur and nobility upon them. Arendt did not wish to deny that such 

evildoers exist, but only that Eichmann was not one of them, and that the likes of Eichmann 

may prove to be more dangerous. 

Radical evil is a type of evil. It is a large scale political phenomenon that works at the 

level of public institutions, and involves numerous perpetrators, undertaking numerous 

actions, which in combination have a certain cumulative effect which is radically evil. It 

refers to a specific historical phenomenon, totalitarianism, and its various incarnations, 

specifically in its forms in Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia. In contrast, the banality of evil 

refers to a type of perpetrator who thoughtlessly perpetrates evil in certain circumstances, 

suffers from a remoteness from reality and does not possess a particularly pathological 

psychology. As such, it works largely at the level of the individual and concerns moral, 

rather than large scale political, phenomena. Hence, the moral problems raised by someone 

like Eichmann refer to a situation that is applicable, unlike radical evil, far beyond the realms 

of totalitarianism and modernity. 

This position directly challenges the claims of Jennifer Geddes, Birmingham and Allen, 

who all see banality as a particularly new type of evil, as a “leitmotif for modernity”.54 While 

radical evil may be a new phenomenon, this is so only because it requires certain large scale 
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technical and organisational capabilities; thus it is indeed a phenomenon possible only in 

modernity and beyond. However, banality is a localised phenomenon that refers to a type of 

perpetrator, and such a perpetrator does not require the apparatus of modernity in order to 

banally commit evil. What is new is not banal perpetrators, but the extent of the evil (even 

radical evil) that can be thoughtlessly committed within the technical and organisational 

capabilities of modernity. That is, thoughtlessness is not a new phenomenon, though the 

extent of its implications may be. 

 Of course, not all instances of banal evil will result in radical evil, as someone can 

banally commit an evil that does not make human beings absolutely superfluous. Hence it 

follows that we can think of the concept of banality independently of radical evil. Further, not 

all perpetrators of radical evil are banal, such as a thoughtful instigator like Hitler. Hence it 

follows that we can think of the concept of radical evil independently of banality. Therefore, 

these two concepts are independent. They are independent because neither concept 

necessarily depends on the other for its sense. Given this, it should be clear that Bernstein is 

incorrect to argue that “rather than displacing the concept of radical evil, the banality of evil 

presupposes it”.55 Unfortunately, Bernstein does not at all clearly define just what he means 

here by ‘presuppose’.56 However, Bernstein’s claim does seem to imply that the banality of 

evil is a concept that is necessarily dependent on radical evil - that is, we cannot have a 

concept of the banality of evil without a concept of radical evil. This I have shown to be false 

– as the concepts are independent, we can have a concept of the banality of evil without 

having a concept of radical evil, and vice versa. 

However, not only are these two concepts compatible and independent, they are also 

highly and directly complementary. By ‘complementary’ I mean not only can both accounts 

stand side by side without contradiction, but that each shines a bit of light on the other, so 

that in combination the two accounts provide a fuller philosophical approach to evil than 

either is able to do in isolation.  

An understanding of radical evil complements our understanding of the banality of 

evil, by helping us to understand how thoughtlessness can be encouraged on such large 
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scales. While banality may be a localised moral phenomenon, it nonetheless occurs only 

within political environments and will be more prevalent in some and less in others. 

Consider, for example, that if instead of dealing with Jews, Eichmann had been given orders 

to organise the shipping of all his family to a concentration camp. While it is not clear if in 

such a situation Eichmann would obey his orders or not, the fact is clear that he simply could 

not react thoughtlessly to the order. He would be literally compelled by the situation to 

consider the implications of his actions and to think about them from the perspective of his 

family members. But Eichmann did not face such situations, because he dealt only with what 

he, and his society, considered to be absolutely superfluous things (unlike his family 

members), nothing but (at least soon to be) bundles of valueless reactions to be dealt with 

expediently, efficiently and thoughtlessly.  

Arendt also discusses in detail how ideological ‘thinking’ works with all the force of 

logical deduction to crush mental spontaneity, action and freedom.57 The total domination of 

totalitarianism attempts to remove the ‘inner freedom’ to mentally begin something new, 

something beyond totalitarian logic. Such domination leads to a mass feeling of 

abandonment or helplessness, a feeling of being caught in the steel jaws of History or 

Nature, which in turn promotes mass thoughtlessness. Thus radical evil, by creating 

superfluous people and imposing crushing ideological logic on the populace, while not 

necessary to bring about thoughtless evil,58 does create the types of environments where 

thoughtlessness can be encouraged on mass scales and, consequently, be organised on 

mass to achieve evil outcomes. 

Likewise, the concept of the banality of evil complements our understanding of 

radical evil, as it helps us to understand the complexity of such an atrocity.  The account of 

banality, in focusing on particular perpetrators and emphasising the complexities of 

motivation, complicates, and thus makes more feasible, an account of radical evil. Such an 

account cautions us against broad, sweeping statements that attempt to explain too 

simplistically such a highly complex event. Instead it encourages us to understand radical 

evil by examining the myriad different individual perpetrators, who must act in unison, in 
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order to cumulatively bring about such enormous atrocities.  Likewise, a central theme of 

the concept of radical evil is the contrast between plurality and oneness. While we can 

understand this on a political scale as the contrast between public spaces where freedom 

and spontaneity are encouraged, on the one hand, and destroyed on the other, we can also 

understand this contrast on an individual scale. Arendt’s analysis of Eichmann’s 

thoughtlessness can help us to understand the important role that thinking and judging 

might play in ensuring plurality and thus challenging the oneness and total domination of 

the radical evil of totalitarian states. 

 

6. Forgiveness and Punishment 

Arendt repeatedly claims that the true hallmark of radical evil is that it cannot be punished 

and is unforgivable.59 This is because such offences “transcend the realm of human affairs 

and the potentialities of human power, both of which they radically destroy wherever they 

make their appearance”.60 This claim, I shall now show, follows specifically from Arendt’s 

account of radical evil and particularly from the problematic why component. Given that I 

have argued that this problematic component is the source of a localised incompatibility with 

the concept of the banality of evil, it follows that I must now assess whether Arendt’s claims 

about forgiveness and punishment remain relevant post-Eichmann.  

For Arendt forgiveness involves forgiving what a person has done for the sake of who 

they are. Arendt argues that Christianity “assumed that only love can forgive because it is 

only love [that] is fully receptive to who somebody is, to the point of being always willing to 

forgive him whatever he may have done”.61 However, Arendt sees love as being “the most 

powerful of all antipolitical forces” because it abolishes the “in-between” which separates us 

from others.62 If forgiving were based only on love, Arendt claims, then forgiveness would 

remain outside the “larger domain of human affairs”; i.e. the public sphere. However, Arendt 

claims that respect “is [also] quite sufficient to prompt forgiving for what a person did, for 

the sake of the person”.63 Respect is not so much esteem for a person and their qualities, 

but is rather a respect for what they are (or could be), that is, an individual and unique 
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person in a plural public sphere.64 However, Arendt is not claiming that because we ought to 

respect all persons, it follows that we ought to forgive all crimes. Rather, Arendt only claims 

that respect (as well as love) is a sufficient prompt for forgiving, not a necessary one. Thus, 

Arendt’s understanding of forgiveness implies that all humans who we are capable of 

respecting (or loving), that is, all persons, we are also capable of forgiving whatever they 

have done (though we are not obliged to).65  

 Hence, if Arendt is to hold that the perpetrators of radical evil are unforgivable, given 

her discussion of forgiveness, it follows that she must think that we can neither love nor 

respect such perpetrators. Given Arendt’s early radical evil account of motivation, we can 

see that the reason why Arendt claims that we can neither love nor respect the perpetrators 

of radical evil is because their actions are not human, but rather aim to destroy human 

plurality out of a diabolical desire for omnipotence, total power and Oneness.  

But can we forgive Eichmann’s banal evil? Arendt claims that Eichmann too is 

unforgivable. Arendt’s argument for this claim relies on a distinction between humans 

(understood in a descriptive sense) and persons (understood in a normative sense). Arendt 

claims that it is the “process of thought in which I…explicitly constitute myself a person”.66 

That is, it is the activity of thoughtfulness that constitutes personhood. Thus, Eichmann, who 

was constituted by thoughtlessness, is, for Arendt, merely a human and not a person 

proper. Given that for Arendt it is the person and not the crime that is forgiven, it follows 

that “in rootless evil there is no person left whom one could ever forgive”.67 Thus, Arendt 

claims that Eichmann, and banal perpetrators of evil like him, are unforgivable, because 

they are not persons, and thus there is nobody, no person, to forgive.  

 However, it is essential to note that there is an important shift that occurs in Arendt’s 

thought on forgiveness. In both cases Arendt’s position rests on the claim that perpetrators 

of radical evil are not persons. But in her earlier account the perpetrator is not a person 

because they exceed or transcend the “realm of human affairs and the potentialities of 

human power”.68 Such perpetrators are not persons capable of being respected because 

they are essentially supra-human. In contrast, Eichmann is too thoughtless to even be a 
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person. Eichmann cannot be respected because he is essentially less than or sub-human. 

Thus we see that Arendt fundamentally changes her justification, but not her position, on 

forgiveness in the light of her latter account of the banality of evil.69 

Arendt also claims that the perpetrators of radical evil cannot be punished. She 

makes two distinct claims in relation to this inability. The first point is that the Nazi’s crimes 

“explode the limits of the law”, and the second point is that “for these crimes no punishment 

is severe enough”.70 But does Arendt’s thought on punishment need to change as a result of 

her work on Eichmann? While it is true that at the time they were committed the Nazi’s 

crimes did indeed seem to explode the ‘limits of the law’, with the introduction of the notion 

of a crime against humanity into our legal framework, this claim now seems less strong.71 

This is particularly so because, given Arendt’s account of radical evil as an attempt to make 

the human essence itself absolutely superfluous, such a legal framework does seem like the 

appropriate framework through which to bring the perpetrators of radical evil to justice. In 

regards her second point, Arendt herself gives us some reasons to think that perhaps 

Eichmann was sufficiently punished (or even too severely punished). Arendt certainly points 

out many mitigating circumstances, in particular that Eichmann committed his crimes “under 

circumstances that make it well-nigh impossible for him to know or to feel that he [was] 

doing wrong”.72 While such mitigating circumstances certainly do not undermine the 

foundation for punishment, namely Eichmann’s responsibility for his actions, they might be 

read as at least challenging the claim that hanging Eichmann was far too lenient a 

punishment. However, whatever the case, in combination these two points certainly give us 

some grounds to at least doubt Arendt’s early claim that all perpetrators of radical evil 

cannot be (adequately) punished. 

 

7. Conclusion 

In this paper I have examined how Arendt’s concepts of radical evil, which refers to a type of 

evil, and the banality of evil, which refers to a type of perpetrator, fit together. While the 

two concepts have a localised incompatibility, they can be made compatible if we remove 
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the motivational why account (or at least its claim to generality) from our understanding of 

radical evil. This involves an important shift from the claim that only diabolical perpetrators 

can commit radical evil, to the claim that at least some perpetrators of radical evil can be 

banal persons. Further, while the two concepts are independent, they are nonetheless highly 

complementary. Therefore, by understanding in combination both the concepts of radical 

and banal evil, we can possess a fuller (though not complete) framework through which to 

approach both the question of evil in general (including issues such as forgiveness and 

punishment), and totalitarian evil in particular. 
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