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Introduction

When Hannah Arendt covered Adolf Eichmann’s 1961 trial for his crimes on behalf of the Third Reich, she encountered a new kind of evil eerily familiar today. Bearing “neither perverted nor sadistic” motive, Eichmann appeared “terribly and terrifyingly normal” to Arendt in the context of the crimes he committed:[footnoteRef:1] though he was a devoted Nazi functionary who confessed to arranging the transportation of millions of Jews to concentration camps—fully aware that many would ultimately perish—he did not appear the amoral monster she expected to find. Instead, due to the extensive corruption of morals under Nazi totalitarianism, Eichmann appeared a well-intending bureaucrat striving for success in his career within an environment that equated duty with depravity.[footnoteRef:2] Under the all-encompassing influence of totalitarianism, Eichmann engaged in “crimes under circumstances that made it well-nigh impossible for him to know or to feel that he [was] doing wrong.”[footnoteRef:3] In that system, Eichmann would have “had a bad conscience only if he had not [emphasis added] done what he had been ordered to do—to ship millions of men, women, and children to their death with great zeal and meticulous care[,]”[footnoteRef:4] and Arendt owed his unquestioning conformity to the corruptive influence of bureaucracy.  [1:  Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963; repr., London: Penguin Books, 2006), 261.]  [2:  Ibid., 287.]  [3:  Ibid., 276.]  [4:  Ibid., 25.] 

Totalitarianism and bureaucracy, for Arendt, both operate “to make functionaries and mere cogs in the administrative machinery out of men, and thus to dehumanize them[,]"[footnoteRef:5] making it so that rising in the ranks is conditioned on adopting the values endorsed by the hierarchy. To have a “good conscience” is to do one’s job efficiently and “automatically”[footnoteRef:6] as it is defined by the organization, creating an alternative local morality that has the ability to transmute moral wrongs into virtues sanctioned from the top down. Donald Trump’s wannabe dictatorship and its mobilization of ICE to inflict human rights violations at the Southern Border serve as an ugly contemporary play-by-play of Arendt’s philosophic project: when distorted moral ideology collides with diffuse bureaucratic structures, individual instincts to question or protest the commands they receive are blunted, and evils in the name of service proliferate unchecked.  [5:  Ibid., 289.]  [6:  Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago : University Of Chicago Press, 1958), 322.] 

Individual commitment to the pursuit of efficiency, obedience, or other organizational goals celebrated by higher-ups—in Nazi Germany, namely, racial purity—distorts personal and collective morality over time and renders agents “swept away unthinkingly by what everyone else does and believes in.”[footnoteRef:7] Under compulsion, individuals adopt the anamorphic values of the regime, living in an alternative reality where Party logic decides if “two and two made five.”[footnoteRef:8] Job-holding “joiners[,]”[footnoteRef:9] who seek only to advance in society or in their careers by doing their duties “well,” thus adhere thoughtlessly to the normalized morals of the systems they serve and become complicit in wrongdoing despite a lack of felt or detectable evil intent.  [7:  Hannah Arendt, “Thinking and Moral Considerations,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. J Kohn (Schocken Books, 2003), 159–92, 188.]  [8:  George Orwell, 1984 (1950; repr., New York, New York: Signet Classics, 2017), 80.]  [9:  Arendt, Eichmann, 32.] 

 Arendt observed that corruptive bureaucratic forces subsume otherwise “average, normal” people who maintain full cognitive capacities, conditioning them to “be perfectly incapable of telling right from wrong.”[footnoteRef:10] The banality of evil, then, tackles the modern paradox of agents doing evil without being evil people, and it examines the conditions under which immoral atrocities come to appear to their perpetrators as ordinary and unproblematic directives undeserving of moral scrutiny. Consult Trump’s “Big Lie” and the misinformation campaign surrounding it for evidence that otherwise “moral,” “good Christian” actors can come to embrace the corrupt practices of the bureaucratic systems they serve; that admission to the RNC is now conditioned on explicit public endorsement of that lie speaks not only to contemporary actors’ ability to subvert information they know to be true in order to pledge allegiance, but also their willingness to proselytize for the immoral in an effort to retain power. [10:  Ibid., 26.] 

While Arendt initially envisioned banal evil as conditioned on totalitarian dehumanization that she viewed as sufficient to permit thoughtless conformity among otherwise non-evil agents, her fear of the “word-and-thought-defying banality of evil”[footnoteRef:11] maintains its descriptive relevance today. Outside of the authoritarian conditions, however, it is unclear why contemporary bureaucratic structures should still facilitate the kind of unquestioning and thoughtless conformity that historically emerges from indoctrination. The internet provides free access to information for the vast majority of Americans—certainly for corporate and government bureaucrats—and represents an unprecedented augmentation of the Marketplace of Ideas; should that not lead to the eradication of thoughtless banal evil?  [11:  Ibid., 252.] 

Whether or not it should, it appears that it has not. Indeed, banal evil seems to operate with unabated force, whether or not individuals retain a claim to its characteristic thoughtlessness. It bears investigating, then, how and why banal evil operates as it does today, and how Arendt might grapple with its moral culpability.
In this thesis, I argue for a continuum-based approach to identifying banal evil and its associated degrees of moral responsibility separate from pure thoughtlessness in contemporary American bureaucratic settings: outside of the oppressive totalitarian conditions Hannah Arendt originally set out to describe, classification of evils as banal should not necessitate diagnosing a complete lack of thought or agency and doing so obscures assignment of moral responsibility. If, instead, we come to see individual moral responsibility as predicated on the amount agents know and how they know it, we can develop an account of moral blame that tracks the extent to which actors consciously and autonomously conform to the corrupted values endorsed by the organizations they operate within, whether or not they do so thoughtlessly. 
I begin by introducing Hannah Arendt’s framework for banal evil as presented in Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, highlighting her intention to understand the nature and operation of a new kind of evil facilitated by diffuse bureaucracy and totalitarian conditions in the Third Reich. I lay out the key concepts of thoughtlessness and loss of personhood she leverages to explain how the banality of evil permits ordinary actors to commit extraordinary evils under the influence of corrupted moral environments. 
I then present three categories of popular criticisms of Arendt’s work highlighting the normative and descriptive difficulties of applying her framework to less extreme bureaucratic systems: (1) the nullification of agency and personhood she diagnosed amongst Nazi functionaries due to their lack of thought suggests an exculpatory role for banal evil; (2) the pure thoughtlessness and ordinary morality on which she appears to condition banal evil do not obtain in reality; and (3) even if banal evil can be said to exist as she described it, it should not be treated as normatively distinct from thoughtful or malicious evil acts. I devote significant attention to the first class of critics, taking seriously various challenges leveled against Arendt’s framework for banal evil and its implied account of blame. There, I draw out and present an alternative construction of moral responsibility for banal evil that is conditioned on thoughtlessness and lack of character rather than non-personhood.
In responding to these critical accounts, I argue that the concept of banal evil does have a descriptive place in contemporary bureaucracies when leveraged to understand how well-intending actors commit evil acts under the influence of the corrupted value systems they serve; conditions outside of totalitarianism invite us to develop an adjusted account of banal evil that permits varying levels of thought and maintained autonomy, while also recognizing the influence of corrupted moral environments on decision-making. By reserving a place for degrees of thought and agency in a contemporary understanding of banal evil, there is no need to view it as exculpatory—instead, moral responsibility can be seen as asymptotic, increasing with independent reasoning, and diminishing with external coercion. 
Finally, I propose a framework for assigning degrees of moral responsibility dependent on levels of agency exercised in the commitment of organizational evils, pointing to some conditions that influence the quantification of autonomy. I entertain and respond to the Consequentialist counterargument that there should be no difference in culpability for evils deemed banal; I suggest instead that there is descriptive and normative value in retaining a concept of blameworthy banal evil, and that doing so permits broader recognition of and accountability for systemic corruption.
Arendt’s Banal Evil:

“Except for an extraordinary diligence in looking out for his personal advancement, he had no motives at all. And this diligence in itself was in no way criminal…He merely…never realized what he was doing.”[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Arendt, Eichmann, 287.] 


Taking Eichmann to be an illustrative example, Arendt undertook to describe banal evil as a novel product of increasingly bureaucratic modernity. Where prior Western philosophical thought had largely conceived of evil as a product of evil motive or weakness of will, Eichmann posed a challenge to the fundamental axiom that evil is inextricably linked to malevolent intent.[footnoteRef:13] In contrast to the ideologically-motivated concept of radical evil she associated with totalitarian regimes, his particular breed of evil seemed distinct to the modern bureaucrat: For Arendt, Eichmann’s acts were banal because they occurred in a social hierarchy so committed to evil as to make them appear commonplace and legitimate. It was thus not only the idea that evil could occur apart from evil intent, but that agents with “ordinary” seemingly intact morality could come to commit genocidal atrocities in the name of moral goodness (or at least moral neutrality).  [13:  Whether in Kantian deontology’s estimation of guilt as dependent on intent to commit a crime—and of a good will as that which intentionally chooses to comply with moral duty—or in the legal distinction between first-degree murder and manslaughter, moral responsibility tended to hinge on the principle of mens rea, or the possession of a “guilty mind.” [Stephen Miller, “A Note on the Banality of Evil,” The Wilson Quarterly 12 (1998): 54–59.].] 

With the “personality…of ‘a common mailman’”[footnoteRef:14] and no ill-will towards Jews, Eichmann—according to his defense—was no more than a high-achieving bureaucrat in some sense “good” for striving to perform his duties well. As the self-professed “unlucky” “subject of a bad government[,]”[footnoteRef:15] Eichmann served as the prototypical example of a duty-bound actor tainted by his position in a diffuse bureaucratic system that imposed evil values from the top down. For Arendt, he and “so many [others] like him”[footnoteRef:16] begged the question of how such a structure makes it so that complying with one’s duties could, under certain circumstances and ideologies, produce extreme harm in the absence of thought or intent. “‘[N]o longer hav[ing] the religious or philosophical language to talk intelligently about evil[,]’”[footnoteRef:17] according to Sontag, Arendt’s career and corpus then turned to the project of understanding and articulating its contemporary nature, operation, and seeming incompatibility with existing notions of morality. [14:  Arendt, Eichmann, 145]  [15:  Ibid., 175.]  [16:  Ibid., 276.]  [17:  Miller, “A Note,” 55.] 

	Arendt’s explanation ends up turning on her view that both totalitarianism and bureaucracy function to reduce individuality and progressively dehumanize agents, achieving levels of psychological and moral degradation that leaves them unable to think and act independently. To be a “person” in the normative sense, for Arendt, requires a political sphere—what she calls a polis[footnoteRef:18]— that distinguishes moral agents from “mere human being[s]”[footnoteRef:19] (the descriptive “homo”).[footnoteRef:20] In order to be subject to normative evaluation in her view, “personhood” requires some combination of independent thought and action (what she calls “natality”)[footnoteRef:21] that is expressed through a public sphere.[footnoteRef:22] By shrinking the public sphere that she views as necessary to assert individuality through action and critical thinking, these systems make “man superfluous.”[footnoteRef:23] As participants automatically adhere to “certain patterns of behavior[,]” they are not engaged in independent action and instead function at “the level of a conditioned and behaving animal.”[footnoteRef:24] For Arendt, the modern bureaucrat no longer has access to the kind of political sphere necessary to express his personhood or act and think on his own, leaving him to passively embrace the thinking and directives of the machine without question. [18:  Arendt, The Human, 179-199. ]  [19:  Hannah Arendt, “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. J Kohn (Schocken Books, 2003), 49–146, 100.]  [20:  Hannah Arendt, “Prologue,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. J Kohn (Schocken Books, 2003), 3–16, 12-13.]  [21:  Formosa 2006; Paul Formosa, “Moral Responsibility for Banal Evil,” Journal of Social Philosophy 37, no. 4 (2006): 501–20, 512.]  [22:  Arendt, The Human, 199.]  [23:  Arendt, The Origins, 457.]  [24:  Arendt, The Human, 42.] 

	Arendt’s important classification of banal offenders as nobodies[footnoteRef:25] under bureaucratic and totalitarian influence equates to her view that they have lost “the capacity of both experience and thought[,]”[footnoteRef:26] and therefore morality does not operate on them; in the absence of individuality, “there is no person left.[footnoteRef:27]” Modernity’s restriction of the public sphere and bureaucracy’s “demands of…sheer automatic functioning”[footnoteRef:28] thus generates nobodies who are rendered unable to think and function autonomously, instead adhering unthinkingly to the collectively embraced rules of the system or society they exist within.[footnoteRef:29] These “cogs” are able to commit egregious acts of banal evil without evil motive and without questioning morality not only because they are unable to think or act for themselves, but because they are unable “to think from the standpoint of someone else.”[footnoteRef:30] Banal evil, then, is conditioned on the presence of a thoughtless nobody.  [25:  Arendt, “Some Questions,” 100.]  [26:  Arendt, The Origins, 473-74.]  [27:  Arendt, “Some Questions,” 95.]  [28:  Arendt, The Human, 322. ]  [29:  Arendt, “Thinking,” 188.]  [30:  Arendt, Eichmann, 49.] 

That understanding forms Arendt’s warning against the increasing danger of banal evil in modern bureaucratic systems, where degradation of morals and dehumanization stifle critical thought and encourage blind commitment. As individuals become progressively numb to the ideas and practices of the system, even those with good consciences can thoughtlessly become complicit in banal evil. In the increasingly diffuse structures of modern bureaucracy and the diminished public sphere that accompanies their broader operation, Arendt fears that there will be fewer barriers to corrupt organizations imposing harmful values and radical ideologies on individuals left vulnerable to adopt them without question. 
Importantly, I do not view Arendt as attempting to develop an account of blame for banal evil in Eichmann in Jerusalem, and unlike many of her critics, I read her other works as supplying clear evidence that she neither meant to argue for Eichmann’s innocence nor for the exculpation of banal evil in general.[footnoteRef:31] That said, given her original construction of banality conditioned on loss of personhood, thoughtlessness, and lack of intent, critics have been troubled by her account’s implications for moral responsibility. Given that the phrase “banality of evil” appears only once in the postscript of her report[footnoteRef:32] and is left with little explanation beyond her prior assessment of Eichmann’s character, it has rightly puzzled audiences who hope to apply it within and beyond the Third Reich. The following critical accounts elaborate those difficulties. [31:  Arendt’s 1964 essays deliberately respond to critics of her prior account of blame, crystalizing her view of Eichmann (and other banal perpetrators) as morally and legally culpable. [Hannah Arendt, “Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. J Kohn (Schocken Books, 2003), 17–48; 18, 47-48.].]  [32:  Arendt, Eichmann, 252.] 

Critical Accounts

Critics I – Moral Responsibility Challenge

The problem for these critics arises out of the idea that Arendt’s presentation of banal evil constitutes (at the very least) an excusing condition mitigating moral responsibility and culpability, and in some readings, an exempting circumstance to exculpate both forms of blame. The notion in Russell’s Being Evil that evil actions are so “if and only if…the wrongdoer is fully culpable for [a wrong that is extremely harmful]”[footnoteRef:33] mirrors Claudia Card’s view of evils as “reasonably foreseeable intolerable harms produced by inexcusable wrongs[;]”[footnoteRef:34] in both, designation as evil seems to presuppose full culpability (in other words, a lack of excuse).[footnoteRef:35] An act is distinguished as evil not just by the resulting “intolerable harm”[footnoteRef:36] but “when there is no moral excuse for it.”[footnoteRef:37] It is this distinction between culpability and moral responsibility that permits an agent to be “fully culpable in committing an act of wrongdoing but still have a moral excuse.”[footnoteRef:38] These critics worry that Arendt’s description of banal offenders as lacking agency and evil motive implies an excuse for the harms they commit. [33:  Luke Russell, Being Evil (Oxford; New York Oxford University Press, 2020), 86-7.]  [34:  Claudia Card, Confronting Evils: Terrorism, Torture, Genocide (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 16.]  [35:  Guy Lancaster, “‘Being Evil: A Philosophical Perspective’ by Luke Russell Reviewed by Guy Lancaster,” Marx and Philosophy Review of Books, January 25, 2021.]  [36:  Card, Confronting, 7.]  [37:  Ibid., 6.]  [38:  Lancaster, “Being Evil.”] 

Excusing and exempting conditions of acts reduce moral responsibility and absolve culpability to different degrees dependent on circumstance, and the basis of these critical accounts lies in the parts of Arendt’s description of banal evil that imply reduced accountability in terms of Aristotelian agency. Whereas a moral excuse, or one based on a justified morally defensible reason for committing an act, “mitigates culpability without reducing responsibility[,]”[footnoteRef:39] a “metaphysical excuse”[footnoteRef:40] is governed by the Aristotelian concepts of compulsion and ignorance: the idea that acts are “involuntary when they are performed under compulsion or through ignorance” and “receive pardon” because only that which is done “voluntary[ily] receive[s] praise and blame.”[footnoteRef:41] When it is the “ontology of agency” at stake, or “whether moral agency even exists in a particular case[,]” the idea is that culpability is “mitigate[d] or remove[d]…by diminishing or removing responsibility.”[footnoteRef:42] The problem for these critics is that Arendt seems to offer perpetrators of banal evil moral and metaphysical excuses on account of the corrupted moral environment of Nazi Germany, and that account would reduce—if not absolve—culpability and moral responsibility.  [39:  Card, Confronting, 16.]  [40:  Ibid.]  [41:  Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, trans. J.A.K. Thomson (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1966), 50.]  [42:  Card, Confronting, 16.] 

In Aristotelian terms, Arendt portrays these perpetrators as being unable to know any better; in other words, as paradigmatic cases of non-culpable ignorance. Whether done under true compulsion—lacking any capacity for choice—or under partial compulsion, moral responsibility’s operation is constrained. As Card instructs, culpability is only unmitigated “in the case of utterly inexcusable deeds[,]”[footnoteRef:43] and moral responsibility is hobbled by “diminished capacity for agency.”[footnoteRef:44] Unlike in Milgram and Zimbardo’s experiments—where participants’ “culpability is unmitigated by any diminished capacity for agency and by any even partly justifying reason”[footnoteRef:45]—Arendt would seem (to these critics) to be ascribing degrees of immunity from blame to Nazi functionaries and those who commit evils within sufficiently corrupt environments. Because they take Arendt to be granting metaphysical and moral excuses for this class of acts, critics charge that the very concept of banal evil as presented would undermine our ability to call such extreme harms evil at all, let alone hold them accountable. Per Formosa: [43:  Ibid., 17.]  [44:  Ibid., 11.]  [45:  Ibid.] 

Arendt’s presentation of the banality of evil “seems to generate a reasonable prima facie case for not holding Eichmann to be fully morally responsible for his actions…because, given Arendt’s very strong account of the pervasiveness of totalitarianism, Eichmann seems to have been in an exempting coercive situation. Further…in a global exempting state, as he was, according to Arendt, genuinely incapable of thinking and judging. Even more seriously, Arendt also seems to specifically deny Eichmann’s personhood, but if Eichmann is genuinely a ‘nobody’ then there is no one left behind who we can hold morally responsible.”[footnoteRef:46]  [46:  Formosa, “Moral,” 504.] 


Critics of Arendt’s account of moral responsibility, then, can be broken into four classes: (1) those who take Arendt to be suggesting that banal evil is taken to be more a product of circumstance than of free choice, and thus associated with reduced moral responsibility, (2) those who view her description of banal offenders as suffering a local moral exemption due to ignorance under totalitarianism, (3) those who take her account of Eichmann and other Nazi functionaries as suggesting a globally morally exempting case due to their inability to engage in autonomous moral reasoning at all, and (4) those who take her account of Eichmann as a “nobody” to be suggesting a lack of personhood requisite for any kind of blame. While each points to problems assigning moral responsibility in any case of diminished agency or constrained free choice, these critical accounts increase in the level of moral excuse they take Arendt’s picture of banal evil to supply. Whereas her account’s reliance on circumstance diminishes the role of free choice and clouds accountability for the first class of critics, the following critics rely on their understanding of banal evil as suggesting a lack of thinking abilities entirely; they turn on the Socratic idea that possessing thinking abilities is a prerequisite for operative morality.[footnoteRef:47] Beyond Eichmann and others within the Third Reich, these accounts remain relevant when applying Arendt’s framework to other cases of evil acts committed within morally corrupt environments; if she is taken to be suggesting that banal evil necessitates some degree of reduced moral competence, ignorance, or compulsion at the hands of a corrupt authority, these critics charge that moral responsibility for banal evil is inappropriately obscured. [47:  This is laid out at length in Beatty’s evaluation of Arendt in light of Socrates [Joseph Beatty, “Thinking and Moral Considerations: Socrates and Arendt’s Eichmann,” The Journal of Value Inquiry 10, no. 4 (1976): 266–78.].] 

(I) Evil as a Product of Circumstance Challenge—

Some of Arendt’s critics find a problem associating moral responsibility with banal offenders on the ground that her framework implies that evil can be a necessary product of circumstance more than an active choice on the part of free-thinking agents. For them, Arendt’s primary philosophical contribution was the observation “that evil is less a choice than the outcome of certain circumstances.”[footnoteRef:48] At minimum, then, Arendt’s account of the conditions that facilitate banal evil suggest that free choice is significantly constrained by factors beyond agents’ control, and accountability for their actions is left unclear when we struggle to see them as choosing evil for its own sake or at all. Arendt’s contemporary, Mary McCarthy, introduces the hesitation taken up by Miller that “If you allow [Eichmann] a wicked heart, then you leave him some freedom, which permits our condemnation[,]”[footnoteRef:49] getting at the way in which treating actors as completely thoughtless and at the mercy of circumstance undermines an account of blame.[footnoteRef:50] In order to blame actors, we must see them as choosing to commit evil rather than suffering blamelessly at the hands of evil that is rendered normal or necessary by environment or circumstance.[footnoteRef:51] For these critics, then, bad luck or circumstance can be seen as exculpating banal offenders, or at least as diluting their moral responsibility. This critique goes further to point out the potential for misappropriated blame in Arendt’s framework: viewing all banal evil as a product of thoughtless conformity to corrupting circumstances—with no appreciation for the difference in level of choice between Nazi functionaries and subjugated Jews—her account of banal evil will struggle to distinguish the complicity of perpetrators and victims. As Formosa notes, it is a significant problem for her theory of evil if it fails to elucidate the difference between those who do the bare minimum of harm under coercive circumstances and those who go out of their way to inflict it;[footnoteRef:52] by reducing emphasis on intent in the interest of circumstance, these critics find a challenge scaling moral responsibility. [48:  Miller, “A Note.”]  [49:  Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy, Between Friends: The Correspondence of Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy, 1949-1975, ed. Carol Brightman (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1995), 297; Miller, “A Note.”]  [50:  For Aristotle, moral responsibility turns on the willfulness of an action, and blame presupposes voluntary selection of ends and deliberation. Accountability is impeded when evil is taken to be a result of circumstances over and above intentional wrongdoing [Aristotle, Nicomachean, 54-6.].]  [51:  This idea is distinct from the kind of Machiavellian “Dirty Hands” Realism that appears in The Prince and The Discourses, where circumstances of leadership necessitate immorality in the interest of efficacy [Machiavelli, The Prince, XVIII; Machiavelli, The Discourses, III-35, III-41; Lamus, “Machiavelli, ”2016], and different also from Nagel’s Absolutism towards immoral acts justified in the context of warfare [Nagel, “War and Massacre,” pp. 142-4; Walzer, “Political.”]. As Bernard Williams puts it, in circumstances of leadership and war, respectively, “a certain course of action is, indeed, the best thing to do on the whole in the circumstances, but…dong it involves doing something wrong” [Williams, Morality, 93; Walzer, “Political.”]. Those thinkers suggest a contextual necessity to “flout morality in order to lead well”—proposing a separate sphere of consequentialist morality in those circumstances—but do not view those agents as immune from binding morality on the whole or at all divorced from intent [Calhoun, “The Problem,” 369]. Critics of Arendt here charge something distinct: by presenting individuals within corrupt systems as operating at the mercy of circumstance and not free choice directed at some purposeful end (whether or not a just one), they would be immune from moral accountability altogether. Because there is no justification of ends pursued beyond the lack of free choice facilitated by the corrupt value system of totalitarianism, moral accountability is obscured locally and in general. Unlike the Dirty-Hands Prince or morally-perplexed warlord, perpetrators of banal evil simply lack intent in her picture.]  [52:  Formosa, “Moral,” 508.] 


(II) The “Moral Ignorance” Challenge—

This class of critics focuses on Arendt’s description of banal evil under totalitarian conditions as constituting a locally exempting case: By portraying Eichmann (and thus banal perpetrators like him) as having an “inability to speak…an inability to think[,]”[footnoteRef:53] Arendt suggests that totalitarian conditions of corruption place him “in a situation that made it impossible to think.”[footnoteRef:54] While banal offenders maintain global thinking abilities, they are rendered morally incompetent by the corrupt systems they operate within. Aristotle’s view that habits build moral character[footnoteRef:55] comes into play here to suggest that agents are externally conditioned to conform to the corrupted value system of the regime, becoming “progressively desensitized to the sorts of violations that formerly elicited their moral indignation.”[footnoteRef:56] In being externally coerced into renunciation of traditional morality, corrupt value systems facilitate an “irresistible journey down a very slippery slope[,]”[footnoteRef:57] where individuals no longer question the morality of the system. Simply put, they become morally ignorant, whether by conditioned disregard or by a perceived need to comply.  [53:  Arendt, Eichmann, 47-9. ]  [54:  Formosa, “Moral,” 504.]  [55:  Aristotle, Nichomachean, 37.]  [56:  Calhoun, “The Problem,” 365.]  [57:  Ibid.] 

Critics charge that Arendt’s presentation of this ignorance (what I will call “ignorance by systemic force”) amounts to a level of reduced moral competence insufficient to attribute moral responsibility. That kind of local impairment of normative reasoning would appear to exculpate any offender who self-reports ignorance, no matter the magnitude of harms produced.[footnoteRef:58] As Miller notes, the subjectivity of ignorance and thoughtlessness makes them unreliable conditions for blame, wrongly allowing “anyone who has a foolish political idea” to qualify for exemption.[footnoteRef:59] Perhaps worse is Allison’s charge that such a construction of banal evil—one that implicitly relies on moral ignorance and allows banally evil agents to ignore “the morally salient features of a situation”[footnoteRef:60] seemingly by no fault of their own—means Arendt allows them to universalize their maxims based on deficient moral or factual knowledge.[footnoteRef:61] This forms Benhabib’s stronger critique of Arendt’s differential account of blame: it would wrongly excuse Nazi complicity while holding Jews blameworthy.[footnoteRef:62] If Arendt is taken to be suggesting that moral ignorance carries exculpatory power due to its potential for false-universalization under ignorance, Nazi functionaries would seem to be free from moral blame while Jews operating under forced complicity—recognizing their actions as morally wrong but complying out of self-preservation—would be cast as fully morally accountable.[footnoteRef:63]  [58:  Formosa, “Moral.”]  [59:  Miller, “A Note.”]  [60:  Formosa, “Moral,” 16.]  [61:  Allison here entertains a relativist picture of morality Kant would not endorse, suggesting that agents could be immune from moral responsibility based on their successful universalization of maxims due to ignorance. Assuming an absolute morality would seem to stand in the way of permissible cases of false universalization, but his criticism of Arendt’s presentation is nonetheless an important one: by seeming to permit agents the ability to satisfy the Categorical Imperative, or rationalize their actions on account of their ignorance, she would also seem to be excusing them from blame due to their belief that their actions are justified under the corrupted value system [Allison, “Reflections.”; Formosa “Moral.”]. ]  [62:  Seyla Benhabib, “Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem,” ed. D Villa, The Cambridge Companion to Hannah Arendt, November 1, 2000, 65–85, 68.]  [63:  Formosa, “Moral.”] 

(III) The Moral Idiot Challenge—

In contrast to the above critics, this challenge understands Arendt’s presentation of the thoughtlessness of Eichmann-like banal offenders as representing an inability “to think in any situation, totalitarian or otherwise.”[footnoteRef:64] Treating thoughtless evil-doers as moral idiots who lack the capacity for moral reasoning entirely would seem to position them in a globally exempt category akin to advanced-stage dementia or other severe cognitive impairments generally taken to diminish (if not completely eliminate) an individual’s ability to appreciate or evaluate the moral significance of his actions.[footnoteRef:65] Clarke takes up this view, arguing that Arendt’s conception of banal evil as presented would erroneously cast Eichmann as a genuine moral idiot “incapable of reason and thought and will and judgment.”[footnoteRef:66] This reading of Arendt’s concept of the thoughtlessness implied by banality only augments the same issues for moral responsibility seen in the locally exempting case; these offenders “could hardly be said to be culpable for [their] actions.”[footnoteRef:67] Here again, the differential account of responsibility is problematic: while banal perpetrators could be said to lack the thinking capacity requisite for moral blame or formal culpability, Jewish victims made to commit harm on behalf of their oppressors would retain moral competence and have no such excuse.  [64:  Ibid., 505.]  [65:  Ibid.]  [66:  Barry Clarke, “Beyond ‘the Banality of Evil,’” British Journal of Political Science 10, no. 4 (October 1980): 417–39, 293; 425.
]  [67:  Ibid., 425.] 

(IV) The Personhood Challenge—

This challenge, taken up by Formosa, poses the strongest impediment to developing an account of moral responsibility for banal evil: Formosa reads Arendt’s concept of Eichmann as a “nobody” to imply a lack of personhood requisite for blame in context of her own account.[footnoteRef:68] Leveraging Arendt’s portrayal of personhood contingent on “natality” and participation in the “polis,” Formosa argues that Arendt’s description of banal perpetrators fails to meet the mark of personhood requisite for blame.[footnoteRef:69] Under Formosa’s reading of Arendt, banal-evil offenders are “literally” non-persons who are “blameless because [they] can’t be blamed as [non-persons].”[footnoteRef:70] There, banal evil-doers like Eichmann—or any who thoughtlessly adopt environmental value systems—simply are not people to be blamed at all. Accordingly, Formosa argues for the impossibility of scaling evil acts in such a framework: no matter the apparent difference in severity and harms produced between facilitating murder and lying about one’s whereabouts, for example, both types of act would be “equally” blameless “and for the same reason” (namely, non-people can’t be blamed for “anything they do”).[footnoteRef:71] This creates parallel problems for forgiveness and respect, with both excluded on account of non-personhood;[footnoteRef:72] regardless of their applicability to Eichmann—and notwithstanding his assertion that these concepts carry moral significance within the broader Arendtian corpus—Formosa finds it clear that both are precluded when banal evil is associated with Arendt’s concept of the person-less “nobody.” That point endures even if some of one’s actions were to merit absolution, or if any aspects of one’s character would be deemed worthy of respect.[footnoteRef:73]  For Formosa, Arendt’s “nobody” condition means all banal offenders are ineligible for moral blame, respect, and forgiveness.  [68:  Formosa, “Moral.”]  [69:  Ibid.]  [70:  Ibid., 512.]  [71:  Ibid., 515.]  [72:  Ibid.]  [73:  Instead of arguing that Eichmann’s crimes are so evil as to be unforgivable, Arendt is arguing that Eichmann just is not a person able to be forgiven at all, and she states that explicitly throughout her work. This, however, means that there is no way for us to distinguish his actions in terms of severity and forgiveness: all would be unforgivable because he is a non-person, not because of their varying levels of evil; Per Formosa “the ability to forgive ought to bear at least some relation to the severity of the deeds that are to be forgiven” [Ibid., 515].] 

While Formosa maintains the view that his above Personhood Challenge stands in the way of Arendt’s developing a proper account of blame for banal evil, he diverges from the preceding three critical accounts (I-III) in arguing against their assertions that Eichmann’s moral responsibility was in any way diminished by circumstance, ignorance, or moral incompetence. This deviation stems from Formosa’s understanding that Arendt would ascribe autonomous capacities for thought and moral reasoning to Eichmann-like offenders despite the apparent pervasive moral corruption around them.[footnoteRef:74]  [74:  Importantly, Arendt asserts her belief that no matter corruptive and coercive conditions, everyone maintains potential capacity to think independently, and not thinking is an exercise of free choice: For Arendt, thinking “is not a prerogative of the few but an ever-present faculty in everybody; by the same token, inability to think is not a failing of the many who lack brain power but an ever-present possibility for everybody” [Arendt, The Life, 191.].] 

Given that Formosa endorses “the ‘default position regarding ‘normal’ adults’…that they ought to be held responsible for their actions, unless a specific global or local impairment of normative competence can be explicitly demonstrated[,]”[footnoteRef:75] he posits that the banal evil-doers of the Third Reich—having “suffered neither from a global…nor local…impairment of normative competence, nor from factual ignorance”[footnoteRef:76] about resulting harms—should not be thought to qualify for excuse or exemption. Mitigated moral responsibility necessitates that agents lack the potential to think, either in certain circumstances or overall.[footnoteRef:77]  [75:  Formosa, “Moral,” 504.]  [76:  Ibid., 507.]  [77:  Ibid.] 

	Assessing Eichmann’s potential for local exemption, Formosa argues against the notion that totalitarianism rendered thought impossible: while “total domination” and conditions under which “thinking becomes impossible” were aspirations of the Nazi regime, Formosa takes Arendt to acknowledge that it “did not in fact fully realise this essence.”[footnoteRef:78] Though the circumstances made thinking “difficult, and even dangerous,”[footnoteRef:79] thought remained possible. Indeed, beyond thinking itself, Formosa argues that the potential for normative competence persisted despite the systemic corruption of morals: suffering neither “systemic indoctrination” nor the kind of “complete isolation from alternative views that would be required to justify his having such outrageously unjustifiable moral beliefs about…the permissibility of genocide[,][footnoteRef:80]” Nazi functionaries retained a capacity for moral judgment sufficient for blame. [78:  Ibid., 505.]  [79:  Ibid.]  [80:  Ibid., 507.] 

	Formosa relies on a similar reading of Arendt—one that takes her to ascribe an intrinsic potential for thought to all agents—to draw a link between Eichmann’s “normal” nature and his retained ability to think. Because Eichmann could have exercised “his faculties of thinking and judging”[footnoteRef:81] to remedy any normative ignorance due to the corruption of his moral environment, but nevertheless did not, Formosa importantly asserts he should be seen as “choosing not to”[footnoteRef:82] engage in independent moral reasoning.[footnoteRef:83] Though he may have acted thoughtlessly in practice, he did not need to—in other words, thinking and moral reasoning were not foreclosed to him due to incompetence. Formosa thus rejects the claim that Arendt’s conception of banal evil implicates globally exempting conditions for moral blame; there was no lack of thought-potential for Eichmann, he retained the ability to question (and ultimately, undermine) the justifications for his actions, and moral responsibility therefore remains operative. Having witnessed the consequences of his participation,[footnoteRef:84] he cannot be said to be factually ignorant, so any normative ignorance used to justify his failure to think and consequent complicity “is an ignorance for which he is responsible.”[footnoteRef:85] [81:  For Formosa, the “link between the possession of the possibility of thinking and the ascription of normal normative competence…is present in Arendt’s work…Thinking is for Arendt fundamentally critical; it functions like a Socratic discourse in that it leads to the undermining of unfounded beliefs. Thus, in this sense, thinking will be sufficient, under any circumstances where one can think, for ascertaining that the ‘justifications’ for genuine evils are ultimately unfounded” [Formosa, “Moral,” 506.].]  [82:  Ibid.]  [83:  In Formosa’s reading, agency can be tied to the possession of “spontaneity” to discover personhood requisite for blame. The idea that Eichmann retained “free choice to be heteronomous” through his potential for independent critical thinking means he could have broken from the collective beliefs of the Third Reich if he were willing to, even “without the existence of a polis.” I will later agree with him [Formosa, “Moral,” 514.].]  [84:  Both in that Eichmann “personally witnessed both shootings and gassings of Jews” and in his awareness “of what was happening to the ‘cargo’ whose transportation he was organizing” [Ibid., 506]. ]  [85:  Ibid.] 

	That retained potential for “spontaneity”—for free choice, independent thought, and autonomous action—“would seem to support the thesis that Arendt in no way ‘let off’ Eichmann and the Nazis through her account of banality;”[footnoteRef:86] however, for Formosa, it is Arendt’s conception of Eichmann as the “nobody” that stands in the way of that proper reading of Arendt. It is only Arendt’s presentation of the “nobody” as lacking personhood that erroneously “undermine[s] the grounds for ascribing responsibility to Eichmann.”[footnoteRef:87] Even after showing that banal offenders maintain free choice sufficient to justify moral competence—and sufficient to constitute personhood outside of what Formosa sees as Arendt’s overly narrow account[footnoteRef:88]—considering their humanity diminished remains a significant problem for assigning blame. [86:  Ibid., 512.]  [87:  Ibid., 501.]  [88:  Formosa's argues that Eichmann's retention of free choice and potential for thought necessitate attributions of blame, challenging Arendt's conception of banal evil and highlighting the complexities involved in assigning moral responsibility within her framework. When personhood is defined less restrictively than by Arendt’s conception of the nobody—who lacks both thought and action—Eichmann can be viewed as unquestionably having personhood and agency based on his potential for thought and action [Ibid.].] 

	Formosa thus proposes an alternative account of banal evil based in evaluations of character (what I will refer to as the character-based account) in an attempt to cure the problems associated with Arendt’s misrepresentation of banal offenders’ agency. In departing from Arendt’s attribution of ‘lack of personhood’ to them, Formosa not only seeks to clarify the account of blame found in Eichmann in Jerusalem, but also to reconcile the concept of banal evil with those of forgiveness and respect across Arendt’s other works. In doing so, he advocates preservation of the thoughtlessness condition of banality as “a necessary requirement for classifying an evil act as perpetrated banally[,]”[footnoteRef:89] but suggests that, contrary to Arendt’s presentation, the kind of thoughtlessness entailed by banal evil represents a deficient character. [89:  Ibid., 516.] 

	Informed by his understanding of the concept of heteronomy in Arendt[footnoteRef:90] and drawing upon the Millian account of character—wherein good character is supplied by independent thought, and culpable thoughtlessness represents a lack of character[footnoteRef:91]—Formosa argues that Mill’s idea of agents who lack character and fail to think independently mirrors Arendt’s description of “the nobody.” It should thus be leveraged to articulate the nature of banally evil actors who likewise fail to think or act autonomously despite their potential to do so.[footnoteRef:92] Formosa sets up a distinction between the two thinkers that he posits is crucial to developing a proper account of moral responsibility: where “Arendt finds a lack of personhood, Mill instead finds merely a lack of character[,]”[footnoteRef:93] and only the latter acknowledges agency sufficient for blame.  [90:  Formosa reads Arendt as believing that agents are blameworthy so long as their actions are autonomously legislated in the Kantian sense, and so charges that when the potential for free choice is retained, agents remain culpable even when they passively absorb systemic morals. Eichmann could have at any time chosen to reject the rules of the machine: “in one sense[,]” then, he is “unfree, namely heteronomous, and yet still [is] morally responsible for [his] actions” [Clarke, “Beyond,” 438; Formosa, “Moral.”].]  [91:  A person with character, in Mill’s sense, is one who voluntarily engages in critical independent thought to resist “what is customary” [Mill, On Liberty, 117-119]. For Mill and Formosa, it is only going against conformity that distinguishes ones character, so to have character is to think critically. For Mill, Eichmann’s would thus be blameworthy for failing to think independently and oppose the evils normalized around him [Formosa, “Moral.”].]  [92:  Much like Arendt’s nobody, Mill asserts that when “despotism of Custom is complete[,]” individuals with “no character” find “their human capacities are withered and starved[;]” they do not engage in independent thought and only conform [Mill, On Liberty, 128, 117-119; Formosa, “Moral.”]. ]  [93:  Formosa, “Moral,” 520.] 

Per Formosa, such a character account would hold banal evil accountable in that it views actors who lack sufficient character to do the right thing—even simply by refraining from doing harm—as culpably failing to exercise free thought and judgement.[footnoteRef:94] In that way, banal evil is subject to moral responsibility not only because the character account affirms the personhood and agency of the offender, but because “defer[ring] in act, will or judgment to an evil person, practice, ideology or principle” in the face of freedom to resist means “that Eichmann freely chose to be conditioned by habit, to be heteronomous, and for this choice he is responsible.”[footnoteRef:95]  Formosa references Arendt’s belief in the Madisonian idea of government by consent, arguing that culpability turns on the active support that is implied by banal rule-followers “obeying” despite their ability to reason their way to resistance and withdraw consent: if the potential for free thought is retained, when “an adult is said to obey, he actually supports the organization or the authority or the law that claims ‘obedience.’”[footnoteRef:96] [94:  Here, Formosa relies on a merit-based blame system, viewing the failure to exercise free thought that is potential  as an affirmative reason to hold agents accountable (as something that “merits” blame) [Ibid.].]  [95:  Ibid., 509-10.]  [96:  The fallacy of the innocence of banal rule followers like Eichmann, according to Arendt, “lies in the equation of consent with obedience.” Drawing on the Madisonian idea that “‘all governments’…’rest on consent,’” Arendt argues that actors like Eichmann had the ability to exercise consent but instead chose to obey; with that ability to effectively withdraw consent, their obedience represents affirmative support [Arendt, “Personal,” 46.]. ] 

The character-account, then, supplies what Formosa takes to be a more appealing differential account of blame for the banal evils of Nazi functionaries and oppressed Jews, and one much more likely to resemble Arendt’s actual intent. While both groups may have carried out the harmful directives of a corrupt authority, and thus both can be said to have acted heteronomously, only the former possessed the spontaneity and freedom necessary to retain “the potential for autonomy” that is requisite for consent and moral accountability.[footnoteRef:97]  [97:  Unlike functionaries, Jews under compulsion lacked the freedom to exercise consent, meaning that only they can be said to “obey” without conveying support; in the case of slavery, slaves can appropriately be said to blamelessly obey rules without supporting the institution behind them because “it is the child or the slave who becomes helpless if he refuses to ‘cooperate’” and it is for that reason that “the notion of obedience [makes] sense” [Ibid., 47; Formosa, “Moral,” 509.]. ] 

	In Formosa’s view, associating lack of character and thoughtlessness with banal evil preserves the ability to hold actors responsible where viewing them as non-people incapable of thought could not; Formosa charges that such a conception of banality also resolves the inconsistencies around forgiveness and respect he found in Arendt’s account. In that way, 
“we can still see Eichmann as a person, possessing spontaneity and the ability to act autonomously, and so worthy of basic respect[footnoteRef:98] and able to be held responsible, but also as possessing a lack of character which allowed him to perpetrate evil by thoughtlessly adhering to status quo rules and customs.”  [98:  Assuming personhood, agents qualify for forgiveness and respect again, which Formosa argues is important to Arendt’s broader works and the general notion that agents deserve moral respect as people [Formosa, “Moral.”].] 


For Formosa, banal offenders thus can maintain their “ordinary,” non-evil personhood for Arendt because it is a lack of character that permits banal, thoughtless evil; it is their acts and the magnitude of harm produced (rather than their character or being), that is judged evil.[footnoteRef:99] In “revisiting the concept of banal evil” to restructure its conditions, Formosa claims that there is no remaining reason to undermine morality’s operation on perpetrators of banal evil—those actors remain subject to absolute morality despite corruptive environmental forces.[footnoteRef:100]  [99:  In the Millian sense of character he adopts, and takes Arendt to adopt, banal offenders like Eichmann do not have an evil character, but instead lack character altogether [Ibid.].]  [100:  Ibid.] 

	The character-based framework for understanding moral responsibility for banal evil thus reframes agency in the context of thoughtlessness and provides a potential path to establishing blame for those who are unthinkingly complicit in systemically normalized evils; I revisit the merits and limitations of Formosa’s proposed framework in the subsequent evaluation section.
Critics II – Descriptive Challenge

While the character-based account reframes moral responsibility and attempts to address agency within Arendt's framework, it also invites scrutiny regarding the descriptive accuracy and value of banal evil. Moving beyond accountability considerations, these critics posit that the notions of pure thoughtlessness and ordinary motives—or a lack of evil intent—upon which banal evil is predicated, fail to align with human behavior and the nature of evil in practice. 
Various critics of Arendt’s banality thesis focus on the historical record and oversights in her analysis that erroneously led her to find Eichmann to have benign intentions, claiming instead that Eichmann did have evil motives beyond bureaucratic advancement and was well aware that his actions transgressed traditional morality.[footnoteRef:101] That Eichmann did have explicitly stated evil intentions and expressed voluntary support for Nazi ideology contradicts Arendt’s claim to his particular thoughtlessness, neutral character, and status as an ordinary well-intending man beguiled into earnest belief that his evils on behalf of an immoral regime were praiseworthy.[footnoteRef:102] That perceived mischaracterization was taken to undermine the validity of Arendt’s work as a whole; however, I will not cover these historical-record objections further because, for my purposes, I am less concerned with the question of whether Eichmann was a banally evil actor and more concerned with the existence of banal evil as a concept. As is pointed out by Waller, “﻿The fact that Eichmann was not the “banal bureaucrat” that he pretended to be does not automatically, as some would argue, discredit Arendt’s concept of the banality of evil…’ The ‘banality of evil’ is a concept that survives her [Arendt’s] historical shortcomings.’”[footnoteRef:103] Critics who deny the existence of banal evil in Eichmann specifically are thus distinct from those who debate the practical possibility of banal evil in general.[footnoteRef:104] [101:  Thomas White, “Hannah Arendt Was Wrong: Nazi Evil Was Not Banal,” in Genocide, ed. Barbara Krasner (Detroit: Greenhaven Press, 2020), 63–67.]  [102:  Miller, “A Note.”]  [103:  James Waller, “Coming to Terms with the ‘Banality of Evil’: Implications of the Eichmann Trial for Social Scientific Research on Perpetrator Behaviour,” in The Eichmann Trial Reconsidered (Toronto; Buffalo; London: University of Toronto Press, 2021), 19–32, 25.]  [104:  Miller, “A Note.”] 

In his 1963 letter to Arendt,[footnoteRef:105] Gershom Scholem argues against the feasibility of separating evil acts from evil intent generally, opposing the notion he found in Arendt that thoughtless “cogs” like Eichmann could participate in systemic evil without themselves possessing maligned intent. For this class of critics, the magnitude of moral depravity implicit in evils committed during the Holocaust presupposes an intentional embrace of immorality amongst functionaries; they could not plausibly commit or facilitate so much harm while lacking evil intent, and Arendt’s suggestion of evil somehow abstracted from evil intent is unwarranted in that sphere and in general. Attributing banal motives or “ordinary” morality to functionaries like Eichmann is descriptively inaccurate and normatively dubious for these critics—necessarily possessing evil intent by virtue of the magnitude of crimes committed, there is no reason to view them as ordinary non-evil actors or at all different in kind from perpetrators of thoughtful evil. For Miller, it is unlikely that anyone will genuinely fit Arendt’s description of a thoughtless joiner, and the more likely existence of some thought eliminates the appeal of defining banal evil as a new and different class of wrongdoing. Even if we are to believe Arendt that these actors could truly lack evil intent altogether, we must then accept the conclusion that banally-evil acts and their perpetrators must not deserve blame in Arendt’s account.[footnoteRef:106] [105:  White, “Hannah.”]  [106:  For these critics, to commit such extreme evils is necessarily to possess evil intent, so Arendt’s argument for the “ordinary” (non-evil) personhood of thoughtless/banal actors is unfounded; if she takes them to be ordinary (and non-evil) actors because of their lack of intent, the continued presence of evil (non-banal) motives undercuts that classification. Maintaining evil is only culpable with evil intent, they either have evil motive or are not blameworthy [Ibid.].] 

Where Scholem and his peers doubt the practical possibility of evil without intent and of “ordinary” actors committing evils without themselves being evil and blameworthy, Mary McCarthy extends the discourse beyond the question of evil contingent upon intentionality. For McCarthy’s line of counterargument, ordinary morality simply can’t exist in someone whose moral deficiencies permit complicity in genocide, and Eichmann-like offenders should be disqualified from classification as banal agents.[footnoteRef:107] McCarthy argues that—whether or not Eichmann really could lack evil intent and act as he did—moral incompetence is itself incompatible with agents possessing “ordinary” morality and should not be used to separate an agent from his evil nature. McCarthy took Arendt to be presenting Eichmann as “lack[ing] an inherent human quality: the capacity for thought, consciousness – conscience[,]” going on to beg the question, “then isn’t he a monster simply?’”[footnoteRef:108] Endorsing the view that moral incompetence is itself a mark of subhuman monstrosity, McCarthy doubts that anyone could be banal in practice: evil acts cannot be committed by “ordinary” (non-evil) actors either because, (A) they are not truly committed out of ignorance, and the acts do carry evil intent sufficient to confirm the evil nature of the actor, or because (B) truly lacking independent moral capacities itself offends ordinary morality and should be stigmatized ipso facto.[footnoteRef:109]  [107:  Ibid.]  [108:  Arendt and McCarthy, Between, 297. ]  [109:  White, “Hannah.”] 

Miller rounds out the descriptive challenge to Arendt in charging that she failed to describe any of her intended targets: Arendt’s banal evil is incompatible with the nature of evil in practice—evil does involve intent, and it should not, in general, be considered a product of circumstance—and she was wrong to associate modern bureaucracy with evil or Eichmann with banality.[footnoteRef:110] According to Miller, Arendt misconstrued “the nature of Eichmann and the nature of evil.”[footnoteRef:111] Because the banality thesis describes neither the nature of Eichmann nor the nature of evil as a whole, and erroneously holds bureaucratic structures accountable for the more influential role of radical totalitarian ideology,[footnoteRef:112] it fails to add anything to the philosophic dialogue around evil in general or in bureaucracy. [110:  Miller, “A Note.”]  [111:  Ibid.]  [112:  Miller challenges Arendt’s claim that the essence of evil in totalitarianism is bureaucratization by arguing that plenty of bureaucracies “have become increasingly bureaucratic states without embracing totalitarianism” [Ibid.].] 

Critics III – Normative Challenge

Whereas the prior challenges argue that lack of evil intent should not diminish blame, the Consequentialist critique argues that, even if intent-less evil is possible as a concept, it should not have any bearing on blame. Regardless of whether Arendt intends to excuse blame in her suggestion of reduced moral competence, Consequentialist critics charge that the absence of evil intent she finds should not shift blame at all; in other words, when outcomes are considered, there should be no difference in blame for banal and ideologically motivated evil.[footnoteRef:113] Extending Miller’s above critique, he contends that even if there can be a difference between “joiners” and “believers,” there will be no meaningful difference in culpability between Eichmann-type thoughtlessness and a thoughtful act in which an agent acknowledges the presence of evil motives; banal evil is indistinguishable (in terms of blame) from that which is ideologically motivated, and the degree of intent only obfuscates blame.[footnoteRef:114] For Miller, any diminished blame for banal evil would rest on superficial assessments of thoughtlessness that would result in an inevitable undervaluation of consequences.  [113:  Ibid.]  [114:  Ibid.] 

Calder joins Miller in rejecting what he takes to be Arendt’s suggestion that the absence of evil intent should shift or diminish blame for actors. For Calder, when harms and outcomes are measured, a non-banal “fanatic” like Hitler is no different than a blindly committed Eichmann, at least not on account of motive.[footnoteRef:115] What distinguishes them, if anything, is the direct consequences of their actions and the harms produced at their hands. For Alan Wolf, too, Arendt’s emphasis on character, intent, and circumstance renders her account insufficient to capture blame inclusive of outcomes.[footnoteRef:116] In Wolf’s commentary, affording too much focus on intent and too little attention to consequences means there is no standard outcome metric on which to scale evils and their associated levels of blame.[footnoteRef:117] For Miller, Calder, and Wolf, evil is blameworthy whether we choose to call it banal or not, and Arendt’s thesis contributes little more than a distraction from the weight of the outcomes that should stipulate culpability. [115:  Todd Calder, “The Apparent Banality of Evil: The Relationship between Evil Acts and Evil Character,” Journal of Social Philosophy 34, no. 3 (September 2003): 364–76, 372.]  [116:  As White says, Wolfe “criticised Arendt for ‘psychologising’ – that is, avoiding – the issue of evil as evil by defining it in the limited context of Eichmann’s humdrum existence…Arendt concentrated too much on who Eichmann was, rather than what Eichmann did. For Arendt’s critics, this focus on Eichmann’s insignificant, banal life seemed to be an ‘absurd digression’ from his evil deeds” and proper accountability for them” [White, “Hannah.”].]  [117:  Ibid.] 

Critical Evaluation

In evaluating the above critics of Arendt, I intend to argue—in line with Formosa—that the concept of the “nobody” in Arendt is far too strong to capture the level of autonomy retained by Third Reich functionaries, and even less applicable in delineating the agency of individuals operating within contemporary American bureaucratic structures beyond the context of totalitarianism. While Nazi functionaries and Jews may have suffered varying levels of diminished agency during the Holocaust, it seems clear that neither group lacked personhood. Reading Arendt’s concept of the “nobodies” who lack independent thinking capacities and are thus predisposed to carry out banal evil as suggesting that those people are not, in fact, people, is just as nonsensical as suggesting that individuals with advanced stage dementia or those in medically induced comas are not people. While it seems right that Arendt conceives of personhood as dependent on some combined capacity for thought and action, positioning both as realized through participation in a polis, it would be wrong to read her as implying that banal offenders somehow lack humanity. Indeed, she watched as Eichmann testified for several weeks before the District Court of Jerusalem, an act surely off limits to inanimate objects or animals. 
Arendt’s “nobody” seems instead to describe the transformation of agents under totalitarianism, where the all-encompassing ideology of the regime promotes conformity and erodes independent moral reasoning. Her observation that free-thinking individuals are reduced to “cogs” in the machine under tyrannical conditions corresponds to her view of totalitarianism as a dehumanizing force, but that systemic reduction of agency and autonomy does not entail the complete erasure of personhood; individuals retain their basic humanity even amidst the highest level of oppression. That oppressive forces may progressively strip individuals of their autonomy and agency suggests a need to evaluate the degree to which independent morality has been eroded, but critics are correct that such a project would come to a halt at the suggestion that banal offenders are non-people. The very idea of non-personhood breaks down the foundation on which accountability rests. Instead of recognizing variable levels of agency impinged by external forces, Arendt would appear to abdicate individual’s moral status altogether. Her concept of the thoughtless “nobody,” though semantically misleading, should not, however, be taken as an endorsement of non-agency sufficient to exculpate all banal evil; I follow Formosa’s thinking in finding that there is agency retained sufficient for blame, and conditioning banal evil on the concept of the “nobody” makes it difficult to evaluate the varying degrees present. 
Indeed, any more reasonable explanation for potential excuse or exemption under totalitarianism would properly recognize personhood. We might, for example, read Arendt as suggesting that banal offenders lack the power to critically evaluate and effect change under the systems they operate within, and thus should be insulated from blame;[footnoteRef:118] such an account would still recognize personhood. Indeed, the jurisprudential concept of puny anonymities introduced in dissent to Abrams v. United States makes a similar point, where Holmes finds censorship of “silly” speech by “unknown” men to constitute overreach by the state on the ground that these “poor and puny anonymities” lacked the force to effect change or in any way imperil U.S. efforts abroad.[footnoteRef:119] There, the absence of thoughtful ideas and an audience to share them with—taken together to reduce the harm potential of the speech at issue—diminished culpability in the eyes of the Court and served as a reason to protect the First Amendment rights of Abrams and his codefendants; that decision underscores a fortiori the recognition of rights stemming from personhood, implicitly affirming the defendants’ status as individual people, albeit perhaps insignificant and impotent ones. If banal actors like Eichmann should be seen as exculpated in any way by their status as mere duty-bound functionaries limited in the freedom and force of their actions, that excuse would not turn on a lack of personhood. Regardless of Arendt’s intent in applying the concept of the “nobody,” banal evil must recognize levels of agency wholly apart from concepts of personhood if it is to account properly for agents’ retained capacities. [118:  Such a view bears reasonable resemblance to Claudia Cards theory of bystander responsibility in The Atrocity Paradigm: A Theory of Evil, where she understands bystanders to “become doers, in the relevant sense, if they choose to do nothing when they could have done something that might have made a constructive difference [emphasis added]” Obligations and culpability are thus reduced for those who lack the power to make a difference. [Card, The Attrocity, 19-20].]  [119:  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Abrams v. United States (United States Supreme Court November 10, 1919), 57.] 

Even slaves, who are often taken to have been excluded from personhood-status before the Fourteenth Amendment, maintained humanity. In one sense, then, personhood denotes the presence of a being, one that has the potential to possess thoughts and retains intrinsic human qualities. In another sense, personhood-status represents the conditions, characters, and capacities of agents, whether or not they are recognized as people in the operative law. While it is clear that the former sense of personhood pertains for both Nazis and Jews—and persists regardless of particular thinking abilities—it seems that Arendt’s observation of the diminished status of people in corrupt or coercive environments is taken by critics to obstruct moral responsibility’s operation. This, however, is wrong in most, if not all, cases of banal evil, and it seems dangerous to associate diminished capacities with sub-human nature.[footnoteRef:120] If Arendt meant to describe the varying degrees of submission to the dehumanizing forces of totalitarianism, she should have done so with an appreciation for the human capacities that remain and are sufficient to warrant moral responsibility. While some individuals forfeit more autonomy than others, homogenizing all banal offenders as non-people fails to account for the nuances in agency and capacity for resistance that would help to shape accounts of blame. [120:  Here I argue that it is unreasonable to believe that Arendt meant to cast complicit agents as sub-human ones: having recently fled Nazi Germany as a Jewish woman, she would have been acutely aware of the harms that spawned from characterizing select populations as sub-human during the Holocaust. ] 

Primo Levi’s distinction between the saved and the drowned in concentration camps highlights the way in which complete indoctrination or subjugation may eliminate the possibility of thinking, which in turn renders the drowned “an anonymous mass…of non-men…in whose eyes not a trace of a thought is to be seen.”[footnoteRef:121] Having been “reduced to suffering and needs[,]”[footnoteRef:122] they do not act spontaneously or according to their own wills, and instead act only out of compulsion; this is the link between total elimination of individuality, impossibility of thought, and non-personhood apparently taken up by Arendt in reference to the very worst conditions in the Holocaust. The population of the “drowned,” though people in the physical sense, had been stripped of everything that distinguished their humanity, and thus appear to be insulated from blame based on the status of their personhood. The “saved,” who received slightly better treatment in the camps despite imprisonment and oppression, remained capable of thinking, and according to Levi “still possess[ed]…the power to refuse consent.”[footnoteRef:123] Both of these categories stand in stark contrast to the Eichmann-like “nobodies” who retained freedom and spontaneity but seemingly chose not to think or question the normativity of their actions.[footnoteRef:124] In each of these cases, if there is any exemption or excuse for harms done on the basis of thoughtlessness, it cannot be due to non-personhood. To be unable or unwilling to think is not to be a subhuman entity categorically excluded from accounts of blame, and these critics are right to point out that Arendt’s conceptualization of banal evil conditioned on the “nobody” is problematic for scaling moral agency and its associated accountability. [121:  Primo Levi, If This Is a Man, trans. Stuart Woolf (New York: Orion Press, 1959), 103.]  [122:  Ibid., 21.]  [123:  Ibid., 39.]  [124:  Formosa, “Moral.”] 

I accept Formosa’s view that retaining the potential for free thought is sufficient to qualify agents for moral responsibility in Arendt’s framework, and that appropriate blame for functionaries like Eichmann stems from their choice to be thoughtless about moral matters despite being capable of thoughtfulness and unencumbered action. Retaining the ability to think (both globally and locally under totalitarianism), these functionaries are guilty of culpable negligence. Reframing Arendt’s “nobody” as one who lacks the character to think and abstain from participation thus reunifies banal evil with intent and agency, and it succeeds in answering the critics who argue that blind commitment or “unlucky circumstances” would impliedly exculpate; by accepting the commands and morals of the Third Reich, these agents freely express a culpable intent not to question, and in doing so they show support for the authority they obey. Though I maintain that Arendt did not intend to develop an account of blame for banal evil, I align with Formosa in believing that Arendt would likely ground culpability in her Madisonian belief that obedience conveys affirmative support in the context of freely consenting agents.  
Despite significant corruption of the moral environment and virtues within it, Formosa convincingly shows there is no excuse on account of ignorance or moral impairment: Eichmann could have questioned the morality of his actions based on the knowledge he had—namely, the knowledge that his transport operation facilitated mass-murder—or based on the knowledge he could have had if he leveraged his full abilities to conduct a factual and normative investigation. This would extend to hold culpable any population of Nazi sympathizers who may have willingly turned over Jews in accordance with their perceived duty: Though they might claim to have suffered moral incompetence and factual ignorance—say, for example, they were told their reports resulted in imprisonment rather than death, were convinced that their neighbors had been traitors, or had been offered any alternative justification for Jewish capture—neither obscures their moral responsibility; if they could have discovered clarity upon further deliberation or investigation, they are accountable for failing to do so, and their compliance is voluntary.
While I agree with Formosa that possessing the potential for thought is a functional minimum threshold for moral blame to become operative, his character-based account sets a high bar for the level of cognitive and moral impairment needed to render any case of banal evil morally blameless. Even in the case of the Levi’s drowned, we could imagine that some level of potential for independent thought, and therefore agency, remains possible. If imprisoned Jews were asked to kill on behalf of Nazi overlords, even lacking spontaneity in action and following orders solely out of compulsion, they retain the potential to think and engage in moral evaluation. Indeed, I would be surprised if many did not consider the immorality of the crimes they were being forced to commit against their own people. Even if Jews might have cognitively disengaged from the moral weight of their actions, they retain the potential for thought and evaluation (barring any physical injuries that might be said to render autonomous thought impossible, like extreme starvation). Their potential for thought remains operative, and their intent seems to be to do whatever is necessary to remain alive; their independent reasoning may operate to suggest that they should refuse consent—and they thus qualify for moral responsibility—but the force of oppression and threat of death make it difficult if not impossible to act in accordance with the dictates of good character or traditional morality. For them, agency is clearly circumscribed by severe external limits on their freedom to act spontaneously, but Formosa only instructs that some non-zero degree of moral responsibility remains. That view of retained free choice, which Arendt takes up in her 1964 elaboration of banal evil in “Personal Responsibility Under Dictatorship,” means that individuals lack a moral excuse where they may possess a legal one: As Arendt says “while temptation where one’s life is at stake may be a legal excuse for a crime, it certainly is not a moral justification.[footnoteRef:125] [125:  Arendt, “Personal,” 18.] 

There, much like when The Godfather’s Don Corleone makes “an offer he can’t refuse,” the moral impairment seems to be supplied, in part, by the cost of resistance.[footnoteRef:126] Agents always can refuse participation, but we tend to hold that people should not be fully morally accountable for making a choice in the interest of self-preservation. Though both Nazis and Jews retain the potential for thought, and so are eligible for moral responsibility, only the latter group’s normative competence is significantly impaired by imminent threat of harm. Even under threat of death, they retain a level of free choice for Arendt.[footnoteRef:127] If any Nazis claimed to fear for their lives if they did not comply with their directives, we would have to understand the sincerity of the threat before adjusting blame, and it seems unlikely that their fear would be genuine or warranted. In any case, even at that level of corrupted morals and manacled reasoning, agents still satisfy the de minimis agency threshold for operative morality under the character account, but we lack instruction on scaling moral responsibility for degrees of restricted choice.  [126:  Reference happily adopted from Felicia Nimue Ackerman.]  [127:  For Arendt, it is important to distinguish between temptation and compulsion, insisting in “Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship” that any claim to the innocence of Nazi functionaries would reflect a “conviction that it is impossible to withstand temptation of any kind…that to be tempted and to be forced are almost the same” [Arendt, “Personal,” 18.]. Instead, this emphasis on the preservation of free choice, even in the face of death, is made clear by her quotation of Mary McCarthy: ““If somebody points a gun at you and says, ‘Kill your friend or I will kill you,’ he is tempting you, that is all” [Arendt, “Personal,” 18.].] 

The critical charge that Arendt wrongly conditions banality on a total lack of agency (implied by a purported inability to think), then, need not apply; viewing banal evil as often involving an unwillingness to think, agency remains intact. That even the “saved” prisoners in concentration camps could think and withdraw consent suggests that the most severely oppressive conditions tend not to extirpate thought, let alone the potential for it. Even in a system as all-encompassing as the Third Reich, the potential for thought and resistance is at most impinged by external corruption, but unlikely to be completely eliminated. As Orwell’s Winston allegorically shows,[footnoteRef:128] within totalitarianism, there remain degrees of retained agency for perpetrators of banal evil in practice, and it cannot be the case that diminished agency exculpates equally across every case. [128:  Despite persistent external coercion and threats against Orwell’s Winston in 1984, he demonstrates levels of prevailing agency throughout the novel: while his work for the Ministry of Truth constitutes banal evil under compulsion, he does far more than independently question Party morality independently. His rebellion against the Party in reading forbidden literature, visiting the Proles, engaging with Julia, and ultimately resisting Big Brother’s authority shows the degree to which autonomy still operates despite institutional efforts to squelch it [Orwell, 1984].] 

It seems then that Arendt’s attempt to describe a genuine inability to think or act independently more reasonably constitutes diminished agency, and Formosa’s discussion of operative free choice even when faced with significant consequences for resistance suggests that the level of agency will vary for individuals under corruptive circumstances. The degree of culpability for unwillingness to think should then turn on the degree to which one’s potential for free choice, though retained, has been externally constricted. To the extent that populations of oppressed Jews, for example, occupied spheres where they were unable to think or act autonomously—that is, without being influenced by coercion or threat of violence—I side with Formosa in thinking of “responsibility as diminished, but not completely undermined, proportionally to the degree of coercion.”[footnoteRef:129] Taking banal evil to be blameworthy, there is thus a reason to determine the “degree of coercion” and the practical effect on free choice even in totalitarianism; without that, it appears difficult to gauge moral responsibility. [129:  Formosa, “Moral.”] 

Formosa’s character-based account thus navigates well the challenge that conditioning banal evil on status as an unthinking nobody implies immunity from moral responsibility or exemption based on circumstance—even in the Third Reich, degrees of agency, and certainly personhood, were retained—but it points to a greater difficulty for applying banal evil to contemporary settings. If there were degrees of retained agency and capacity to resist in Nazi Germany, there would seem to be even greater levels of autonomy in American bureaucratic structures today. In corporate or governmental settings, while there may be moral distortion—say, for example, taking profits to be such a high priority as to permit child labor in production, or taking a candidate’s electoral success as a reason to accept and disseminate fake news to his benefit—there is presumably no threat of death or violence against employees who resist or withdraw. With the internet supplying increasingly open channels to independent information, there is little claim to factual ignorance based on what is known or what could be known upon further inquiry. Though functionaries in these bureaucracies may be able to embrace systemic morals without question, they do not exist in insulated environments of total indoctrination that would justify exoneration on account of deprived agency. 
While one could doubt the operation of absolute morality in totalitarian regimes where information is manipulated and the truth is suppressed, there seems to be little chance of genuine false-universalization on account of moral or factual ignorance in contemporary bureaucratic settings; that societal morals remain known and discoverable, and multiple sources of information can be leveraged, suggest at least that false-universalization based on ignorance would be culpable.[footnoteRef:130] Outside of totalitarianism, it seems that conditions within bureaucratic organizations do permit non-evil actors to become complicit in structural wrongdoing without recognizing or evaluating implications for morality; however, there is even less reason to see agents as stripped of their autonomy and even more reason to hold their negligence culpable. In totalitarian and modern bureaucratic settings alike, banal evil need not be conditioned on complete loss of agency, and blame should not be binary.  [130:  My reading of The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals leads me to believe that Kantian Deontology would not recognize “false-universalization” on the basis of ignorance as consistent with the Categorical Imperative as critics charge; when ignorance is taken to be willful (as it should be here), Kant would likely emphasize the centrality of independent critical thought in distinguishing between morally praiseworthy and blameworthy acts. Because “it is not enough that [a will] conform to duty” in order to be morally good, one must independently design and scrutinize his maxims to his fullest abilities in order to satisfy the Universalization Principle. False-universalization would offer no excuse in Nazi Germany, and would have even less claim to do so today. ] 

While the critics of Arendt’s account of moral responsibility no longer pertain if we adopt the character-based account’s understanding of banal evil as maintaining some non-trivial level of agency (now generally higher in contemporary settings), there appears to be an even greater need for clarity around moral responsibility for varying degrees of agency in Formosa’s account.
Understanding that banal evil occurs in the presence of various levels of agency helps to answer the descriptive critics who charge that its hallmark lack of evil intent must be taken as exculpatory. For those critics, thoughtlessness and lack of evil intent in banal evil are due to an inability to think at all, and so imply a total loss of agency requisite for blame. For them, either banal evil is thoughtless and exempt, or it involves some thought and so must be seen as the product of evil motives and evidence of evil personhood. Not so. In opposition to these critics, lack of evil intent and ordinary nature are possible in the presence of retained agency. Because lack of character represents an unwillingness to think independently—and not an inability to do so—an ordinary person fully subject to moral responsibility can lack character, and it is then that lack of character (not an evil character) in specific instances that permits thoughtlessness sufficient to commit evil acts without evil motive or nature in Formosa’s account. Lacking explicit evil intent due to external conditioning—instead intending to serve the priorities set out by the institutions individuals operate within—is enough to render an action banal, but not enough to diminish agency requisite for blame. Thoughtlessness and benign intent can then both coexist with retained agency. Seen this way, “ordinary” actors can become complicit in institutional evils, and their moral responsibility depends not on finding thought impossible, but instead on the nature of their motives in light of the amount of agency available to them.
While the harm and violence presumably visible in the Third Reich may appear to undermine any agent’s claim to genuine moral thoughtlessness, such a case of banal evil still seems hypothetically possible, even if not for Eichmann. Imagine, for example, a low-ranking young soldier who came of age in the Third Reich and is tasked with guarding prisoners in a concentration camp. Having been indoctrinated by Nazi propaganda and subsumed by a culture of obedience to Nazi authority, he views these prisoners as enemies of the state and does not question the morality of carrying out his duties. When instructed to, he deprives them of nourishment and suppresses resistance among them without giving any thought to their suffering or his role in it. He takes himself to be following orders and acting in the interest of the security of the camp, where witnessing the systematic dehumanization of ailing prisoners appears a normal part of his daily routine. 
That soldier serves as a counterargument to the critics who charge that thoughtlessness in the presence of such atrocity is impossible in reality: despite the visible suffering and horrors he contributes to, he simply does not give the abuses any thought. He is banal because his intent is only to do his duty and rise in the ranks, but he is morally responsible for failing to question his actions and resist. Such is an extreme case, but one that illustrates the possibility for thoughtless banal evil when we expand our understanding beyond Eichmann and adopt the character-based account supplied by Formosa. The same is hypothetically possible in contemporary settings: envision the case of a Boeing grounds-crew member who, in a hurry to meet the quotas demanded of him on a particular day, forgets to conduct a second check of a plane’s engines. If a crash results and hundreds are killed, the extremely grave consequences do not change the fact that he possessed no evil intent and proceeded thoughtlessly in engendering harm.
Critics of the descriptive value of banal evil are right to criticize Arendt’s misrepresentation of Eichmann as a “nobody” for whom thinking was impossible, but they are incorrect to conclude that his intact personhood, agency, and thought render him non-banal. Much like agency, banal evil seems consistent with various degrees of thought. If agents are culpable in banal evil for not exercising the full extent of critical thinking capacities available to them, they should be so even if they engage in some thought. Lacking the character to engage in independent thought does not necessarily require that agents operate completely thoughtlessly in practice; it only suggests that corruptive forces lead to a degree of moral inattendance amongst banal offenders. In the case of Eichmann, his awareness of the consequences of his actions, which critics argue challenges the notion of complete thoughtlessness, need not preclude the banal nature of his actions so long as we believe that he retained benign, non-evil motives. Even if Eichmann could be said to possess evil intent, committing his crimes out of deliberate ideological support for the Nazi project, the potential for a banal offender—one who truly maintains benign motives despite some level of moral reflection—remains open. Formosa does not explore this, and his account continues to condition banality on the thoughtlessness he takes to be implied by complete lack of character. 
Once we have done away with the concept of the “nobody” as a condition for banal evil, it is unclear why Formosa clings so tightly to Arendt’s thoughtlessness condition. Once the character-account disassociates thoughtlessness from implied lack of agency, it seems that possessing banal intent need not rest on pure thoughtlessness. His character-based account has the opportunity to show that agents can in one sense be unwilling to engage in complete independent thought about their actions (deficient character), while in another sense proceed with some level of thought short of acquiring evil intent. By conceiving of thoughtlessness as a binary—where a culpable lack of character corresponds only to thoughtlessness—the character account misses an opportunity to associate variable levels of thought with degrees of autonomy.
Formosa is right to point out that “[t]he link between thoughtlessness and lack of character is not a necessary one,”[footnoteRef:131] and that is an advantage because it permits those with character globally to act thoughtlessly in specific circumstances and moments due to circumstantial character lapse. It is because of that momentary association between lack of character and thoughtless action that Formosa finds that ordinary thoughtful people with character can commit banal evils; thoughtlessness in the act—albeit made possible by lack of character—is still critical to his determination of its banality. For that reason, he argues that self-deception and weakness of will do “not describe the banal perpetrator[:]”[footnoteRef:132] His argument is that for Eichmann and Nazi functionaries, there was no deception or rationalization because the question of the morality of their acts never arose for them. Because self-deception and weakness of will require a certain level of thoughtfulness—where one sees what they are doing as at least potentially wrong and rationalizes it by obscuring or ignoring morally salient factors, or one knowingly acts other than as they think is best or right, respectively—she finds that they do not represent lack of character and thoughtlessness consistent with banality.  [131:  Formosa, “Moral,” 519.]  [132:  Ibid., 518.] 

Viewing it this way, Formosa seems unable to respond to the descriptive critics who see Eichmann as thoughtful and thus not banal. If instead banality rests on lack of character that permits degrees of thoughtlessness, these critics would no longer maintain that Eichmann was not a banal offender; Formosa’s account could show that a lack of character can permit partial or impeded independent thought just as much as it can permit complete thoughtlessness, and both are consistent with banal offenders. If Eichmann, for example, contemplated whether killing Jews was wrong and decided that in the moral climate of the Third Reich it was not so because he was doing his duty, I do not take him to be any less banal than if he never entertained the thought. Instead of answering those critics by arguing that degrees of thought are consistent with culpable lack of character and banal evil—and thus whether or not Eichmann was truly thoughtless does not matter in terms of his eligibility for moral responsibility—Formosa uses his lack of character to explain how the question of morality could have been entirely lost upon him.
Such a reading implies that if Eichmann had engaged with morality at all, if he had given it any thought, he and his actions would no longer meet the conditions for banal evil. That remains the case if he more reasonably gave it some thought, but was unwilling to engage in the independent thinking that would be necessary to realize any evil intent beyond satisfying his duties. This is the incorrect move for a broader contemporary account of banal evil: it seems that there can be degrees of character lapse—or lack of independent critical thought—that comport with a lack of evil intent, ranging from total thoughtlessness to some thought insufficient to deter the immoral outcome. With the breadth of information available to agents operating outside of the confines of totalitarianism, it seems that conditioning banality on pure thoughtlessness would incorrectly constrict its contemporary relevance.
In some ways, thoughtless banal evil seems easier today. Where in totalitarianism, harms may sometimes present a visible challenge to thoughtlessness, agents in contemporary bureaucratic roles seem far more likely to engage in evil without thought. Globalization of supply chains makes it so that agents may never confront or see the harms of their actions locally. Take, for example, the case of an individual who works from home in America promoting a company online that, unbeknownst to her, violates workers’ rights and subjects them to inhumane working conditions in China. Such was the case for thousands of “influencers” who engaged in social media promotions on behalf of the brand Shein.[footnoteRef:133] With no awareness that they were advertising on behalf of a company engaged in egregious human rights violations, and instead focused on getting paid for each follower they convinced to shop with the company, they seem perfectly positioned to argue against the critical claim that thoughtless banal evil is impossible in practice. This kind of offender is morally responsible for her ignorance due to the wealth of information available to her on the internet (perhaps more so given her expanded potential for critical thought), and her complicity constitutes banal evil.  [133:  Astha Rajvanshi, “Shein Is the World’s Most Popular Fashion Brand—at a Huge Cost to Us All,” Time, January 17, 2023.] 

The fact that agent’s level of thought in committing banal evil might plausibly shift over time offers support for the need to recognize varying degrees of attention to morality today. Imagine, for example, that a worker takes a new job at a company in the midst of economic downturn. The company shifts its production abroad, and he worries that the reduction in labor costs that results may be due to exploitative working conditions in the new factory. He evaluates the potential challenge to morality and considers the harms that could come to underpaid workers, but rationalizes his participation based on economic necessity and his need to impress management in the new role. Each time he places an additional order, he contemplates whether he is facilitating harm, and decides that he is not based on the trust he places in his superiors and his determination for the company to succeed. There, he commits more thoughtful banal evil, distinguished by his increased awareness and active engagement with morality, but bears no evil intent; in fact, he intends not to do harm. As the company builds back fueled by its economic success and improved margins, the labor practices become more engrained in the corporate structure and culture, slowly becoming normalized over time. Without hearing of any harms or complaints, the worker does his day-to-day duties without ever thinking of the workers who support production. Despite his knowledge of the violations and prior moral conflict, he now unconsciously moves through his duties without thinking at all. 
As the practices grow in their success and adoption, he ends up much closer to truly thoughtless complicity. Indeed, we could imagine that various combinations of those two positions are possible for agents presented with corrupt practices, and a worker who knows his actions are wrong but feels external pressure to conform would occupy yet another degree of thought in complicity. As in a society’s progression towards totalitarianism,[footnoteRef:134] it seems reasonable to expect that agents’ level of thought and moral scrutiny would shift over time. That progression warrants a concept of banal evil that recognizes a spectrum of thought, or at the very least is not conditioned on pure thoughtlessness.  [134:  Arendt devotes a significant portion of her writing in The Origins to the progressive dehumanization/isolation of German Jews in the Pre-War collective conscience, suggesting that a long-term, slow-burn erosion of morality created a society of institutionally sponsored and depraved morals towards Jews that had not existed historically [Arendt, The Origins, 69-156]; presumably that shift entailed diminishing levels of thought and scrutiny over time.] 

While conceiving of agency as possessing the potential for critical thought helps to resolve issues around intent, making it so that banal agents will qualify for moral responsibility despite lacking evil intent, banal evil need not be conditioned on complete thoughtlessness or lack of character as Formosa suggests. Conceiving of banal evil that way—conditioned neither on complete loss of agency nor complete lack of thought—reveals its widespread operation in contemporary bureaucracy. Doing so then permits broader recognition of all that can properly be designated banal today, including instances of self-deception previously excluded by Formosa.  
In that picture of banality, self-deception rightfully qualifies: while thoughtful, it can still represent a lack of independent thinking and impulse to go along with systemic goals all while maintaining non-evil motives. Take the following example of Worker A:
A low-level employee, Worker A, works for a corporation that pollutes the environment as a byproduct of operational success in producing children’s toys. She is asked to instruct the manufacturing arm to use a new material that will create even more harmful emissions, but will facilitate faster production of toys that will not only drive up profits for the company, but is necessary to fulfill shipments to children in hospitals in time for Christmas. Despite being aware of the existing and increased environmental harm, she convinces herself that the action is necessary for the success of the company and the happiness of the children. She engages in self-deception by rationalizing the unethical pollution as less important than following orders, contributing to profitability, and serving the children. She also considers that because everyone at the company is doing it, if she refuses, someone else will execute the order and her individual resistance won’t matter. Despite belief that her actions were justified, she actively contributes to and is complicit in the corrupt system, and it was her self-deception that permitted her conformity to corrupt norms and values of the company.

While she gives some thought to rationalizing her compliance, she still bears no evil intent. Her motives are otherwise perfectly normal ones; in a company that does not pollute the environment, there would be no moral dilemma. In addition, while some self-deception can involve active evaluation of salient moral features (deciding to ignore an ethical harm in the interest of self-soothing or ego preservation), self-deception will not always represent genuine moral reflection—the thought given to the process of self-deception seems vulnerable to subconscious bias and conditioning at the hands of the corrupt organization. 
If the environment habituates or promotes self-deception and discourages critical questioning—persistently advertising the positive implications of their work—she may be unconsciously in the habit of obscuring ethical concerns in the interest of the operational good (her own cognitive process may be externally corrupted unbeknownst to her). This aligns well with the idea of banal evil (if her actions can be said to be evil), where individuals fail to engage in a full critical evaluation of the ethical implications of their actions due to conformity and cognitive or moral biases under a corrupted value system. In some ways, it represents a degree of thoughtlessness—and one that results from a lack of character or critical thinking—but a degree that should nonetheless be included within the scope of banality. 
Someone like Worker A who deceives herself under circumstances of institutional corruption would not necessarily possess an evil character, just one that fails to operate independently enough to resist the evil outcome. Such a case still stands in stark contrast to thoughtful agents with evil intent: if Worker B occupied the same role in the company as Worker A, but instead chose to work there in light of its environmental impact—taking pleasure in each instance of increased pollution because he is an avid climate-change denier and believes humans should do whatever they would like to the planet—he could not be said to succumb to the corruptive influence of the company’s morals, and instead brings his own independent motives to bear. Both agents engage in some independent thought, but only Worker A can be said to possess benign motives. It is worth noting here that a Consequentialist account of moral responsibility for the identical acts of Workers A and B would fail to capture that difference in intent.
The paradigmatic case of banal evil may be one that is completely thoughtless, and that would remain possible for Worker A if, operating under misinformation from her higher-ups she never considered the moral weight of her actions. Unlike in the Holocaust, she may not be able to see the harms of her actions play out before her, and being embedded in the corporate hierarchy, she may not have easy access to greater information; though she is hypothetically able to proceed thoughtlessly, her moral responsibility can be seen as asymptotic, increasing according to the amount of information potentially available to be discovered by her, and diminishing with external coercion. Her maintained free choice and potential for thought mean she is never excused from moral responsibility’s operation.
Self-deception driven by otherwise benign motives should similarly qualify as banal evil, albeit with a different level of autonomy—a different level of independent reasoning—than that which is purely thoughtless. If Worker A was told she would lose her job if she refused, and needing health insurance to support a sick family member she acts against her better judgment and morals to comply and maintain her coverage, her intent remains virtuous. She does not intend to contribute to environmental harm, but instead intends to keep her job and care for her family. In one sense she is free and has the potential to reason her way to refusal, but in another sense her independent reasoning (her character) is obscured by external coercive conditions. 
These cases are distinguished by activity and passivity, and although all are subject to moral responsibility as Formosa shows, the level of moral responsibility should correspond to the degree to and conditions under which independent reasoning (character) operates to oppose or accept environmental morals. In cases of self-deception, agents are more active in subverting the dictates of critical independent reasoning; in that subversion of good character, a more autonomous choice is made to act immorally as compared to one who plainly never sees a moral conflict either due to culpable negligence or misinformation. 
It seems, then, that differences in moral responsibility turn not on the thoughtless nature of an act, but instead on the varying degrees of autonomy implied by the level of thought exercised. By evaluating the amount agents could know, how they know it (or why they don’t know it), we can come to see moral responsibility as tracking actors’ autonomous and conscious conformity to systemically endorsed corruption, whether or not it is thoughtless. While Formosa conceives of banal evil as involving a lack of character, not a lack of personhood, in order to assign moral responsibility at all, I argue for using the extent to which character operates or is subverted (and the reason for its operation at that level) to assess the varying degrees of moral responsibility for banal evil on a case-by-case basis. 
The how and why of character’s operation, independent of the notion of thoughtlessness, shows the amount of free choice involved in electing to be heteronomous. In other words, the more autonomous the decision not to think, not to question, the more responsible the agent is in her complicity. The degree of moral responsibility would then have to factor in the reason free thought operates as it does, and the amount of autonomy implicit in its operation. Externally imposed limits on cognition—such as the threat of firing Worker A— would be less autonomous, and thus generally less morally responsible, than the ‘self-selected’ limits that arose when she assumed someone else would do the job anyway. 
Banal evil thus appears consistent with different degrees of agency and thought in contemporary bureaucratic settings, and challenges against the impossibility of pure thoughtlessness should not extend to categorically dismiss contemporary banal evil. Outside of totalitarianism, it seems that banal evil should be more broadly conceived than pure thoughtlessness. Varying degrees of autonomy and critical independent thought are possible in ordinary individuals conditioned to act immorally without any intent to effect harm under corrupt systems. Although Formosa does well to demonstrate that agency requisite for blame is present even when thought is not, he relies too heavily on thoughtlessness to capture all that will be banal in modern bureaucratic organizations. 
Though there is value in Formosa’s framework for holding thoughtless acts blameworthy, he does not propose a method for evaluating varying degrees of complicity in corrupt moral systems, and the character account would fail to distinguish moral responsibility between those whose thoughtlessness results from coercion and those who freely choose it. Perhaps more problematic, Formosa’s account is unable to distinguish between cases of thoughtful banal evil, treating them as non-banal instead of viewing the degree to which character operates—expressed by the level and nature of independent thought—as a matter of autonomy. 
The upshots of retaining Formosa’s character-based account for blame, while recognizing that banal offenders need not act fully thoughtlessly, are multiple. First, the expanded idea of banal evil as including of varying levels of agency and thought meets the descriptive challenge that agents cannot reasonably engage in evils thoughtlessly, and therefore banal evil cannot be said to exist as normatively distinct from thoughtful ideologically-motivated evil; that broader concept of banal evil means that individuals—who retain the potential to think and act freely despite corrupt moral environments—do not have to prove a subjective level of thoughtlessness in order to be considered banal. Taken together with Formosa’s argument that individuals retain degrees of asymptotic agency in committing banal evil, there is no need to believe that banal evil automatically exculpates. Such a reading attractively avoids getting bogged down by challenges around levels of agency or thought in any given case, and it better captures my interpretation of Arendt as intending to describe how individuals who lack evil intent come to commit evil acts under morally corrupt systems of authority.
On that expanded view, conditions do arise in contemporary bureaucracy that make it so that well-intending agents can become complicit in systemic evils, without themselves being evil people or agency-deprived “nobodies” who necessarily cannot think. Though they may proceed thoughtlessly at some level, their culpability turns on the potential independent thought and action available to them. Even if thought is not taken as a binary in conceiving of banal evil, there does seem to be a difference between thoughtful and thoughtless evil in terms of moral responsibility, and that difference may not be captured by a purely Consequentialist account of blame. Additional evaluation beyond pure Consequentialism helps to account for agents who, for example, willfully go out of their way to inflict harm in the presence of corrupt systemic morals. Indeed, viewing moral responsibility for banal evil as increasing with agency or independent thought and decreasing with external coercion, we can begin to develop a continuum for its identification and proper accountability. Much like there are degrees of evil, there are degrees of banal evil, and neither Arendt nor Formosa presents a method for scaling them. 
Though there is no reason to believe, as critics charge, that Arendt’s original framework operates independent of consequences,[footnoteRef:135] viewing moral responsibility for banal evil on a continuum permits a more specific analysis of personal moral responsibility alongside consequences; it would guide us in evaluating the degree to which corrupt environments should mitigate moral responsibility if at all. On Formosa’s account, the possession of character renders all banal offenders subject to moral responsibility, but he does not stipulate how the various levels of thought and agency, which inform the use of character, shift accounts of blame.  [135:  Arendt maintains her belief in the judicial process and in proper legal punishment for Eichmann’s crimes throughout.] 

While both intent-driven and banal evil are subject to moral responsibility, there is value in elaborating different types of evil and badness that arise in society, whether the root cause lies in the bureaucratic structure itself or its governing ideology. By developing an agency-based framework for viewing banal evil on a continuum, I undertake to elucidate its broad contemporary operation and the factors that permit its continued existence. 
In pointing to the dimensions that might shape an agency calculus, I intend not only to contribute to the development of an account of blame for banal evil, but also to highlight the obligations of individuals who exist within corrupt moral ecosystems. 
Banality Continuum Framework

In Arendt’s original framework, banal evil is conditioned on a lack of agency and thoughtlessness in the presence of a system that endorses and normalizes corrupt moral values, and because of that construction, moral responsibility was taken to turn on the impossibility of thought and agency for banal offenders. In Formosa’s adjusted account, banal evil is conditioned on lack of character that permits thoughtlessness in those moral environments, and moral responsibility depends on the degree to which an agent’s thoughtless lack of character is culpable. Having shown that banal evil can be consistent with various levels of agency and thought, especially in contemporary bureaucratic structures, I argue that it should instead be conditioned on the presence of (1) non-evil motives and (2) agents’ conscious or unconscious autonomous complicity in wrongdoing under any system that promotes corrupt moral values. 
In that conception, moral responsibility turns not on a culpable lack of character and thoughtlessness, but instead on what I will call agents’ Degree of Thoughtfulness. By assessing the level of culpability implicit in agents’ independent moral reasoning around banal evil acts—that is, in the autonomous operation of their character, whether or not they are thoughtless—this approach applies the attractive qualities of Formosa’s character-based framework to a broader range of evils I take to be banal. Like Formosa, I take agents to be culpable for failing to engage in the critical thought potentially available to them, and I see moral responsibility for that failure as increasing with potential for agency and diminishing with external coercion. 
Unlike Formosa, I conceive of a way to assess culpable character across cases of thoughtful and thoughtless complicity. By judging agents’ Degree of Thoughtfulness according to a multidimensional exploration of agency and external coercion, we can begin to see banal evil acts on a continuum, with increased moral responsibility directly related to the level of autonomous thought involved. Where the character account views thoughtlessness as culpable insofar as it represents a free choice to be negligent, the Banality Continuum Framework views various levels of thinking as culpable to the extent that they represent autonomous complicity. 
By developing an account of banal evil inclusive of levels of agency and thought, we might better distinguish between actors and acts in banal evil, taking the first step in the project of scaling moral responsibility across cases that can be seen today. In that account, complicity exists on a continuum, with greater moral responsibility associated with greater autonomy (represented by Degree of Thoughtfulness). 
The Degree of Thoughtfulness is informed by coefficients that represent dimensions of agents’ independent moral reasoning in committing banal evils—including agency, awareness of consequences, reflection, compliance, intentionality, and harm—each of which helps to quantify the amount of freedom agents have to think and act independently; taken together, the coefficients help to determine agents’ potential for autonomy within different morally corrupt systems by scaling an agent’s overall Degree of Thoughtfulness:[image: ]
Much like in Formosa’s character-based account, within each evaluation coefficient, agents’ autonomy potential decreases with external coercion and increases with independent reasoning, making it so that autonomy potential is directly related to the level of moral responsibility for banal evil acts:
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Conceiving of banal evil on a spectrum that permits levels of agency and thought preserves a concept of banality that better reflects the complexity of moral responsibility in contemporary bureaucracies. The following discussion highlights the dimensions that shape agency as a matter of independent thought outside of totalitarianism, with each coefficient representing factors that shift the level of autonomy to be found in any instance of banal evil.
(A) signifies the agents’ authority to act independently within corrupt systems:
[image: ]
A low-level worker who carries out the directives of higher-ups may have less agency within the organization in practice than those who design and implement policies. Though both may have the same potential for critical independent thought, this coefficient recognizes the limitations and freedoms of different roles. In other words, despite both agents being capable of critical reflection—and so both being subject to moral responsibility—the agency supplied by a higher station suggests more potential opportunities for autonomous critical reflection and adjusted action. Those with low agency, for example, may be given short timelines for implementing orders, limiting the amount of time available for ethical inquiry. This coefficient represents the degree to which agents practically can resist insight of independent thinking available to them, recognizing that individuals will have different levels of agency in corporate processes that render them more or less able to influence final decisions. 
The Degree of Agency devotes particular attention to the extent of structural influence and any personal vulnerabilities of agents that may render them more susceptible to coercion, though each of the following coefficients should factor in a similar assessment. It captures the idea that an agent who justifies his actions under coercion could be said to possess less autonomy than one who offers voluntary justifications in order to self-sooth. Such was the case when Worker A experienced the threat of job loss and a need to maintain insurance coverage for an ailing relative; though she developed a moral justification for her actions and could be said to engage in more autonomous thought than someone who unquestioningly complies, her moral calculus is distorted by external factors and the vulnerabilities of her particular situation, namely the cost of resistance. Her autonomy is diminished but not eliminated by the force of external coercion.
Irrespective of rank, individuals within contemporary bureaucracies will also have varying levels of awareness of moral and practical consequences of their actions (C):
[image: ]
This coefficient represents the extent to which agents are cognizant of the risks or harms of their actions, recognizing that within an organization, some individuals will possess or have access to greater knowledge than others. Possessing greater awareness of consequences corresponds to greater autonomy in independent thinking, informing the level of freedom agents have to engage in independent thought about their actions. Those who are unaware of any risks demonstrate less voluntary participation than agents who downplay, justify, or ignore consequences they are aware of. In light of a high awareness of consequences, individuals would seem to act more autonomously to subvert the directives of good character. This makes it so that someone who demonstrates passive complicity may not possess decreased autonomy in light of what he could potentially know; if broader information was available to be discovered by him, his active choice to subvert independent reasoning and overlook moral concerns represents more autonomy and thus increased culpability over an agent who operates under irremediable misinformation. One who willingly complies with authority because of a self-selected failure to question would then be seen as more autonomous than one who genuinely could not have seen a reason to engage in critical thought in light of the information potentially available to him. That is so provided that the latter agent’s beliefs are genuine, though misinformed, and could not be disproved by further investigation with the full extent of his abilities.
Similarly, a higher degree of moral reflection (R) would indicate a more autonomous effort to override that which one knows to be correct:[image: A black text on a white background

Description automatically generated]The Degree of Reflection coefficient represents the amount character operates for individuals in sight of the information hypothetically available to them. Those with low degrees of reflection do not engage with the moral weight of their actions, while those with high degrees of reflection recognize and reflect upon implications for morality. Depending on the reason for one’s failure to introspect, he can be seen as more or less autonomous in disengaging. Those who demonstrate high reflection—either by harboring ethical doubts or by justifying actions in the interest of performance—demonstrate more critical independent thought, conveying a more autonomous decision to conform with unethical practices. 
We can begin to see how a multidimensional analysis of each of these coefficients permits an analysis across categories: if a worker engaged in a low degree of reflection and thus possessed no awareness of consequences because he was given an order with one-day’s notice and told he would be terminated if he did not comply, we can see the interaction of Degree of Agency, Awareness of Consequences, and Degree of Reflection. If more information was available to be discovered by him upon further inquiry, he is morally responsible for that which he does not know, but it becomes clear how structural influences and coercion within the organization shape his thinking. Passive complicity based on misinformation or limited time to investigate and reflect would constitute less autonomy than willing compliance with authority that results from a failure to question directives. That unquestioning agent would then be less autonomous than an agent who chooses moral disengagement or supplies a justification for wrongdoing, and less again than one who actively manipulates his morals to knowingly deceive himself. One who makes the free and unfettered choice to remain ignorant in light of information and agency potentially available then appears equally if not more autonomous and responsible for the outcome than one who engages in moral reasoning under coercion. 
This aligns well with the proper view that moral responsibility differs greatly between oppressed Jews and Eichmann-like functionaries; each possessing thinking abilities, only the former’s autonomy in moral reasoning is significantly diminished by external coercion. Though prisoners may know that killing on behalf of a corrupt authority is immoral, engaging in independent moral reasoning and justifying complicity on account of a genuine threat of death, their autonomy in thought (and thus responsibility) is undermined by the force of oppression. 
Closely related is the Degree of Compliance (DC), which highlights agents’ level of adherence to corrupt directives despite the information known or available to them.
[image: ]
The Degree of Compliance coefficient implicates the level of agency in banal evil by demonstrating the activity or passivity of individual complicity as a matter of thought. One who resists or challenges directives displays a high level of independent moral reasoning—a high level of autonomous thought on the matter—as compared to one who passively proceeds. In determining that a policy should be resisted, he demonstrates some attendance to morally salient factors. An agent who challenges unethical policies but follows through with them anyway appears generally more active in his ultimate decision to comply because he must subvert the independent critical thought that instructed resistance, instead acting against what he takes to be morally indicated. That ultimate decision to conform may be due to a self-selected desire to serve the organization (more autonomous), or it might be due to external coercion (less autonomous). In either case, the initial impulse to resist represents more active independent reasoning and thus more autonomy than individuals who never question their complicity. 
That said, individuals who passively comply may or may not be fully autonomous in doing so, and their independent moral reasoning may reflect just as much potential for agency as in the case of one who attempts resistance. In light of what individuals know or could know—and alongside the perceived threat of consequences or cost of resistance—the level of critical thought leveraged to inform passivity determines the level of autonomy implicit in compliance. Here again, staff members who passively adhere to orders will still bear moral responsibility for their complicity, and even more so if they opt not to question directives they had reason to subject to moral scrutiny. Despite potentially limited agency, if they actively participate without considering consequences for society and morality, they will be more autonomous in choosing not to think independently than someone whose conformity is due to genuine misinformation or moral oversight. There, high compliance can reflect variable levels of autonomy, and conformity does not necessarily represent less agency than resistance when agents’ potential for thought is considered. 
Evaluating the Degree of Compliance helps to illustrate the structural influence and free choice behind individuals’ participation, allowing an analysis of the level of autonomy possible in sight of their position in the organization. When agency is seen as the potential freedom to engage in independent thought, the level of autonomy agents have in committing banal evil tracks the amount of critical thinking they actually use in sight of what they could have. 
Agents’ variable intentionality (I), then, also represent more or less independent reasoning and consequent autonomy in committing banal evil under particular circumstances:[image: ]
While intent must be aimed at something “ordinary” within the system of corrupt morals in order to qualify as banal, different levels of intent to uphold the corrupt system can be used to understand individual autonomy in committing harm. Individuals who possess intent to serve organizational goals or some other banal motive engage in more independent reasoning than those who have no stake whatsoever. An agent who intentionally prioritizes economic performance over moral concerns will have given some thought to his prioritization, making it so that acting in that interest constitutes a more autonomous choice than someone who is entirely unaware of competing concerns. The former agent’s developed intent to serve the corrupt aims of the organization in spite of other considerations he deems salient constitutes a greater willingness to be complicit in harms, while the latter agent’s intent to do his duty exists without independent reasoning around morality. There again, if moral reasoning is missing in the second case, it must be determined whether that agent is responsible for his negligence by considering the information he has and could have; likewise, if the former agent’s prioritization of organizational aims is due to compulsion, the autonomy supplied by his independent reasoning diminishes according to the degree of coercion he faces. 
In yet a third case of intent, where an agent strives for bureaucratic advancement and is simply indifferent to the harms that may result so repeatedly and habitually does not consider them, he actively intends to overlook moral concerns—subverting the operation of independent thought to the contrary—and so expresses a high level of autonomy in his decision to commit banal evil. All three agents ultimately possess benign, duty-bound motives, but high intentionality marks increased autonomy in banal evil because it suggests that the agent engaged in moral reasoning (or could have) and instead elected to override or ignore ethical concerns. That agents do so regularly or habitually would also increase the intentionality evaluation, suggesting more autonomy in their choice to comply repeatedly.
Alongside agency, awareness of consequences, reflection, compliance, and intent, the Magnitude of Harm coefficient (H) aims to help determine the apparent necessity of independent moral reasoning for agents in different positions within corrupt systems: [image: ]
Unlike the prior dimensions used to determine the level of agency in isolated acts of banal evil, the harm coefficient serves two functions: it helps to shape our understanding of what agents could reasonably know—making moral ignorance more or less plausible in sight of the severity of the consequences—and it allows the continuum for scaling banal evils to reflect tangible harms. In cases of high harm, like in the Holocaust, it becomes far less plausible that individuals can remain truly inattentive to moral considerations in committing banal evil. When the harm is severe and visible, a failure to engage in independent moral reasoning appears more culpable than when harms are minor or undetectable. 
It would seem to become more difficult to have low awareness of consequences, to avoid critical reflection, to acquiesce without resistance, and to develop intent irrespective of harms. In order to do so in light of extreme harms, individuals would seem to have to engage in a more active suppression of independent reasoning; that harms would be greater suggests that a more autonomous effort on the part of the doer would be needed to avoid confronting them. In other words, one’s ability to convince himself that he is authentically unaware of consequences is inversely related to the magnitude of harms; that is, professed unawareness begins to look more like willful ignorance as the magnitude and salience of harms increase. 
Even for one who passively complies with an order without question, the presence of high harms suggests a greater potential for him to engage in critical thought around them, even if he maintains that he is unaware of any consequences. That the Third Reich propagandized racial supremacy and advocated for racial purity means that neighbors who reported Jews to the Gestapo should have used their capacity for free thought—which can be seen as augmented by the presence of ‘red flags’—to consider the potential moral weight of their actions, even if they maintained that they were unaware of mass imprisonment and killings. The presence of potentially severe consequences, then, is like an additional input to independent reasoning; whether or not an agent knows that great harms result from his actions, the greater the potential harms, the more available for detection they would appear to be, and the more culpable the decision to ignore them. Adopting Formosa’s terms, when the range of information potentially available to agents includes more salient harms, the lack of character that permits overlooking or overriding them is more blameworthy. 
That an agent occupies a role or serves a cause that has the potential for high harm should lead him to engage in critical independent thought about his contributions, and failing to do so represents a more willful effort to resist exercising the free thought possible for him. An agent who might otherwise have a claim to reduced autonomous thought according to the prior coefficients—meaning his non-zero moral responsibility could be seen as less than the moral responsibility of an agent who engages in banal evil with more agency and thought—would, in the presence of severe harms, see his moral responsibility increase.[footnoteRef:136]  [136:  This fits well with the securities law concept of  “inquiry notice:” there, the presence of ‘red flags’ or conditions that would reasonably appear suspicious are flagged with inquiry notice, and a failure to investigate upon suspicion renders agents culpable.
] 

Taking the Magnitude of Harm together with the other coefficients, then, we can see agents’ moral responsibility as dependent on the cumulative Degree of Thoughtfulness condition for banal evil. Degree of Thoughtfulness is informed by a thorough evaluation of all the subsidiary coefficients and their interplay—using each to determine the level of agency present according to degrees of independent reasoning and external coercion—meaning that it presents a nuanced picture of agents’ moral responsibility and susceptibility to external influence under systems that endorse corrupt values. That more nuanced analysis not only allows banal evil to capture various levels of thought and agency, but also begins to provide a roadmap for isolating and addressing the conditions that facilitate ethical misconduct in institutional settings today.
	The following application to a hypothetical case helps to demonstrate how the Degree of Thoughtfulness and unique combinations of its subsidiary coefficients help to determine differential moral responsibility for banal acts within bureaucratic systems:
Case Example: Border Patrol Agent
	A former Texas policeman is deployed as a Border Patrol Agent against his desires in order to keep his employment. Despite his personal belief that borders should be open to asylum seekers, he executes orders and tasks set out for him by higher-up authorities, adopting the directives of the current administration without power to change them. He reviews documents, either permitting entrance into the country or referring migrant families to other officers who handle their detainment or deportation. Despite strict protocols, he has significant discretion in his day-to-day duties. His agency is thus moderate to high. Though he lacks the power to alter federal policies, he possesses freedom in the way he deals with particular families.
	Being on the ground to witness the conditions in border detention facilities, the agent has a moderate awareness of consequences for apprehending or turning away migrant families. His higher-ups have told him that “sending them back is better than keeping them here,” and the agent is unaware of various conditions in the places where asylum seekers emerge from. He is also ignorant of the long-term psychological consequences surrounding detention conditions and family separation, though he knows that some conditions are inhumane and families are sometimes forcibly separated. Alongside that, he knows that some officers handle migrant families more violently, choosing excessive force or cruelty in enforcement.
	Though he engages in some moral reflection—possessing a low-level understanding of the consequences of turning families away, and recognizing the ethical implications of the policies he implements—he ultimately prioritizes the institutional pressure to do his duty over moral principles. He finds his ability to engage in reflection limited by the scope of knowledge he possesses, but determines that it is not worth exploring further harms or systemic consequences because they will make him feel worse about the job he “has to do.” While some information is potentially available to him around the inhumane conditions many migrant families face at home and upon arrival in the U.S., he has tried and failed to find out how many families suffer abuses and separation within immigration facilities. He feels strongly that he would quit if he discovered rampant abuses, but institutional barriers and lack of transparency have made it difficult for him to assess the question. 
While he has reflected on what he takes to be the unethical behavior of officers who go beyond their duties to use violence against families, he has never contemplated reporting them because they are operating “within their rights” as border officers, he is unaware of any reporting mechanism that would be taken seriously, and he fears that he would face reprisal from his peers if he did so. To him, it seems like it is only “a few bad apples.” Giving them the benefit of the doubt, he often engages in the justification that violence is sometimes needed to assert border security, and oftentimes he misrepresents the level of threat posed by families to understand why his fellow officers may “need” to act as they do. That belief, however, could be disproved by further investigation with his full and committed abilities. From all of those considerations, his ability to engage in independent critical thought is high, and his determination to avoid engaging with greater reflection that might lead to resistance is a free choice. His Degree of Reflection is high, displaying a more autonomous choice to support the corrupt agency he serves through contorted moral reasoning and justifications. He may bear slightly less moral responsibility than someone who has access to every bit of information and chooses not to engage with it. For him, his degree of reflection is slightly diminished by structural influences that make full transparent inquiry difficult, but his choice not to engage with the information that is available to him in an effort to self-sooth expresses autonomous determination not to confront the broader consequences of his work.
	His Degree of Compliance is dictated by his general adherence to immigration policies, but he expresses some resistance in trying to treat the families he encounters with respect and kindness. Such behavior can be seen as resistance not only because his peers often encourage machismo and rough-and-tough attitudes in their dealings with families, but also because that approach has been normalized. Knowing and reflecting on which of his fellow officers often subject families to the most abuse, he often subverts efficiency concerns to wait for an officer whom he thinks has a better chance of treating families with a level of kindness. There, his Degree of Compliance is low, and suggests that he maintains some potential freedom to reduce harm due to his referral. He feels it would be ineffective to instruct officers to refrain from violence because he has witnessed that doing so often leads those officers to assert their freedom and inflict more abuse—he prefers to set a good example and hope for the best from his peers. Though he does not ask directly, he has a sense of which officers engage in the most egregious treatment. In the event that, under direct orders, he must refer families to available officers quickly, his Degree of Compliance in knowingly leading families into potential harm is high, but it represents a culpable free choice to comply despite the presence of external coercion. Taken together with (A)(C)(R), his Degree of Compliance is increased in sight of the fact that he does not leverage or explore all information potentially available. That his Degree of Compliance is moderate/high suggests that there are additional paths he could take to circumvent harm.    
	This agents’ Intentionality is moderate/low, given that he is primarily focused on fulfilling his duty in a temporary position in the hopes of returning to his prior station. He is driven by institutional objectives that have been preplanned for him alongside a desire to fulfill his duties, and he lacks deliberate intent to cause or facilitate harm. Unlike an agent with higher intent who intends to serve border security “at all costs,” he does his duty to avoid losing employment until he is permitted to return to his prior policing job. Indeed, his intent is to try to mitigate harm for the families he encounters, but his repeated adherence to instructions to quickly refer families without reference to the treatment they will receive with other officers displays a greater intent not to intervene or resist under pressure. His Intentionality is lower than his peers who refer without question and refuse to investigate, and lower still than those who refer with intent to move quickly amidst full awareness that the next agent will likely be abusive. 
	The Magnitude of Harm coefficient is high, providing greater cause for this agent to investigate and reflect to his fullest abilities. He has less excuse for any moral blindness because of his familiarity with the harms that he has seen come to families. The extreme harms of family separation, physical or psychological abuse, and inhumane detention conditions should lead him to engage in even more critical thought on the matter, not leaving unexplored questions around the extent of abuses systemically and locally. His obligation to think critically remains intact due to his background and abilities, and it is only augmented by the threat of great harms.
	Taken together, despite benign bureaucratic intent and efforts to circumvent harm, this agent displays a high Degree of Thoughtfulness and thus a high level of autonomous complicity in institutional corruption. His moral responsibility tracks that autonomous conformity and is thus high given the amount he knows and could freely come to know upon further investigation that is open to him. Though we can come to see how the cost of resistance and the presence of external coercion come into play to inform and shift the level of independent thinking he engages in for each evaluation coefficient, it does not mitigate his moral responsibility in any significant way. Though he faces some structural barriers to obtaining full knowledge of consequences and engaging in thorough moral reasoning, the information he does have and that which is available to him should be enough to instruct ethical resistance. His moderate awareness of consequences then does not represent forced ignorance, high-level misinformation, or indoctrination, and instead appears to result from a failure to engage with the information that is potentially discoverable by him if he were willing to investigate. 
If he had suffered genuine factual ignorance, he might see his moral responsibility decline slightly, but evaluating the interplay of the coefficients (namely Degrees of Reflection and Conformity) reveals that those conditions do not obtain. His high Degree of Reflection indicates an ability to engage with ethical matters, and an autonomous decision to avoid reasoning that would suggest ethical withdrawal or resistance. Though he claims to “need” to maintain his employment, that concern does not represent sufficient external influence to diminish moral responsibility in complicity; his “need” is a self-assessed one, and it does not reflect external forces like supporting a family member on life support with insurance. Neither his moderate/low Intentionality nor his moderate/high Degree of Complicity have an exculpatory claim, with both demonstrating a free choice not to avoid harm resulting from his duties. 
His concern for the well-being of families distinguishes his morality from other agents with high conformity and high intentionality, viewing violent abuses as part of their duty to ensure border and National security, but it falls short of mitigating moral responsibility because of the freedom to resist that is available to him. While whistleblowing might be ineffective or hurt his future employment options in law enforcement, it is unclear whether that concern relieves him of his obligation to resist, and that question is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
What is clear, however, is that his obligation to think critically to the full extent of his abilities remains intact, and it is augmented by the presence of potentially severe and detectable harms. He should be seen as culpable for his failure to engage in a full critical analysis of the practices he participates in at the border, and his willful avoidance of that kind of inquiry means that he stops short of maintaining convinced disapproval privately; per Orwell, “nothing [is] your own except the few cubic centimeters inside your skull[,]”[footnoteRef:137] and in the absence of any thought police, one’s private thoughts are the bare minimum forum for resistance.  [137:  Orwell, 1984, 27.] 

By applying this method of analysis to differential cases of banal evil, we can see how thoughtful and thoughtless cases are all subject to varying degrees of moral blame, but moral responsibility for banal evil is made a matter of conscious conformity to corrupt systems whether or not it occurs thoughtlessly. The more conscious and autonomous an agent’s participation in banal evil, the more moral responsibility can be found. In that way, we can begin to see banal evils on a continuum, representing more or less culpable conformity. That system sits well with Formosa’s and my reading of Arendt as suggesting that autonomous conformity offers support for the cause that agents obey.[footnoteRef:138] By applying Formosa’s character-based account of blame, the Banality Continuum Framework takes agency as asymptotic and uses Degree of Thoughtfulness to inform autonomy overall. Unlike the character-based account and Arendt’s original framework, it is now much more difficult for agents to plead subjective factual ignorance; by evaluating the coefficients in context of one another, we should be able to pinpoint sources of true ignorance as compared to culpable negligence.  [138:  Formosa, “Moral.”] 

This method of evaluation also does a better job of capturing agents’ vulnerability to coercion and systemic influences. As covered above, Formosa takes Arendt to conceive of the Jewish population during the Holocaust as exempt from moral responsibility due to their lack of force to effectively resist—where Jewish resistance would be ineffective to weaken Nazi authority and would only render the oppressed more helpless. By trying to capture the force of external coercion that way, Formosa fails to generate an account of responsibility that would extend to modern bureaucratic organizations where presumably there is no threat of death. 
Under that view, any agent could claim that withholding consent—leaving the organization—would fail to weaken the force of corruption based on the belief that they could be replaced, silenced, or ridiculed. Indeed, the Border Patrol Agent could claim that quitting would not only cripple his future employment and fail to weaken the immigration infrastructure, but would leave his position to potentially more violent officers in his absence. This, however, should offer no excuse for him. Instead, the obligation to think and resist should represent agents’ potential abilities and background, factoring in the knowledge they have, the knowledge they could have if leveraging their full abilities, the options open to them, and the felt cost of resistance. That can be captured by scaling autonomy as a matter of agents’ potential for free independent thought across the coefficients. Assessing mitigated moral responsibility based only on the potential force or efficacy of resistance is inauthentic in its picture of coercion. In the case of our Border Patrol Agent, such an evaluation might lead to the erroneous conclusion that he faced more constrictive external coercion than he actually did. 
By looking across each coefficient to evaluate the presence of external coercion, we were able to see that despite coercive forces and structural influence, he maintained free choice and the ability to refuse consent, whether or not doing so would weaken the organization’s propensity for harm. In sight of the options open to him, there may have been paths to resistance with costs too insignificant not to pursue. That includes maintaining candid skepticism as a bare minimum means of resistance, recognizing where the individual is powerless to make change. Unlike Formosa’s view, my argument that individuals retain some resistance tactics even if not effective or forceful comports better with Arendt’s belief that personally and privately refusing complicity is a means of depriving the corrupt system of power: as she writes, “it is precisely in this admission of one’s own impotence that a last remnant of strength and even power can still be preserved” to refuse evil practices sponsored by leadership.[footnoteRef:139] [139:  Arendt, “Personal,” 45. 
] 

Such an analysis also helps to shed light on the increased autonomy that individuals retain in general outside of totalitarianism. Part of the reason our Border Agent’s continued participation—even in the face of some external pressures on his free choice—seems to agitate morality is that society today provides more avenues to resistance than available in the Third Reich. Presumably he could anonymously engage a publication to cover abuses of his coworkers, creating some accountability and awareness for their behavior. He could work within his role to try to create new internal reporting mechanisms. These are only two of many examples of more affirmative resistance such an agent might be able to engage in beyond the bare minimum requirement of maintaining his own private morality through critical inquiry and reflection. Though they may not succeed in dismantling corruption, they could be effective at calling it what it is. By viewing American bureaucracy in that way—as augmenting the range of potential resistance measures open to agents—acting to increase transparency and awareness around corrupt policies is accessible to most who think critically, and doing so might help to dismantle corrupt practices that currently elude the public view. Nuanced evaluation of the corrupt forces that encourage agents’ complicity would seem to benefit that project, highlighting the specific sources of immoral behavior that pass below the radar but deserve broader scrutiny. 
Limitations, Counterarguments, and Implications

One limitation of this framework for evaluating banal evil along a continuum in modernity is that it makes agents accountable to think critically based on their potential to do so, and my argument that the potential for independent thought is nearly boundless for those functioning in contemporary bureaucracies—as opposed to under totalitarianism—runs up against a problem of limited altruism.[footnoteRef:140] In the case of the Border Patrol Agent, one could argue that it would be inappropriate to obligate him to control the behaviors of his coworkers or take action to prevent them from inflicting harm in their capacities. Further, he should not be seen as responsible for correcting a culture of corruption that permits them to commit violence. Indeed, we cannot make agents answerable for failing to do everything they potentially could to eradicate harm, and such a view could unrealistically imply that agents must subject every choice that they make to extensive normative evaluation and correction, including those that are widely accepted.  [140:  Mill, On Liberty, 74.] 

This counterargument could take up the Machiavellian challenge that some wrongdoing seems necessary for efficiency in bureaucracy, and if it can be said to be evil, agents should not be required to be answerable for harms due to structural necessity. Formosa does well to answer this challenge by claiming that individuals are obligated to act against harms only when they have the potential to make change,[footnoteRef:141] but my framework must contend with its claim that agents have a far more expansive capacity for change-making today, and the obligation to resist should not turn on the efficacy of doing so.  [141:  Formosa, “Moral.”] 

In my system, however, the potential for free thought and for agents to effect change only functions to show the level of autonomy available to them. By recognizing the structural influences that tangibly limit the exploration of those possibilities, it acknowledges that fact that agents are, in practice, limited in their autonomy by the systems they operate within. In response to that challenge, I argue along the lines of Arendt’s Madisonian view that certain kinds of obedience implicitly convey support for unethical behavior.
It is that kind of consenting obedience—which operates due to a free and self-selected choice to morally disengage—that agents are responsible for critically engaging with and evaluating. Complicity that results from agents’ pragmatic responses to external coercion and entrenched corruption, like genuine fear of severe consequences or lack of authority to challenge others’ misbehavior, do not convey willing support for the cause in the same way. In those instances, agency is limited by genuine external factors that make it so that even the most critical agent might be unable to force morality on the entire system. While the Border Patrol Agent is not morally responsible for the actions of other officers, he is responsible for failing to subject their behavior to a full critical normative evaluation that would permit clear recognition of their behavior as wrong for him. When he chose to believe that abuses occur only amongst some “bad apples” and adopted the justification that officer violence is often justified by the behavior of migrant families—something his own experience to the contrary should have led him to question—he autonomously chose to distance himself from thorough ethical engagement. By engaging in voluntary mental gymnastics to excuse himself from worrying about what might otherwise bother him, he implicitly conveys support for their behavior in his participation. Instead, if he undertook the full ethical evaluation open to him in light of information he could access, he would likely arrive at more clarity around the unethical practices that occur, avoiding justifications that obscure individual officers’ roles and distort his own morality. Each time, under the coercive pressure of higher-ups, that he is “forced” to pass a family off to an officer he knows to be abusive, he would consider his agency to effect change in the moment and would not excuse any wrongful behavior he witnesses or predicts. That kind of skepticism is exactly what Arendt points to as the most reliable tool in protecting against the proliferation of wide-spread banal evil and passive acceptance of immorality: in distancing from “the mere habit of holding fast to something[,]” the agents who will be the most likely to resist banal evil will be the “doubters and skeptics, not because skepticism is good or doubting wholesome, but because they are used to examin[ing] things and to mak[ing] up their own minds.”[footnoteRef:142]  [142:  Arendt, “Personal,” 45.] 

In that way, by giving attention to systemic pressures and individual moral responsibility to engage in critical thought, my framework does not demand that individuals always take action when action is possible, but instead that they maintain moral clarity and remain focused on changes they could feasibly enact. It is explicitly not focused only on individual moral responsibility, but on identifying the systemic factors that help to perpetuate corruption, assigning a share of the blame shouldered by individuals to the systems that influence their behavior. By obligating individuals only to examine and attend to morality with proper scrutiny of facts, it seeks to prompt a habit of private critical thought and introspection. That habit would then help individuals to question their roles, identify the ethical implications of others’ roles, and recognize the barriers against ethical behavior that exist in organizations. It thus only holds individuals accountable for failing to attend to those features when they could choose to, and it does so because such failures allow for unethical behavior to proceed without question. If the Border Patrol Agent had been candid with himself about his coworkers’ abuses, he may have ultimately felt an impulse to take action, or at least to find a way of doing so that would sufficiently reduce the severity of consequences he might face. Instead, he maintained culpable cognitive dissonance, allowing his uninvestigated belief that abuse is either justified or not widespread to allow him to remain comfortable in his position. If he were to one day leave that station, candid moral reflection and clarity around the facts he faced might allow him to take action to hold offending offenders and systemic forces accountable. If such practices are a necessary product of efficiency and security at the border, they should be subjected to widespread critical analysis to test that theory. Allowing individuals to accept the “necessity” of practices without question would seem to assure the proliferation of banal evil.
A Consequentialist counterargument could additionally argue that this kind of analysis still fails to show how or why a more nuanced understanding of varying degrees of moral responsibility should shift culpability for banal evil in light of consequences. That critic might wonder why, if we now take banal evil to be consistent with thoughtful and thoughtless acts, it should possess an account of blame apart from consequences and evil with explicitly evil intent. 
Like Formosa’s character-based account, my framework for moral responsibility allows us to go further than a purely Consequentialist account of blame in understanding the circumstances around the consequences that arise from banal evil. It still assigns culpability based on consequences, and there remains no reason to see banal designation as distracting from the weight of them. We do gain, however, the ability to distinguish the Border Patrol Agent’s active worry about consequences that result from allowing families to pass to violent officers from his peers who willingly disregard those concerns. While they are equally complicit and perform the same roles, the former displays more virtuous intent. Consequentialism is right to capture the harms that arise in any given case, but sole evaluation of the consequences would fail to appreciate that difference in motive. According to various character-based accounts of blame, agents’ impulses to show care for morally good behaviors seem to provide a reason for moral praise, even if they are not sufficient to mitigate moral blame.[footnoteRef:143] In that kind of account, moral blame and praise can be attributed according to what one’s motivating reasons are for attending to or engaging in morally virtuous practices, and what those reasons say about their moral character.[footnoteRef:144] While I make no claims about the specific degree to which my calculus should shift blame for banal evil, if at all, it allows us to appreciate features relevant to agency and moral character in context. [143:  Nomy Arpaly, Unprincipled Virtue: An Inquiry into Moral Agency (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).]  [144:  Julia Markovits, “Acting for the Right Reasons,” The Philosophical Review 119, no. 2 (2010): 201–42. ] 

My framework does not undertake or profess to clarify moral responsibility scales fully—and there will likely be cases with similar outputs from the coefficients—but it does attempt to grasp a broad range of factors that appear relevant to ultimate assessments of blame. With banal evil seemingly consistent with different degrees of thought, there is still a need to distinguish acts driven by evil intent from those that are not, so long as both are subject to moral responsibility. 
Here, I agree with Luke Russell that banal evils and those with malicious intent are distinct in their appearance and operation, and there is value in retaining a concept of blameworthy banal evil.[footnoteRef:145] Given that banal evil appears to possess good or neutral intent, it hides mores easily in opaque bureaucratic structures, even alluding inattentive perpetrators.[footnoteRef:146] Sponsored by authority systems that are “widely-adopted” and “deeply-engrained” in society, they operate more discretely on otherwise moral agents.[footnoteRef:147] As Formosa points out, allowing unfettered banal evil to proliferate in modernity risks the progressive erosion of societal morals that creates a slippery slope to collective moral depravity; there is thus a normative need to identify banal evil as wrongdoing if we are to protect against relativism around evil in the future.[footnoteRef:148] Given the different operation, appearance, and potential harms of banal evil, it appears distinct in nature from that which is motivated by malicious intent, and creating updated mechanisms for identifying and scrutinizing its current operation seems worthwhile.[footnoteRef:149] [145:  Joe Humphreys, “Hannah Arendt and the Meaning of Evil,” The Irish Times, December 3, 2020. ]  [146:  Ibid.]  [147:  Ibid.; Formosa, “Moral.”]  [148:  Formosa, “Moral.”]  [149:  Humphreys, “Hannah.”] 

Doing so permits broader recognition of and accountability for systemic corruption, while also assigning proper blame for contributing individuals. For Arendt, both the system and the individual are blameworthy, and it remains imperative to assign proper blame to both. This framework seeks to provide clarity on both accounts, avoiding her concern of scapegoating certain individuals while failing to hold systems culpable.[footnoteRef:150] Viewing individual moral responsibility in terms of autonomy potential and independent thought (degree of personal agency), I resist the urge wrongfully to treat blame for banal offenders as a stand-in for the broader blame owed to the systems they serve.[footnoteRef:151]  [150:  Arendt, “Personal.” ]  [151:  Ibid.; Formosa, “Moral.”] 

By using this framework as a tool to engage in the kind of skepticism Arendt seems to encourage, we can not only better understand why ordinary people might engage in banal evil—intervening where appropriate to close future pathways to harm—but we can begin to rebuild the distance between moral agents and evil acts that banality and modern bureaucratic sprawl tend to shrink. As Waller suggests, because we “would rather maintain that extraordinary individuals, very much unlike you and me, commit extraordinary evil[,]” it is important to “distance us from them and rest in the reassurance that such evil cannot be duplicated.”[footnoteRef:152]  [152:  James Waller, Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass Killing (Oxford ; Madrid: Oxford University Press, 2007), 106.
] 

With greater distance also between institutional objectives and consequences today—alongside more forms of banal evil in operation—my Banality Continuum Framework aims to update identification and analysis mechanisms for thoughtful and thoughtless banal acts in order to curtail their contemporary operation and reinforce individual moral responsibilities to resist. While Arendt was right to fear her theory’s metastasis beyond totalitarianism, she was wrong to join Orwell in describing orthodoxy only as unconsciousness.[footnoteRef:153]  [153:  Orwell, 1984, 53.] 

“We have only for a moment to imagine what would happen to any of these forms of government if enough people would act ‘irresponsibly’ and refuse support, even without active resistance and rebellion, to see how effective a weapon this could be.”[footnoteRef:154]  [154:  Arendt, “Personal,” 47-8.] 
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Degree of agency (A): degree of autonomy and control over actions
¢ Low Agency - limited decision making power, recipient of orders, heavily influenced by external factors
* High Agency - significant autonomy and discretion in actions
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Awareness of Consequences (C): the level of awareness individuals possess regarding the potential consequences of their actions
* Low Awareness - act without considering the moral implications or potential harm caused
¢ High Awareness - fully cognizant of the consequences and actively contemplate their ethical responsibilities
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Degree of Reflection (R): the level of critical reflection and moral deliberation individuals engage in
regarding their actions within the bureaucratic context

® |ow Reflection - little to no introspection or ethical inquiry

* High Reflection - individuals actively question and evaluate the moral implications of their behavior




image6.png
Degree of Compliance (DC): the extent to which individuals conform to institutional norms and directives within the
bureaucratic structure

® Low Compliance - individuals resist or challenge unethical directives

e High Compliance - individuals passively adhere to harmful policies or orders without question
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Intentionality (I): the degree of intentionality behind individuals' actions within the bureaucratic system
e Low Intent - unintentional actions or omissions, or where individuals act without forethought
® High Intent - intentional actions, where individuals purposefully engage in harmful behavior
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Magnitude of Harm (H): the extent and severity of the consequences of individuals' actions within the bureaucratic system
® Low Harm - consequences are relatively minor or localized
® High Harm - consequences have far-reaching and profound effects on individuals, communities, or society
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Degree of Thoughtfulness (T): represents the collective influence of its subsidiary coefficients (A, C, R, DC, I, H) in shaping individuals’ level of
autonomy in their actions; degree of thoughtfulness captures the extent to which actors autonomously conform to the corrupted values endorsed
by organizations they serve. Degree of thoughtfulness informs agents’ level of autonomy and tracks overall assessment of moral responsibility

e |ow Thoughtfulness - Attenuates moral responsibility to the extent that it is the result of external coercion

* High Thoughtfulness - Represents greater independent reasoning and thus greater moral responsibility when agents engage in banal evil
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