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1: Introduction

The Holocaust is one of the strongest moral symbols in
the Western world today. The persecution and murder of
the Jews in the twentieth century is the backdrop to general
questions on the nature of evil in man. Discussions about the
Holocaust raise issues such as: its nature as a historical
phenomenon; how the Holocaust should be studied and who
should study it; what can and cannot be said about it; how
it should be remembered. In short, the subject is heavily
burdened. This heavy burden sometimes proves too much,
and then the debate becomes a vehement exchange of
yes-no views. A large controversy over the Third Reich and
Holocaust occurs at least once every decade.1
Before a general audience, scholars rehearse the big questions this difficult subject poses, and show themselves unable to agree on any answer.
Holocaust controversies often begin with a challenge to the
internal academic discussion. A challenger, often an outsider to the historical profession, presents a (supposedly) new
or radical view of the Nazi crimes. The subsequent battle is
largely fought in the public arena, on the pages of newspapers
and weeklies. Classic controversies revolved around William
Shirer’s The rise and fall of the Third Reich in the fifties, Hannah Arendt’s book on Adolf Eichmann in the sixties, the German Historikerstreit in the eighties, Daniel Goldhagen’s book
Hitler’s willing executioners in the nineties, Jan Gross’s book
Neighbors in the second year of the new millennium. Not only
books or articles cause Holocaust controversies. Other events
can set them off as well: the American television series Holocaust in the seventies; Kohl and Reagan at the Bitburg cemetery in the eighties; the Wehrmacht exhibit in the nineties; the
Holocaust Mahnmal in Berlin at the beginning of this century.
These Holocaust controversies are serious affairs. The
fiercer they become, the more venomous the accusations
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that scholars hurl at each other. Historians specialised in
the history of the Third Reich and the Holocaust regard
these controversies as a complex phenomenon that they
have to deal with every few years. These controversies are
full of arguments and behaviour that historians consider
un-academic and thus problematic. What is more, these
controversies can depart so far from usual academic practice,
that they hinder this practice and damage its practitioners.
To learn more about Holocaust controversies and their
problematic aspects, this study looks at the controversy on
Hannah Arendt’s book Eichmann in Jerusalem in the nineteensixties. Historians consider this rather violent debate to be one
of the earliest Holocaust controversies. This study treats the
development and content of the debate in three countries, the
US, Germany and France: from the controversy’s tempestuous
start in 1963, to its last flare up in 1967. It looks specifically at
the participation of historians in this controversy.
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1: Introduction

1.1 RESEARCH SUBJECT:
The participation of historians in the Arendt-controversy
This section gives some elementary background information
on the research subject. It explains what Holocaust controversies are from the perspective of historians, and why these
controversies are problematic. It introduces the case study
chosen for this study, the Arendt-controversy. Finally it discusses the state of affairs in the historiography of this popular subject.

1.1.1 Historians’ definition of “Holocaust controversy”
and problematic aspects of Holocaust controversies
Although the Holocaust is widely discussed, historians mean
something specific when they speak of “controversies about
the Holocaust.” 2 As this project is interdisciplinary in nature,
some further explanation of the phenomenon Holocaust controversy may be helpful. In a colloquial sense, a controversy is
taken to mean an (unusually) prolonged and heated discussion. It becomes prolonged and heated because participants’
views are often fundamentally opposed, and because many
different issues are dragged into the discussion as it evolves.
As a consequence, controversies are often hard to (re)solve.3
One could say that historians conduct two types of controversies: one might call them internal and external. Internal controversies are the type familiar to other scholars and scientists: intense, fundamental debates between two (sometimes
more) scholars, conducted within the scholarly domain – on
the pages of academic journals for example. When historians
and historiographers speak of “controversies about the Holocaust” however, they refer to the second, external type of controversy. This is a heated, chaotic clash of historians, other
scholars, non-scholarly specialists and a general audience on
a historical subject; a debate conducted in the public domain.
Although Holocaust controversies look chaotic, one can discern a pattern when one compares them to one another. There
is always one definite trigger: a controversial book, quote or
event that sets the controversy in motion. The debate quickly becomes heated. Two fundamentally opposed camps are
formed. A host of issues and arguments is brought in, and the
debate becomes an exchange of yes-no views, often verbally
violent. This exchange draws tens or even hundreds of partic-

1 For a discussion of some of these
controversies, see Ian Kershaw, The Nazi
dictatorship. Problems and perspectives of
interpretation (4th edn.; London 2000).
Doris L. Bergen, ‘Controversies about
the Holocaust. Goldhagen, Arendt, and
the Historian’s Conflict’, in: Hartmut
Lehmann ed., Historikerkontroversen.
Göttinger Gespräche zur Geschichtswissenschaft vol.10 (Göttingen 2000) 141174. Wolfgang Wippermann, Umstrittene
Vergangenheit. Fakten und Kontroversen
zum Nationalsozialismus (3rd edn.; Berlin
2001). Klaus Große Kracht, Ralph Jessen,
and Martin Sabrow eds., Zeitgeschichte
als Streitgeschichte. Große Kontroversen
seit 1945 (München 2003). Klaus Große
Kracht, Die zankende Zunft. Historische
Kontroversen in Deutschland nach 1945
(Göttingen 2005). David Bankier and
Dan Michman eds., Holocaust historiography in context. Emergence, challenges,
polemics and achievements (Jerusalem
2008). Tom Lawson, Debates on the Holocaust (Manchester 2010).

2 This study calls them Holocaust
controversies, for short. More precise
would be to call them “controversies on
National Socialism and the Holocaust.”
Some historians will write of Holocaust
controversies, others will refer to them
as controversies on the Holocaust, on
Nazism or on the Third Reich. This has
to do with trends in history writing. In
the first decades after the war, the Nazi
persecution and murder of the Jews
were viewed more often as an integral
part of the history of the Third Reich.
In recent decades, there has been an unmistakeable move towards viewing the
Holocaust as something in itself. This
raises a myriad of historical-theoretical
questions, many of them potentially
controversial: is it possible to view the
persecution and murder of the Jews,
in all these different countries and by
all these different means, as a single
historical event (or a nexus of events) –
as subsuming them under the header
“Holocaust” or “Shoah” suggests? Do we
understand these historical events better when we decontextualise them to a
degree? Or should we re-embed them
in the history of the Third Reich, or of
the twentieth century, for better understanding? Peter Longerich, ‘Tendenzen
und Perspektiven der Täterforschung’,
Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte no.14-15
(2007) 3-7. A. Dirk Moses, ‘Paranoia and
partisanship. Genocide Studies, Holocaust historiography, and the “apocalyptic conjuncture”’, The Historical
Journal 54 no.2 (June 2011) 553-583, at
555. The success of American historian
Timothy Snyder’s book Bloodlands
(2010), as well as his more recent Black
Earth (2015), illustrates a recent trend
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away from viewing “the Holocaust”
predominantly as an event in itself, and
towards re-embedding the persecution
and murder of Europe’s Jews in a larger
historical context. Timothy D. Snyder,
Bloodlands. Europe between Hitler
and Stalin (New York 2010). Idem, Black
Earth. The Holocaust as history and
warning (London 2015). Another note:
when historians speak of a Holocaust
controversy, they mean the entangled
scholarly-public debates on the interpretation and meaning of the historical events. These discussions are the
Holocaust controversies studied in this
dissertation. In everyday usage however,
“Holocaust controversy” can also refer
to discussions with people who deny or
falsify the basic historical facts. More
about politics than about historical interpretation, these controversies spring
from conspiracy theories. These are a
wholly different type of debates, and
they are not a part of this study.

3 Different dictionaries emphasise
different characteristics of controversy.
The Oxford Dictionary for instance
notes that it is ‘public,’ while the Dutch
Van Dale dictionary stresses the fundamental nature of a controversy, defining it as an ‘ideological conflict.’

4 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem. a report on the banality of
evil (New York 1963).

5 ‘Hannah Arendt would have been
well advised to stick with the insights
of her earlier book. Instead, she has participated in the “murder of the moral
person” (The origins of totalitarianism)
of those who can for the most part no
longer refute her charges. Let us hope
that she did not know what she did.’
This translation is a slightly adapted
version of the 1963 English translation,
which does not translate correctly the
term from The origins that Simon refers
to. Ernst Simon, ‘Hannah Arendt –
eine Analyse’, in: Council of Jews from
Germany ed., Nach dem Eichmann Prozess. Zu einer Kontroverse über die Haltung
der Juden (London, Jerusalem, New York
1963) 51-97, at 97. English translation:
Ibid., 415.

6 To rub it in, Simon used a quote
from Arendt’s own, famous work The
origins of totalitarianism (Elemente und
Ursprünge der Totaler Herrschaft in German). ‘The murder of the moral person
in man’ according to Arendt was one
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ipants to the debate. The debate often travels to several countries. Then, after the first few weeks or months, two things
happen. One, most media gradually lose interest, and the audience becomes much smaller. Two, the first controversy analyses start appearing – the discussion of the debate itself. The
debate and the analysis of the debate are then continued by a
few fanatics. This last phase can last for months or even years.
In contrast to their loud beginnings, Holocaust controversies
quietly fade out.
Holocaust controversies have two highly recognisable problematic aspects. The first is the damage done to people by the
debate; damage that, at first glance, appears to be the effect of
dramatic accusations and personal attacks. Careers and reputations can be destroyed with words, as these controversies
demonstrate each time they erupt. In Hannah Arendt’s case,
the discussion of her book Eichmann in Jerusalem cut deeply
into her professional as well as het personal life.4 To quote but
one of the many vehement attacks: the German-Israeli philosopher Ernst Simon told Hannah Arendt that she had “morally
murdered” Holocaust victims for the second time. He wrote:
[Hannah Arendt] hätte besser getan, bei den Erkenntnissen
ihres früheren Buches stehenzubleiben. Statt dessen hat sie
sich an der ‘Ermordung der moralischen Person’ (Elemente
und Ursprünge der Totaler Herrschaft) derjenigen beteiligt,
die ihr meist nicht mehr antworten können. Wir wollen hoffen, daß sie nicht wußte, was sie tat.5
‘[D]as sie nicht wußte, was sie tat,’ Simon wrote: that she did
not know what she did. The English translation does not convey the full weight of this attack. In the English only the biblical reference resonates: Jesus on the cross, who asks his father to forgive his executioners ‘for they know not what they
do.’ In German, the sentence has a nastier ring to it: “wir haben es nicht gewusst” was the standard excuse of former Nazis in court.6 Simon was certainly not the only one in the controversy to associate Arendt with Nazis and former Nazis.
Associations such as these directly influenced Arendt’s private and professional life.
One would not like to imagine such damage might have
been for nothing. So, to justify the damage, historians and historiographers (the historians of history writing) might say the
controversy “opened up the field.” 7 In this view, problematic
Holocaust controversies and the un-nuanced books or arti-
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cles that set them off are a crowbar, a blunt but necessary tool
to force historians in a new direction. And indeed, research
of the persecution and murder of the Jews intensified after
the Arendt-controversy. This development however predated
the controversy. What is more, the Arendt-controversy coincided with other controversies on the same subject matter.
So it could well be that Holocaust controversies do not cause
change in trends in history writing, but are symptoms or markers of the change.
In any case, it must be said that this type of controversy
does not further knowledge, neither among historians not
among the general public. The opposite is true: such controversies seriously impede the progress of historical knowledge
and understanding. What happens in these controversies, is
that the discussion of difficult subjects is largely reduced to
an exchange of fundamentally opposed positions. This stalemated state of the debate is the second highly recognisable
element of Holocaust controversies.
During the last flare-up of the Arendt-controversy, historian
Walter Laqueur commented on both these aspects, the stalemated exchange and the damage it had wrought. A specialist
on the subjects discussed, Laqueur concluded that the controversy had only made a difficult discussion more difficult:
[…] Miss Arendt’s book […] was not meant to display the
fruits of original research; as far as recent Jewish history is
concerned it said nothing that had not been said before. Miss
Arendt was attacked not so much for what she said, but for
how she said it. Her attackers, on the other hand, were all too
often inclined to throw out the baby with the bathwater. Incensed by offensive remarks or misconstructions in Miss
Arendt’s book, they brushed aside the discussion of the real
issue she had raised, and this became so highly charged that
a rational discussion of this complex of questions has been
much more difficult during the last few years.8
It is hard to see what good Holocaust controversies serve. The
debate is largely an exchange of exaggerated yes-no views.
The opposing sides are unwilling to budge, to nuance their
position or concede a point. Misinformation is spread wide,
and careful research is snowed under. People call each other names, sometimes quite serious ones, with serious consequences.9 Peacemakers, people who plead for both sides to
at least consider where the other side “is coming from,” are

of the stages in the totalitarian project
to make ‘living corpses’ out of their
enemies. Hannah Arendt, The origins
of totalitarianism (2nd edn.; Cleveland
1958), 451-455.

7 Bergen, ‘Controversies about the
Holocaust. Goldhagen, Arendt, and
the Historian’s Conflict’, 171-172. The
redemptive view Arendt’s book, ‘in no
sense a work of objective historical
research,’ was a catalyst for critical
research of the Judenräte can also be
found for instance in Lucy S. Dawidowicz, The Holocaust and the historians
(Cambridge, MA and London 1981), 137138. Similar is the view that the Goldhagen-controversy pointed historians to
holes in the historical research of the
Holocaust. Fritz Stern, ‘Comment on
the place of historical controversy’, in:
Hartmut Lehmann ed., Historikerkontroversen. Göttinger Gespräche zur
Geschichtswissenschaft vol.10 (Göttingen 2000) 177-182, at 180. Norbert Frei,
‘Goldhagen, die Deutschen und die
Historiker’, in: Klaus Große Kracht,
Ralph Jessen, and Martin Sabrow eds.,
Zeitgeschichte als Streitgeschichte. Große
Kontroversen seit 1945 (München 2003)
138-151, at 146-147. Volker Ullrich, ‘Eine
produktive Provokation. Die Rolle der
Medien in der Goldhagen-Kontroverse’,
in: Klaus Große Kracht, Ralph Jessen,
and Martin Sabrow eds., Zeitgeschichte
als Streitgeschichte. Große Kontroversen seit
1945 (München 2003) 152-170, at 167. A
note on the word “historiographer.” Historian Peter Novick explains that ‘[t]he
word “historiography” can be confusing.
[...] The once respectable word “historiology” has dropped out of just about
everybody’s vocabulary, and “historiography” has had to do double duty for
both “historical science” and descriptive
accounts of historical writing.’ Peter
Novick, That noble dream. The “objectivity
question” and the American historical profession (22nd edn.; New York 2005). The
word “historiographer” can refer both
to someone who studies history, or to
someone who studies the history of
historical thought. In this study, I only
use the word “historiographer” in its
second sense; and the word “historian”
for the one who studies history.

8 Walter Laqueur, ‘Footnotes to the
Holocaust’, The New York Review of
Books, 6 no.13 (November 11 1965).

9 Horst Möller, ‘Es kann nicht sein,
was nicht sein darf. Plädoyer für die
Versächlichung der Kontroverse über
die Zeitgeschichte’, in: Ernst Reinhard
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Piper ed., Historikerstreit. Die Dokumentation der Kontroverse um die Einzigartigkeit
der nationalsozialistischen Judenvernichtung (München 1987) 322-330, at 329-330.
Möller comments on the personal
attacks during the Historikerstreit, the
infamous German Holocaust controversy of the mid-1980s. This debate was
instigated by Jürgen Habermas (again,
an outsider to the historical profession),
who singled out ‘a gang of four’ historians (Nolte, Hildebrand, Hillgruber,
Stürmer) as propagators of an exculpatory, ‘revisionist’ German history
writing, meaning history writing that
tried to relativise or reduce Nazi guilt.
These historians’ reputations were
badly damaged by this association with
Nazi-apologists, an association made
by a renowned philosopher. Even in a
book written to honour Hillgruber’s
work shortly after he had died, a colleague thought it necessary to note that
Hillgruber himself in a way had been
responsible (‘hat Anlass gegeben’) for
the sharp attack. Eberhard Jäckel, ‘Vom
Kämpf des Urteils gegen das Vorurteil.
Andreas Hillgruber zu Ehren’, in: Jost
Dülffer, Bernd Martin, and Günter
Wollstein eds., Deutschland in Europa.
Kontinuität und Bruch. Gedenkschrift fur
Andreas Hillgruber (Frankfurt, Berlin
1990) 11-17, at 16-17. Although the association with Nazi-apologists is a smear
that cannot be justified in a scholarly
context, Nolte indeed had said and
done some very provocative things.
Hillgruber however was a conscientious scholar. His failure, in Habermas’
eyes, was being a conservative historian.
In other words: this conflict was political at heart, as Möller and others have
also pointed out. Dirk Moses, ‘Paranoia
and partisanship. Genocide Studies, Holocaust historiography, and the “apocalyptic conjuncture”’, 562. Klaus Große
Kracht, ‘Debatte. der Historikerstreit.
Version 1.0’, Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte (January 11 2010). <http://docupedia.de/zg/
Historikerstreit?oldid=84621>. Kershaw,
The Nazi dictatorship, 9-10, 239-240.

10 This is excellently analysed for
instance by Möller, ‘Es kann nicht
sein, was nicht sein darf. Plädoyer für
die Versächlichung der Kontroverse
über die Zeitgeschichte’. A. Dirk Moses,
‘Structure and agency in the Holocaust.
Daniel J. Goldhagen and his critics’,
History and Theory 37 no.2 (May 1998)
194-219. Bergen, ‘Controversies about
the Holocaust. Goldhagen, Arendt,
and the Historian’s Conflict’. Charles
Maier writes: ‘Most persistent historical debates do not finally turn upon
evidence omitted, miscited, or newly
found, but upon the significance to
be accorded data.’ Charles S. Maier, The
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drowned in the angry clamour. Often it is unclear what the discussion is about exactly. In the end, these controversies are
neither solved, nor resolved. The debate simply bleeds out after a while, when the discussants are sated or exhausted. The
public turns to other affairs: participant historians return to
their normal business and lick their wounds in silence. Until
the next opportunity arrives, a new book or article or movie to
do battle over. Opinions might change over time; fundamentally opposed positions might slowly dissolve. But those opinions change outside of the damaging Holocaust controversies,
not inside of them.
After a Holocaust controversy is over, historians analyse
what facts or interpretations were ostensibly discussed, and
what political or moral standpoints, what views of the world
were really fought over behind a facade of Historical Fact.10 In
the context the Israeli historian Steven Aschheim writes that
‘the study of the Holocaust is a visceral and cognitive minefield. Poised in our consciousness at the crossroads of history,
myth, and memory, no matter how carefully and responsibly
constructed the narrative, it elicits the most powerful emotions. Guilt and hate, sorrow, mourning and resentment are
never far from the surface.’ 11 This ‘visceral undercurrent,’ as
Aschheim so aptly calls it, is what comes to the surface in Holocaust controversies.12
For all their discussion of the phenomenon however, and although they play an important role in Holocaust controversies as the gatekeepers of the Historical Truth, historians do
not critically examine their own involvement in Holocaust controversies.13 This study is intended as a starting point for that
discussion. It asks:
· 
In the discussion of Arendt’s book by historians, can one detect problems related to the problematic character of the
Arendt-controversy?
In addition, in the case of the Arendt-controversy specifically, there is no agreement on what drove the controversy: was
it Arendt’s infamous “tone” or rather the content of her positions; were it the Zionist identities of her attackers, or rather
discussants’ clashing “universalist” and “particularist” views
of the world; was it a strictly “Jewish” controversy; et cetera.14
There is no structured overview of the discussion itself: which
were the main differences of opinion, on which precise positions did the discussion become problematic. What is more,
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most of the historiography of the Arendt-controversy focuses on several well-remembered contributions in the US alone,
even though Arendt’s book was discussed in many more places. It is unclear if these contributions can represent the whole
controversy. Therefore this study also asks:
· What is the organisation of the discussion of Arendt’s book
by historians?
· How did the Arendt-controversy develop in the US, West
Germany and France?
1.1.3 The Arendt-controversy, a case study of
Holocaust controversy
The Arendt-controversy was one of the first of a type of controversy that historians today call “controversies about the
Holocaust.” It introduced a large audience to fundamental
differences of opinion on Holocaust history. Some of these
fundamental differences of opinion still exist today. Therefore,
the Arendt-controversy is a good place to start if one wants
to study the role of historians in Holocaust controversies.15 In
the development of the Arendt-controversy one readily recognises the pattern of the Holocaust controversy. Arendt was an
outsider, a scholar but not a historian, who wrote a book about
a historical subject. The book rapidly became the object of a
public historical controversy. Many people weighed in, from
scholars to rabbis to columnists to eyewitnesses to “ordinary”
readers. The controversy was international: it quickly crossed
the ocean from the US to Germany, France, Great Britain, and
several other countries. The controversy was large: hundreds
of written contributions to the discussion can be found. In the
well-remembered contributions to the discussion, one recognises the vehement, damaging exchange of fundamentally opposed positions on complex historical issues. After a few years
the controversy bled out, unresolved. No thanks to the controversy, some of the controversial issues of the Arendt-controversy have since been laid to rest. Some issues were made irrelevant by increased (and more widespread) knowledge on
the subject. Others stopped being controversial when a popular consensus had been reached on a certain historical interpretation. Take Arendt’s criticism of the Jewish leaders, the
issue that started and sustained the larger part of the controversy. These comments of Arendt’s still appear arrogant and
aggressive today, as they did then. However, the content of

unmasterable past. History, Holocaust and
German national identity (Cambridge,
MA and London 1988), 13.

11 Steven E. Aschheim, ‘Reconceiving
the Holocaust?’, Tikkun 11 no.4 (July/
August 1997) 62-65, at 62.

12 Idem, ‘Archetypes and the German-Jewish dialogue. reflections
occasioned by the Goldhagen affair’,
German History 15 no.2 (1997) 240-250,
at 240.

13 Charles Maier writes: ‘Ultimately,
historians differ on what is important.
And that is always a question of what
is important for whom. So even for the
process of understanding historical
argument, of learning to live with the
plurality of truths, one cannot avoid inquiries into historians’ starting points.’
Maier, The unmasterable past. History,
Holocaust and German national identity, 13.

14 Different perspectives for instance
in Annette Vowinckel, Geschichtsbegriff
und historisches Denken bei Hannah
Arendt (Köln, Weimar, Wien 2001). Richard I. Cohen, ‘A generation’s response to
“Eichmann in Jerusalem”’, in: Hannah
Arendt in Jerusalem (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London 2001) 253-277. Elizabeth
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt. For love
of the world (2nd edn.; Binghamton, NY
2004).

15 A note on the use of the word Holocaust. A single name for the historical
events discussed, such as “Holocaust,”
is problematic for use in a historical
context, because it is teleological and
generalising. An example. To this day,
the archetypal image of the Holocaust
as the summit of Nazi crimes is Auschwitz. However, this symbol-Auschwitz
but a part of the historical Auschwitz
(namely Birkenau II). The part of Auschwitz that is represented, the murder
in the gas chambers, is seen as the summit of Nazi crimes. However, the places
where this type of killing was committed on the largest scale and in the most
horrible way, the extermination camps
(only erected for the purpose of mass
murder and wiped from the face of the
earth after this purpose was fulfilled),
have never come to occupy such a large
place in the public mind. Likewise, the
Einsatzgruppen of the Sicherheitspolizei
(Security Police) are always associated
with their killing actions in the Soviet
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Union, whereas their participation in
the murder of Polish intelligentsia, Polish Jews and other Polish people at the
outset of the war is rarely mentioned.
Adalbert Rückerl, NS-Verbrechen vor
Gericht. Versuch einer Vergangenheitsbewältigung. Recht – Justiz –Zeitgeschehen
36 (Heidelberg 1982), 22. Donald Bloxham and Tony Kushner, The Holocaust.
Critical historical approaches (Manchester
2008), 69-71. Longerich, ‘Tendenzen
und Perspektiven der Täterforschung’.
Therefore, in this study, when speaking
of the historiographical discussion of
the events I use the word “Holocaust.”
When speaking of the actual historical
events however, I opt for what, in my
eyes, is the most historically correct and
most neutral expression: the persecution and murder of the European Jews.
This term leaves room for the different
stages in the process, and if so desired
for the anti-teleological perspective that
these were separate events, maybe not
even one process but several processes.
The term leaves room for the different perspectives of the participants
and observers: victims, perpetrators,
bystan-ders, resisters… The term is also
correct for the period I will be describing, the early sixties, when the term
“holocaust” – not capitalised yet – was
just emerging into the mainstream.
Here and there I use terms like mass
murder or Nazi genocide as a shorthand. The emergence and problems of
the word “Holocaust” are discussed by
Gerd Korman, ‘The Holocaust in American historical writing’, Societas. A Review
of Social History no.2 (June 1972) 251-270,
at 260-261. Dalia Ofer, ‘Linguistic conceptualization of the Holocaust in Palestine and Israel, 1942-1953’, Journal of
Contemporary History 31 no.3 (July 1996)
567-595, at 568. Jon Petrie, ‘The secular
word Holocaust’, Journal of Genocide
Research 2 no.1 (2000) 31-63, at 39-40, 45.
Peter Novick, The Holocaust and collective
memory. The American experience (2nd
edn.; London 2001), 133, 314n131.

16 Among the notable British critics
were historians Walter Laqueur and
Hugh Trevor-Roper. Both were very
negative about the book. In Israel the
initial reception was positive: the newspaper Ha’aretz published excerpts of the
New Yorker articles and according to
Arendt its publisher (Schocken) wanted
to print the book. But the tide turned
thereafter, when literary critic Schlomo
Grodensky (a recent immigrant from
the United States) launched the first Israeli attack on Arendt in the newspaper
Davar. Israeli scholars also contributed
to the debate in the US. Eichmann in Jerusalem was first published in a Hebrew
translation in 2000. Strangely enough,
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this criticism is no longer discussed. By contrast, other issues
are controversial to this day. Arendt-haters and Arendt-fans
still clash over the banality of evil, for instance.
The first country to include in this study was the US, where
the Arendt-controversy began. After the American response,
the West German response to Arendt’s book was the largest. That, and the fact that the German response to Arendt’s
book was closely watched from other countries, made Germany a natural second choice. More difficult was the choice
between Great Britain and France, where Arendt’s book was
also intensely debated. In both countries, historians of note
participated in the discussion, and also in a distinctly sharper manner than their American and German colleagues. British critics are interesting, because they interacted with critics in the US. In the French debate of Arendt’s book however,
two pioneers of Holocaust history made a contribution. In addition, France is often left out of comparative historiographical studies. Therefore France was the third country chosen.16

1.1.4 The historiography of the Arendt controversy
The Arendt-controversy is extensively discussed, but has
not been studied in detail. Although the mere mass of literature suggests exhaustive research, much of the story of the
Arendt-controversy has not yet been told. It is hard to believe
there are only two extensive, in-depth analyses that attempt
to chart the development of the Arendt controversy, and that
support their explanations of the how and why of the controversy with substantial source evidence.17 Yet this is the state of
affairs. Other analyses are either based on these two, or they
survey a few (famous) controversy contributions.18 The rest of
the literature referring to the Arendt-controversy consists of
modern re-interpretations of Arendt’s views. Thus, the available information on the Arendt-controversy itself is limited.
At the same time, the fascination with Arendt’s book and
the subsequent controversy has only grown over the years.
This fascination has created what one might call controversy
lore: an amalgam of the sparse research; famous controversy
contributions; snippets from Arendt’s private correspondence;
personal recollections of participants or witnesses; and hearsay. The controversy lore is usually presented in one of two
standard versions, two opposing controversy tales. The first
tale features Arendt as the underdog and the ‘Jewish Establishment’ (Arendt’s phrase) as the powerful villains. The sec-
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ond tale is the mirror image of the first: it depicts Arendt as
a cynical provocatrix, and her Jewish critics as the voices of
reason.19 Similarly, in historians’ accounts of book and controversy, Arendt is often presented as either a wise thinker
on the banality of evil, or a naïve and haughty philosopher beguiled by Eichmann’s self-exculpatory story.20 These two competing standard tales testify that the fascination with the book
endures, as does the fascination with Eichmann and Arendt
as people. They show that people have a continuing interest
in the subject of the desk-murderer. Most interesting is that
parts of the original controversy have survived in these tales:
the view of Arendt as either wise about or blind to the nature
of Eichmann’s evil, was already present in the Arendt-controversy. As was the simplistic presentation of her views on
Eichmann, a misrepresentation that has become a cliché over
the years. All these interesting aspects of the two competing
controversy tales notwithstanding, they neither present accurately nor completely what Arendt and her contemporary opponents discussed, as this study will demonstrate. One must
conclude that paradoxically, the ongoing interest in Arendt’s
book and in the Arendt-controversy has resulted in distorted
presentations of both book and controversy. They are covered
in layers of sediment: responses, interpretations and reinterpretations, memories and prejudices. 21
There are two common misconceptions on the significance
of the Eichmann trial and the Arendt-controversy for historical research that are outside the scope of this study. A demonstration that these two ideas are wrong would require a study
in itself. Nevertheless, these two misconceptions are so widespread, that it is necessary to refer to them, and to literature
that corrects them.
Arendt herself created the first misconception. She wrote
in Eichmann in Jerusalem that the Eichmann trial kick-started the West-German prosecution of Nazi criminals. The second misconception is that the Arendt-controversy was the
first major discussion of the murder of the Jews before a general audience. 22 Both misconceptions are part of the presently dominant perspective in Nazi historiography (meaning the history writing on the post-war research, discussion
and remembrance of the Nazi crimes). In its most crude
presentation, the story goes as follows: in a world unwilling
to look back and prosecute Nazi criminals, the Israelis got fed
up, plucked Eichmann from Argentina, and tried him for his
crimes before the eyes of the world. This forced especially the

in a 1966 letter to Jaspers, Arendt claims
that it had been published in Hebrew.
What did appear in translation at the
time was Jacob Robinson’s counter-book And the crooked shall be made
straight. Hannah Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr. Robinson.” A reply’, The New
York Review of Books, 5 no.12 (January
20 1966) 26-30. Amos Elon, ‘The Case of
Hannah Arendt’, The New York Review
of Books, 44 no.17 (November 6 1997) 8-9.
Steven E. Aschheim, In times of crisis. Essays on European culture, Germans and Jews
(Madison, WI 2001), 73. Young-Bruehl,
Hannah Arendt, 398. Hannah Arendt,
Letter of April 24, 1964, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and
French languages, B-G 1963-1968, image
34 of 67.

17 These analyses were made by
Arendt’s biographer Young-Bruehl, who
studied Arendt’s personal archive intensively, and historian Richard Cohen,
who also included the Yiddish-American response to Arendt’s book in
his research. Young-Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt, chapter 8. Richard I. Cohen,
‘Breaking the Code. Hannah Arendt’s
Eichmann in Jerusalem and the public
polemic. Myth, Memory and Historical
Imagination’, Michael. On the History of
the Jews in the Diaspora 13 no.90 (1993)
29-85. Idem, ‘A generation’s response
to “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’. The late
American historian Peter Novick made
a brief, but thorough summary of the
content of the American controversy
for his book The Holocaust in American
life (1999). (British edition: Novick, The
Holocaust and Collective Memory.) More
recently, American criminologist
Daniel Maier-Katkin has taken a more
profound look at the American controversy as expressed in the Arendt’s
personal archive. Maier-Katkin, The Reception of Hannah Arendt’s “Eichmann
in Jerusalem” in the United States
1963-2011’, HannahArendt.net. Zeitschrift
für politisches Denken/Journal for political
thinking 6 no.1/2 (2011). <http://www.
hannaharendt.net/index.php/han/article/view/64/85> I have tried to compile
a complete controversy bibliography
for the three countries under scrutiny
(excepting those Yiddish responses, as
unfortunately I do not read Yiddish).
The last attempt to make a controversy
bibliography is Cohen’s, and dates from
the nineteen-seventies. Randolph L.
Braham, The Eichmann case. a source book
(New York 1969). Richard I. (Yerachmiel)
Cohen, ‘On the responsibility of the
Jews in the process of their destruction
in the writings of and polemics on
Bruno Bettelheim, Raul Hilberg and
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Hannah Arendt’ (Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, 1972).

18 A typical example is Heinrich
Senfft, ‘Hannah Arendts “Eichmann in
Jerusalem” im Licht der Goldhagen-Debatte’, Zeitschrift für Sozialgeschichte des
20. und 21. Jahrhunderts 12 no.3 (July
1997) 55-75.

19 These two standard tales were
rehashed for instance in discussions of
German historian Bettina Stangneth’s
book Eichmann vor Jerusalem (2011);
and of Margarethe von Trotta’s film
Hannah Arendt (2012). François Forestier,
Eichmann, tout sauf banal’, Le nouvel
observateur (October 30 2015). <http://
bibliobs.nouvelobs.com/essais/20151030.
OBS8611/la-boite-a-bouquins-de-forestier-eichmann-tout-sauf-banal.html>.
Roberta Seret, ‘Hannah Arendt and
crimes against humanity’. <http://blog.
oup.com/2014/06/hannah-arendt-andcrimes-against-humanity-pil/>. Jennifer
Schuessler, Book portrays Eichmann
as evil, but not banal’, The New York
Times (September 2 2014). <http://www.
nytimes.com/2014/09/03/books/bookportrays-eichmann-as-evil-but-not-banal.html>. Saul Austerlitz, A new movie
perpetuates the pernicious myth of
Hannah Arendt’, The New Republic (May
30 2013). <https://newrepublic.com/article/113317/hannah-arendt-film>

20 Modern-day defences of Arendt
in Amos Elon, ‘The Excommunication
of Hannah Arendt’, World Policy Journal 23 no.4 (Winter 2006-2007) 93-102.
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt. Steven E.
Aschheim ed., Hannah Arendt in Jerusalem (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London
2001). Idem, ‘Nazism, culture and the
Origins of Totalitarianism. Hannah
Arendt and the discourse of evil’, New
German Critique no.70 (Winter 1997) 117139. Elon, ‘The Case of Hannah Arendt’.
Stephen J. Whitfield, ‘Hannah Arendt
and the banality of evil’, The History
Teacher 14 no.4 (August 1981) 469-477.
Modern-day attacks on Arendt in Ron
Rosenbaum, ‘The evil of banality. Troubling new revelations about Arendt
and Heidegger’, Slate (October 30, 2009).
<http://www.slate.com/articles/life/
the_spectator/2009/10/the_evil_of_banality.html>. Bernard Wasserstein, ‘Blame
the victim. Hannah Arendt among the
Nazis. The historian and her sources’,
The Times Literary Supplement (October
9 2009) 13. Yaacov Lozowick, ‘Malicious
clerks. the Nazi Secutiry Police and the
banality of evil’, in: Steven E. Aschheim
ed., Hannah Arendt in Jerusalem (2001)
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West Germans to wake up and finally begin prosecuting the
major and minor Nazi criminals living in their midst. The controversy on Arendt’s book helped to shatter the silence that
had enveloped the Holocaust before. During the Eichmann-trial and the Arendt-controversy, the world was finally discussing the persecution and murder of the Jews. Elements of this
popular condensation of the dominant historiographical perspective were for example regularly presented during the fiftieth anniversary of the Eichmann-trial in 2011.23
The pervasiveness of these misconceptions is interesting,
because some historians have already provided ample evidence to refute them. For example, important Nazi trials preceded the Eichmann trial, in West Germany as well as in other countries.24 And there were discussions and controversies
on the murder of the Jews by the Nazis before Arendt’s book
arrived on the scene, both in exclusively Jewish circles as before a general public.25 What is more, the Arendt-controversy itself was conducted simultaneously with other controversies on
the same or closely related issues. In France, there was a heated controversy over Jean-François Steiner’s book Treblinka, a
melodramatic account of the uprising of the Treblinka Sonderkommandos. And in Germany, Rolf Hochhuth’s play Der Stellvertreter was highly controversial, an emotional criticism of the
Vatican’s passivity in the face of the Nazi persecution and murder of the Jews.26 One is tempted to conclude that the time for
a major controversy on this subject had apparently arrived in
several countries at the same time. What one can confidently
say though, is that the Arendt-controversy is one of the earliest
instances of a controversy on the Nazi murder of the Jews on
an international scale; and that this controversy is an early example of the problematic type of Holocaust debates that are so
familiar today. The reason it is often regarded as “the first,” is
because it is well remembered. Such reasoning has a tendency to confirm itself: because a certain perspective has become
dominant, alternative perspectives are rarely researched anymore. This in turn helps the Arendt-controversy loom ever larger as “the first Holocaust controversy.”

1: Introduction

1.2 FIRST MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION
To analyse historians’ participation in the Arendt-controversy,
one first needs to understand what they were responding to.
This turns out to be problematic. Arendt’s positions were distorted during the controversy. To understand what was distorted and how, one must therefore first examine Arendt’s actual
positions. This is even more pertinent in view of the fact that
several of these distortions persist to this day.
Second, one needs to understand the context in which the
historians made their contributions. The researcher who turns
to the literature is unpleasantly surprised: there is very little indepth historiography of the Arendt-controversy. What does exist in abundance is controversy lore. To understand if and how
historians contributed to the problematic character of the discussion in the Arendt-controversy, one must therefore first enhance and correct the historical picture of this controversy.
Chapters 2 and 3 of this study provide this corrected and enhanced picture. Presenting Arendt’s actual positions on the
controversial issues; filling holes in the historiography; and
peeling away controversy lore, these chapters answer the first
main research question of this study:
· How did the Arendt-controversy develop in the US, West
Germany and France?

1.2.1 Addressing the distortion of Arendt’s positions
To examine Arendt’s actual positions on the issues that were
controversial, chapter 2 presents a detailed survey of these
positions. In this manner, one can first consider the content of
Arendt’s positions, before going into the responses of her opponents and supporters. This separation also helps to identify
where in the controversy Arendt’s positions were misrepresented. This happened very often, and some of these misrepresentations are still around.27 Moreover, when considering Arendt’s
controversial positions, one should not consider them in isolation, but as part of her overall thinking. Therefore chapter 2
presents Arendt’s controversial positions in the original context
of her (overarching) argumentation. The chapter answers two
specific questions:
• I n detail, what were the controversial issues in Arendt’s
book?

214-223. Moishe Postone, ‘Hannah
Arendt’s “Eichmann in Jerusalem”. Die
unaufgelöste Antinomie von Universalität und Besonderem’, in: Gary Smith
ed., Hannah Arendt revisited: ‘Eichmann
in Jerusalem’ und die Folgen (Frankfurt
2000) 264-290. Richard Wolin, ‘The ambivalences of German-Jewish identity.
Hannah Arendt in Jerusalem’, History
and Memory 8 no.2 (Fall/Winter 1996)
9-34.

21 In the decades that followed its
publication, Eichmann in Jerusalem has
often been reduced to isolated, controversial positions. In fact, only a few
of the multitude of views in Arendt’s
book were discussed in the controversy.
However, the views that were picked
out were not more central to the book
than those that were not discussed, nor
were they phrased more controversially.
For instance, the book was set up as a
criticism of the Eichmann trial. However, this criticism was hardly discussed
in the controversy, which focused on
some of her historical views instead.
Subsequently, the book’s trial criticism
was and is still often viewed as a sideline. Or this criticism is presented as
a mere vehicle for Arendt’s rebellious
history writing. That is false: in the
book, Arendt’s views on the trial are no
less important than her views on the
historical actors. The fact that her trial
views were not discussed intensely, does
not change the fact of their existence
or their place in the book. Another
example: chapters X, XI, and XII of
the book hardly figured in the controversy, although these chapters were
also very contestable. Dutch historian
Lou de Jong sent in corrections – a
reader with extensive knowledge of the
issues concerned. De Jong’s letters are
located in Hannah Arendt’s personal
papers, which are kept at the Library
of Congress in Washington, DC: in the
Eichmann File, under Correspondence,
Organizations. Netherlands, 1963-1964.
These Hannah Arendt Papers have
been digitised, and can be completely
accessed in three locations; partial
online access at <http://memory.loc.gov/
ammem/arendthtml/series.html> De
Jong’s letters cannot be read online, but
Arendt’s answers can. As access to the
archive, complete or partial, is always
digital, and as the URL’s for the individual files are exceedingly long, in these
footnotes I will instead provide a path
to the specific folder the file is located
in, and then to the number of the
online digital image that corresponds to
the file, if the image is available online.
Hannah Arendt, Letter of July 18, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
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File, Correspondence, Organisations,
Netherlands, 1963-1964, image 9 of 26.
Idem, Letter of September 13, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Organisations,
Netherlands, 1963-1964, image 19-20 of 26.

22 For instance, Richard Cohen
writes that ‘the appearance of Arendt’s
Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1963 sparked
an unparalleled public airing of historical issues relating to the Holocaust.
For the first time since the war, laymen,
journalists, intellectuals, jurists, social
scientists, and historians – of both
Jewish and non-Jewish extraction –
placed the events of the Holocaust in
central focus.’ Cohen, ‘A generation’s
response to “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’,
256. And Anson Rabinbach writes: ‘The
Eichmann controversy, occasioned by
Hannah Arendt’s five-part series that
appeared in The New Yorker from February 16 to March 16, 1963, was certainly the most bitter public dispute among
intellectuals and scholars concerning
the Holocaust that has ever taken place.
It was also the first time that both Jews
and non-Jews were witness to a controversy over Jewish memory, an affair
that took place largely, but not exclusively, among Jews. The controversy elicited
over a thousand published responses.
It lasted almost three years from the
initial burst of reactions to Arendt’s
articles and book in 1963, gradually
subsiding only after her response to
Jacob Robinson’s book-length disputation, And the crooked shall be made
straight, more than two years later. The
animosity and rancor of the dispute
was so extreme that more than two
decades later Irving Howe could write
that ‘within the New York intellectual
world Arendt’s book provoked divisions
that would never be entirely healed.’
Anson Rabinbach, ‘Eichmann in New
York. the New York Intellectuals and
the Hannah Arendt controversy’, October no.108 (Spring 2004) 97-111, at 97.
23 Consider for instance this fragment from the online Holocaust
Encyclopedia of the US Holocaust
Memorial Museum: ‘At war’s end, Eichmann found himself in US custody,
but escaped in 1946. In the end, he
succeeded, with the help of Catholic
Church officials, in fleeing to Argentina. There he lived under a number of
aliases, most famously Ricardo Klement.
In 1960, agents of the Israeli Security
Service (Mossad) abducted Eichmann
and brought him to Israel to stand
trial. The proceedings before a district
court in Jerusalem drew international
attention, and historians roundly credit
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• H
 ow are Arendt’s controversial standpoints and arguments
related in the larger context of the book?
The largest part of Eichmann in Jerusalem was not controversial. Focusing on Arendt’s controversial positions alone, tears
the book’s structure apart. This weakens her argumentation
considerably. Therefore, some of the lost structure and content is summarised in Appendix I. This appendix notes the
main line of Arendt’s argument in each chapter of her book.
1.2.2 Addressing a lack of detailed research
on the Arendt-controversy
In most of its historiography, the perspective of the
Arendt-controversy is limited to its most famous part, the battle among intellectuals in New York. This is no coincidence:
these were famous people. Arendt’s book caused a breach between them, which they recorded in their memoirs. Unfortunately, the historiographical focus on parts of the debate has
led to falsely generalised conclusions about which issues were
discussed in the controversy and by whom. For instance, the
oft-repeated claim that the book was hardly discussed in West
Germany, is not true.28 Indeed, as this study shows, Germany’s
inclusion in the survey changes the perspective on the problematic character of the discussion.
Chapter 3 presents a more correct and complete picture of
the controversy. It surveys the main currents of the debate
in the three countries, over five years. The controversy can
be divided into six distinct phases, in which the content and
the atmosphere of the debate changes each time. The controversy is presented chronologically, from the US to Germany
to France. The chapter highlights the continuities and differences of the debate between these countries. In these comparisons, the chapter looks beyond the issues discussed. For
the Arendt-controversy was much more than a collection of
fundamentally opposed positions: the story of the controversy is also one of power. Behind the scenes Arendt, her supporters and her opponents tried to influence the book’s reception. Neither Arendt nor her opponents were powerless. Both
sides successfully influenced the discussion, which debunks
the two standard controversy tales. The chapter also illustrates how the controversy damaged its participants, including Arendt. For the specific purposes of this study, the chapter
examines obvious problems in the discussion itself (misrep-
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resentations of one another’s standpoints; personal attacks),
and looks at characteristics of the discussion that might provide clues to other, deeper problems in the discussion (fundamentally opposed positions), or that might help to better
understand where these problems originate (recurring arguments; clashing world views and identities; unwritten rules;
conceptual confusion). In sum, chapter 3 focuses on four facets of the controversy:
•

•
•
•

 he controversy’s chronological development: how
T
the content and the atmosphere of the debate evolved over
time
The content of the controversy: which issues were often
discussed, what arguments were often used
The power play in the controversy between Arendt and
her opponents
The problematic aspects of the discussion

The bulk of the controversy consisted of newspaper and magazine articles, mostly reviews of Arendt’s book; some elaborate pieces on book and/or controversy; and Arendt’s responses. Reviews were written by a range of people in different
media: journalists; professional reviewers; scholars; people
who had a special interest in the discussion (German-Jewish
exiles in the US for example); people who had participated in
Eichmann’s trial. Categories overlapped of course. Arendt’s
book was discussed in national newspapers, in scholarly journals as well as in local or private publications. It was discussed
in designated meetings with experts, in synagogues, on radio
and television. But print media were the place where the book
was overwhelmingly discussed, so that is the corpus of this
study: roughly three hundred and fifty reviews in the US, Germany and France. These reviews are all listed in the controversy bibliography. The word ‘review’ should be taken in a broad
sense: an article in a print medium that announces a critical
look at a book that has recently appeared. The length of these
reviews varied between a paragraph and dozens of pages.
Chapter 3 shows that there were three main controversial
themes in Arendt’s book: the victim theme (the discussion of
the Jewish leaders); the perpetrator theme (the discussion of
Eichmann); and the bystander theme (an interwoven discussion of the German resisters and the German bystanders). This
is a theoretical division of roles often used in history writing
of war and genocide. 29 These three controversial themes in

coverage of the trial (famously in Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem)
with awakening public interest in the
Holocaust.’ United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum, ‘Adolf Eichmann’,
Holocaust Encyclopedia (January 29, 2016).
<http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.
php?ModuleId=10007412> Also see for
instance Allan Gould, ‘The Eichmann
Effect’, National Post (June 1 2012).
<http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/allan-gould-the-eichmann-effect>.
Ernst Piper, ‘Das Gesicht des Bösen’,
Tagessspiegel (April 6, 2011). <http://
www.tagesspiegel.de/kultur/eichmannprozess-das-gesicht-des-boesen/4027528.
html>. Franklin Foer, ‘Days of Reckoning’, New York Times (April 10 2011) sec.
Book Review, 14. Leonard Dinnerstein,
‘We remember with reverence and love.
American Jews and the myth of silence
after the Holocaust, 1945-1962, Hasia R.
Diner’, Holocaust and Genocide Studies 24
no.2 (April 2010 2010) 314-316.

24 Ruth Bettina Birn, ‘Staatsanwalt
Zeug in Jerusalem. Zum Kenntnisstand der Anklagebehörde im Eichmann-Prozess und der Strafverfolgungsbehörden der Bundesrepublik’, Einsicht.
Bulletin des Fritz Bauer Instituts 3 no.5
(Spring 2011) 26-32, at 26. An excellent
overview and discussion of West German prosecution of Nazi perpetrators
before and after the Eichmann trial,
can be found in works by the German
prosecutor Adalbert Rückerl: Adalbert
Rückerl ed., NS-Prozesse. Nach 25 Jahre
Strafverfolgung. Möglichkeiten – Grenzen – Ergebnisse vol.12 (Karlsruhe 1972).
Idem, Die Strafverfolgung von NS-Verbrechen 1945-1978. Eine Dokumentation.
Recht – Justiz – Zeitgeschehen 31
(Heidelberg/Karslruhe 1979). Idem,
NS-Verbrechen vor Gericht. Versuch einer
Vergangenheitsbewältigung.

25 The once ubiquitous historical
theory of a “silence” on the Holocaust
is being dismantled in recent years.
Historiographers who critically discuss
this “silence” or “void” and the role of
the Eichmann trial and the Arendtbook are for instance Klaus Kempter,
Joseph Wulf. Ein Historikerschicksal in
Deutschland (Göttingen 2013). David Cesarani and Eric J. Sundquist eds., After
the Holocaust. Challenging the myth of
silence (Oxon and New York 2012). Dan
Michman, Debates on the Holocaust’,
Reviews in History no.1160 (2011). <http://
www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/1160>.
Hasia R. Diner, We remember with
reverence and love. American Jews and the
myth of silence after the Holocaust, 19451962 (New York 2009). Bloxham and
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Kushner, The Holocaust. Critical historical
approaches. Michael Rothberg, ‘Beyond
Eichmann. Rethinking the Emergence
of Holocaust Memory’, History and
Theory 46 (February 2007) 74-81, at 75.
Irmtrud Wojak, ‘Nicolas Berg and the
West German historians. A response to
his ‘handbook’ on the historiography of
the Holocaust’, German History 22 no.1
(2004) 101-118. David Cesarani, ‘Introduction. Before the Eichmann Trial’, The
Journal of Israeli History 23 no.1 (Spring
2004) 1-17. Lawson, Debates on the Holocaust, 19-20. In this context, historian
Samuel Moyn writes: ‘[…] a good deal of
historicist caution is required to appreciate the complexity, significance, and
legacy of initial responses to the horror
of war and genocide. In particular, it
is important to avoid the unexamined
premise that reactions to events that
antedate contemporary canons of interpretation were for that reason alone
evasive, misguided, or simply wrong.’
Samuel Moyn, ‘Two regimes of memory’, American Historical Review 103 no.4
(October 1998) 1182-1186, at 1184.

26 Hochhuth’s controversial play Der
Stellvertreter opened on February 20
1963, at the same time as Arendt’s articles appeared in the New Yorker. When
Arendt went to Germany, Hochhuth’s
play arrived in New York; and in May
1967, when Arendt’s book was translated in French, Treblinka appeared in
the US. Moyn thinks the French debate
of Arendt’s book was determined first
and foremost by the preceding controversy over Jean-François Steiner’s book
Treblinka in France. This is a perfectly
plausible theory. A book by the Yad
Vashem historian Miriam Novitch,
responding to Treblinka much like
Jacob Robinson did to Eichmann, even
mentions the two in one breath. In the
introduction, Henry Bulwako, Secretary General of the AADJF (Amicale
des Anciens Déportés Juifs de France)
writes: ‘Two names are situated at the
head of the forgers of history: Hannah
Arendt and Jean-François Steiner.’ He
includes them among the ranks of other people ‘who have succeeded in making money with the Jewish tragedy.’
Arendt and Steiner are also conflated
by Rachel Auerbach, a survivor of the
Warsaw Ghetto and archivist at Yad
Vashem, in a letter to Steiner. However,
Moyn’s theory does not hold when
one considers the striking similarity
between the issues discussed (and the
manner in which they were discussed)
in the Arendt- and Steiner-controversies,
as well as in the Hochhuth-controversy.
Idem, The Treblinka Affair. A Holocaust
Controversy in Postwar France (Lebanon
NH 2005), 128-129, 142. Jean-François
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turn are the focus of the analysis of fifteen historians’ reviews
in chapters 5 and 6. The selection criteria for these fifteen reviews are discussed in Appendix II.
1.3 SECOND AND THIRD MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION
This study closely scrutinises fifteen reviews of Arendt’s book
written by historians, to find out if and how these historians
contributed to the problematic character of the discussion.
To answer those questions, one needs a theoretical perspective on what discussions are and how they can go wrong; and
one needs a systematic method to analyse and evaluate if and
how a review contributed to the problematic character of the
discussion.
What is more, from the existing historiography of the
Arendt-controversy it is not clear what the main differences
of opinion were precisely, which precise positions were fundamentally opposed. Different historians point to different issues
and positions as the heart of the debate. Therefore one also
needs to organise the argumentation of the fifteen reviewers,
and compare their positions to Arendt’s.
Chapters 5 and 6 present (part of the results of) such a systematic, theoretically informed analysis and evaluation of the
fifteen texts. Using the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation, and the pragma-dialectical method of analysing and
evaluating argumentative discourse, these chapters answer
the second and third main research questions:
· What is the organisation of the discussion of Arendt’s book
by historians?
· In their discussion, can one detect problems related to the
problematic character of the Arendt-controversy?
Chapter 4 explains the basic principles of the pragmadialectical theory. The main reasons to choose this perspective on argumentation to study historians’ participation in the
Arendt-controversy will be discussed below.
1.3.1 Detecting the organisation of the historians’ discussion
Chapter 5 is solely concerned with the content of the historians’ discussion of Arendt’s book. Before one looks at the problems in the historians’ reviews, one wants to know: what did
they discuss, precisely? Where did they agree with Arendt, and,
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more importantly, where did they disagree? The existing historiography of the Arendt-controversy does not make clear which
precise differences of opinion, which precise positions were at
the root of the trouble. What is more, the historical analysis of
this study, chapter 3, indicates that the differences of opinion
might not be precisely where and what they seem to be. Therefore one first needs to organise the argumentation of the fifteen reviewers.
One part of a pragma-dialectical analysis of a text is the reconstruction of the author’s argumentation structure. On the
basis of these reconstructions, as well as the examination of
Arendt’s controversial arguments in chapter 2, chapter 5 presents the organisation of the historians’ discussion: what are
their standpoints, what are their arguments? Chapter 5 specifically wants to know:
• W
 hich standpoints and arguments of Arendt’s do the fifteen
historian-reviewers respond to?
• What are their differences of opinion with Arendt on the
three controversial themes?
• Which arguments for and against Arendt’s positions recur
between the fifteen reviews?
The end result is a very brief overview of the most important
differences of opinion between Arendt and these fifteen historian-reviewers.
1.3.2 Detecting problems in the historians’ discussion
Chapter 6 does not only look at the content of the historians’
contributions, but is also concerned with their behaviour in the
Arendt-controversy. To put it more precisely: with the procedural aspects of their contributions to the discussion. The fifteen historians’ texts were analysed and evaluated with the
pragma-dialectical method, to see if one can detect procedural problems in these texts that can be related to the problematic character of the Arendt-controversy. Selected parts of these
analyses and evaluations are presented in chapter 6.
Chapter 3 captures two obvious problems in the Arendt-controversy: misrepresentations and personal attacks. It also describes several distinct characteristics of the discussion that
appear to be related to its problematic character. These problems and characteristics are the background for chapter 6.
However, this chapter does not only look at the problematic side

Steiner, ‘Treblinka’, Les Temps Modernes
21 no.237 (February 1966) 1406-1460. Saul
Maloff, ‘The technics of slaughter’, The
New York Times Book Review (May 14
1967) BR 4.

27 Especially Arendt’s views on Eichmann were and are still conflated with
the views of others. This is not limited
to popular output on Arendt. Even a
sophisticated work such as David Cesarani’s biography of Eichmann ascribes
views of Arendt’s supporters to Arendt
herself. In his introduction, Cesarani
claims that Arendt thought Eichmann
was just a cog in the machine, a robot
who ‘unthinkingly followed orders.’
Only at the very end of this book does
Cesarani present a more nuanced interpretation, when he writes that Arendt
‘came close to [my italics MB] taking
[Eichmann’s] point of view that he
was mere, passive “cog in the machine”.’
David Cesarani, Eichmann. His Life
and Crimes (London 2004), 356. Similar
conflation can be found for instance
in C.W. Szejnmann, ‘Perpetrators of
the Holocaust. a historiography.’, in: O.
Jensen and C.W. Szejnmann eds., Ordinary People as Mass Murderers: Perpetrators
in Comparative Perspective (2008) 25-54.
Bloxham and Kushner, The Holocaust.
Critical historical approaches, 153. Deborah Lipstadt, The Eichmann Trial (New
York 2011), 168. In reality, the view
that Eichmann was “just a cog” was
Eichmann’s attorney Servatius’ defence
strategy. Arendt railed against it in her
book, just as she railed against the view
that Eichmann was Everyman – a view
her supporters in the controversy enthusiastically defended, and still is often
ascribed to her. Arendt’s own view of
Eichmann and his role in the Holocaust did not revolve around the machine of mass murder, but around the
social construct that enabled the mass
murder. Arendt portrays Eichmann
as part of a society that collectively
inverted its morals: what was evidently
wrong, murdering, became the right
thing to do. Eichmann, she argued,
needed to invert his conscience to bring
it in line with these new morals. That
was an active choice, not a passive attitude: it required no small measure of
self-deception. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London
1994), 175. To be fair, the conflation of
Arendt’s views with those of Eichmann;
of Servatius; and of her own supporters
in the controversy, is also due to the
fact that Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann
is not always clear or consistent. These
issues will be discussed in detail in
chapter 2 of this study.
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Richard Cohen writes: ‘In Germa-
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ny, however, the book failed initially to
rouse much of a stir, and only a dozen
or so articles appeared […].’ Here Cohen
is mistaken: this study’s bibliography
includes over a hundred German contributions, and more can probably be
found. As noted earlier, Cohen is one
of two main sources for information
on the controversy. Unfortunately, this
means that the few mistakes he makes,
have often been reproduced uncritically. Incidentally, in the same 2001
volume, German historian Hans Mommsen writes that ‘the controversy that
[Eichmann in Jerusalem] initiated among
the West German public has itself
become an object of historical investigation. The book and the articles that
preceded it instigated an extremely polemical debate, including the endeavor
to prevent publications favorable to her
views.’ Unfortunately, Mommsen does
not provide a source here and I have
not been able to locate the research he
is referring to. Cohen, ‘A generation’s
response to “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’,
272-275. Idem, ‘Breaking the Code. Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem
and the public polemic. Myth, Memory
and Historical Imagination’, 79-83. Hans
Mommsen, ‘Hannah Arendt’s interpretation of the Holocaust as a challenge
to human existence. The intellectual
background’, in: Hannah Arendt in Jerusalem (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London
2001) 224-231, at 224.

of the historian-reviewers’ participation in the controversy; it
also considers reviewers’ attempts to counteract problems in
the discussion. Chapter 6 answers two specific questions:
• A
 re there procedural problems in the fifteen reviews that can
be related to the problematic character of the discussion?
• How do discussants attempt to counteract problems in the
discussion?
Because many of these reviews are rather long, the presentation of the complete pragma-dialectical analyses and evaluations of the selected texts would run to many more hundreds
of pages. Chapter 6 therefore presents only selected parts of
these analyses and evaluations, namely where relevant to understanding the participation of these historian-reviewers
in the Arendt-controversy. To make this study’s conclusions
more traceable, Appendix III presents the reconstructed argumentation structures of the fifteen reviews on the three controversial themes.

1.4 RESEARCH METHOD:
five reasons why this study uses pragma-dialectics
to analyse the participation of fifteen historians

29 Of course, this division is simplistic and unrealistic. More roles can be
added: resister, liberator, collaborator...
More importantly, in real life, people
do not play one role, but several at the
same time, roles that are often conflicting. Arendt’s distribution of roles in
her book itself was controversial: she
separated the Jewish leaders from the
general victim category, attributing
responsibility for the murder to them;
she (implicitly) turned the resisters
into mere bystanders to the murder.
On the use of this theoretical division
in history writing, see Bloxham and
Kushner, The Holocaust. Critical historical
approaches, 183.
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in the Arendt-controversy
In this study, the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation
provides the systematic theory and method to analyse and
evaluate the fifteen historians’ reviews. There are five main
reasons why the pragma-dialectical theory suits the purposes of this study.
   First, the pragma-dialectical perspective of discussions
is procedural. The theory is normative with regards to the discussion process, not for the discussion content. This study is
not aimed at criticising fifteen historian-reviewers’ positions
in the Arendt-controversy, but at analysing their conduct in
the debate: if and how they contributed to the problematic
character of the discussion.
   Second, pragma-dialectics views arguments as exchanges.
According to the pragma-dialectical theory, argumentation
is a game of two parties: a protagonist and an antagonist, a
speaker and his audience, a writer and his (imagined) reader. In the perspective of the pragma-dialectical theory, the
fifteen texts by the fifteen historians are not fifteen mono-
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logues. Each text is part of one or even multiple discussions:
with one or more explicit or implicit opponents; with an imagined reader who is presumed to be doubting what the historian argues. This interactive perspective is helpful in understanding historians’ participation in the Arendt-controversy.
First, it forces the analyst to consider not only the views present in the text, but also the views that the writer is implicitly responding to. In the heat of the battle, many participants
in the Arendt-controversy misrepresented each other’s positions. Or, as this study shall show, they ostensibly responded
to one position, but implicitly to another. The dialogical perspective is sensitive to the distinction between a real and a
perceived difference of opinion. Second, this perspective also
captures the complex dynamic of historians’ contributions to
a public debate: responding to other historians and scholars;
educating the general audience on historical questions in the
debate. In Holocaust controversies, the general audience is a
silent but crucial factor in the discussion. It is the general audience that historians, and others with a stake in the discussion, try to persuade of their claim to the Historical Truth. And
it is before the general audience that Holocaust controversies
get out of hand.
   The third reason to resort to pragma-dialectics, is its
method of analysis. The pragma-dialectical method involves
reconstructing the argumentation in a text. This type of analysis results in a more structured perspective of the discussion.
First, the organisation of the elaborate and often complex argumentation in the historical reviews results in a specific argumentation structure. This argumentation structure shows
the relation between the different positions of the historian:
what is his main standpoint; what are his sub-standpoints;
what are arguments; what are starting points. Implicit standpoints and arguments are made explicit where necessary.
Second, the structured perspective makes it easier to compare the argumentation of the fifteen (often lengthy) reviews.
To check for example if the historian-reviewers advance similar main standpoints, or if the structure of their argumentation for these standpoints is the same. What is important, is
that the analytic steps are transparent. One can of course disagree with parts of the argument analysis and evaluation, but
without having to discard the whole. This is essential in dealing with controversial subject matter: one wants to prevent
getting caught up in the controversy when trying to analyse it.
   Fourth, the pragma-dialectical theory’s reasonableness
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30 As historian Horst Möller writes
of the Historikerstreit: ‘Kontroversen
sind in der Wissenschaft normal und
müssen es sein [...].’ Möller, ‘Es kann
nicht sein, was nicht sein darf. Plädoyer
für die Versächlichung der Kontroverse
über die Zeitgeschichte’, 323.
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standard befits the subject of this study. According to the theory, conduct in a discussion is problematic if it hinders the resolution of a difference of opinion in a critical testing procedure
(the criteria for determining hindrances will be discussed in
chapter 4). The goal of such a critical testing procedure or
‘critical discussion’ is to find out if a standpoint can stand up
to criticism. In analysing and evaluating argumentation with
the pragma-dialectical method, one compares real-life discussions with an ideal critical discussion, as will be explained in
detail in chapter 4. Although the ideal model of a critical discussion can be used to analyse problems in any type of discussion, using this standard seems especially appropriate when
analysing historians’ contributions to a debate. One may expect from historians that they are working towards a better
understanding of history. One may expect that they critically test one another’s standpoints, and that they do not hinder
the falsification of their own views.
   Fifth, a pragma-dialectical analysis and evaluation is realistic. One would not want to criticise historians too hastily
for not being perfectly rational and reasonable. Scholarly debate may at times be fierce and heated.30 The pragma-dialectical concept of ‘strategic manoeuvring’ balances the theory’s
standard of reasonableness in a critical discussion with an element of reality, namely a discussant’s strategic efforts in being persuasive. At the same time, the idea that the rhetorical
aim of winning a discussion can overtake a discussion, is implied in the word manoeuvring. There is nothing wrong with
wanting to convince one’s audience of one’s views. Where it
goes wrong is when trying to be persuasive overshadows being reasonable and critical.

CHAPTER 2
Arendt’s positions on
the controversial issues
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INTRODUCTION
This chapter treats the book that caused the controversy:
Eichmann in Jerusalem, A Report on the Banality of Evil. The
main purpose of this chapter is to present a detailed survey of
those views of Arendt’s that became controversial. Arendt’s
positions were distorted during the controversy; and several of these distortions persist to this day. To understand what
was distorted and how, one must therefore first examine
Arendt’s actual positions. Reconstructing the entire book’s argumentation exceeds the scope of this thesis. However, one
cannot understand what Arendt is arguing, without understanding the relationship between her claims. Therefore this
chapter answers two questions:
•
•

In detail, what were the controversial issues in Arendt’s
book?
How are Arendt’s controversial standpoints and arguments
related in the larger context of the book?

As a guide to the controversy, this chapter highlights the specific claims that Arendt’s opponents and defenders latched
onto, and points out where Arendt is unclear or inconsistent.
The larger part of Eichmann was not discussed in the controversy. As such, this summary of Arendt’s book is teleological. It is not teleological in the sense that it presents these
Arendt’s controversial claims in the context of their original
argumentation, not as the isolated positions that they became
in the controversy.
The set-up of this chapter is as follows. First, the book itself is placed in context. Section 2.1 explains who Arendt was,
how she came to write the book, and who her main influences were. Then Arendt’s main line of argument is briefly introduced, as well as her style of writing, in section 2.2. In section
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2.3, the survey of Arendt’s controversial views begins. First,
Arendt’s political and legal criticism of the trial are briefly discussed. This criticism was often misrepresented in the controversy, by her opponents and supporters alike (2.3.1). The
next three sections focus on the three main themes of the
controversy: the nature of Eichmann’s evil and guilt (section
2.3.2); the cooperation of Jewish leaders with the Nazis (section 2.3.3); and the responsibility of the bystanders (section
2.3.4). In other words: the perpetrator, victim and bystander theme respectively. Each of these four sub-sections first
introduces a set of controversial issues, and then considers
them one by one. The controversial parts of Arendt’s book are
presented in considerable detail. This helps to understand
where Arendt’s views were misrepresented in the controversy. Direct quotations give a flavour of the book’s controversial
style. The chapter concludes with a brief analysis of Arendt’s
main line of argument (section 2.4).
It is important to keep in mind, throughout this study, that
there are different sets of facts. There are the facts as they
were available to Arendt and other reporters at the trial; the
much more elaborate factual knowledge of the few experts
on the matter at the time; and the facts on Eichmann as they
stand now – varying interpretations of these different sets of
facts aside. Presented in this chapter is Arendt’s version of
the facts, derived from the sources she used. The goal of this
study is to analyse the controversy, not to weigh the state of
historiography on the murder of the Jews in 1963. Of course,
much of the book’s and the controversy’s content is outdated. For the sake of brevity and legibility, only the most glaring
differences between facts and interpretations then and now
will be pointed out in the footnotes.
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1 Jaspers and his Jewish wife, Trude,
survived the Reich together.

2 Hannah Arendt, ‘To save the Jewish
Homeland. There is still time’, Commentary no.5 (May 1948) 398-406. Idem, ‘Peace
or armistice in the Near East?’, Review of
Politics 12 no.1 (January 1950) 56-82.

3 Idem, The origins of totalitarianism
(2nd edn.; Cleveland 1958), 384, 405, 425,
489.

4 Ursula Ludz and Thomas Wild,
Hannah Arendt im Gespräch mit
Joachim Fest. Eine Rundfunksendung
aus dem Jahr 1964’, HannahArendt.net.
Zeitschrift für politisches Denken/Journal
for political thinking 3 no.1 (2007). <http://
www.hannaharendt.net/index.php/han/
article/view/114/193>. Raul Hilberg, The
politics of memory (Chicago 1996), 148. According to some modern-day critics, the
fact that she did not attend the whole
trial accounts for a false impression of
Eichmann: during cross-examinations,
Eichmann was much less subdued.
However, one must note that Arendt
had read the transcripts of these
cross-examinations – she named them
among her main sources. According
to David Cesarani, many more had a
false impression of Eichmann due to
his ‘disinterested pose,’ which was in
fact a courtroom strategy. At the time,
Karl Jaspers also thought that Eichmann had shown a different, ‘brutal’
face when Arendt was absent. He was
referring to the discussion in court of
Eichmann’s actions in Hungary. To explain them, Arendt constructed a very
abstract argument about Eichmann’s
conscience and his use of Kant’s categorical imperative (see section 2.3.2, part
II). Not surprisingly, what Eichmann
did in Hungary was also one of the
main counter-arguments in the controversy to Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann.
David Cesarani, Eichmann. His Life and
Crimes (London 2004), 257-258, 346. Elizabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt. For
love of the world (2nd edn.; Binghamton,
NY 2004), 519-520n517. Hannah Arendt,
Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London 1994), 280-281.

5 Arendt had first proposed the story
to Commentary, but they could not
afford the project. Ben Yagoda, About
town. The New Yorker and the world it
made (Boston 2000). Also see Ylana N.
Miller, ‘Creating unity through history.
the Eichmann trial as transition’, Jour-
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2.1 ORIGINS OF THE BOOK EICHMANN IN JERUSALEM
Hannah Arendt was born in 1906 in Linden, a village near
Hannover. She grew up in Königsberg (now Kaliningrad), East
Prussia. Although her parents were secular, Arendt took religious instruction with a Reform rabbi when she was in elementary school. Her father died when she was seven. Her
mother eventually remarried, but Arendt was mainly raised by
her mother. In 1924 she went to study philosophy in Marburg,
where she became a pupil (and briefly lover) of Martin Heidegger. She then wrote her dissertation in Heidelberg, under
the wings of political philosopher Karl Jaspers. Jaspers was to
become a friend for life.1 In 1933 Arendt was arrested by the
Gestapo, because she was doing illegal work for the Zionistische Vereinigung für Deutschland. She had an acute sense of
the trouble that was brewing, and decided to leave Germany.
Eventually she landed in Paris, where she also worked for the
Zionist movement. When the war broke out, Arendt was interned by the French because she was German. She was able
to get out and managed to emigrate to the US in 1941, with
her husband Karl Blücher and her mother. In New York she
became part of a network of German Jewish exiles. The first
years in New York were tough. Arendt and Blücher worked
hard to establish a life for themselves, at which Arendt was
markedly more successful. She taught a course in European
history at Brooklyn College, and wrote editorials for the German émigré newspaper Aufbau. During the war, she became
increasingly critical of the direction Zionism was taking. She
broke with the movement at the end of the forties. 2 Arendt
rose to fame with The origins of totalitarianism, a book that she
had started writing when the war ended. It led to prestigious
guest lectureships at the University of Chicago and at Princeton, where she was the first female lecturer. By the time she
went to Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, Arendt was an established authority on the mechanisms of the ‘totalitarian system.’ 3
Eichmann’s trial started in April 1961; he was hanged in May
1962. Arendt was present during parts of the trial.4 On Saturday February 16, 1963, the first part of Hannah Arendt’s report
on the Eichmann trial appeared in the New Yorker. It had been
Arendt’s own idea to report the trial.5 ‘To attend this trial is
somehow, I feel, an obligation I owe to my past,’ she wrote in a
letter.6 What was originally supposed to be one article, developed into a book.7 The New Yorker ran the report in five long
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instalments, over the course of a month, mid-February to midMarch. The book itself was published mid May 1963; the orig-

nal of Modern Jewish Studies 1 no.2 (2002)
131-149, at 141, 148n132.

inal text was only slightly altered.8 By the time the book came
out, Arendt was already the focal point of a rapidly expanding
controversy over issues of historical responsibility and the nature of evil. Controversy followed the book wherever it went,

6 Letter from Arendt to Vassar College (cancelling a lecture) 2nd of January
1961, quoted in Young-Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt, 329.

and it remains controversial to this day.9
At the trial, Arendt saw a discrepancy between the man
showcased and the deeds attributed to him. To her dismay,
Eichmann was not the condensed form of evil she had expected to find. Instead, he turned out to be an embarrassing,
clownish figure. In a letter to her husband, she observed that
‘Eichmann [is] ghost-like, more a materialisation in a spiritual
séance in his glass box. He even has a cold right now. Not even
sinister.’ 10 This was not a rare or exceptional view of the man.
Other reporters came to similar conclusions: French writer
and journalist François Bondy for example, or the Dutch writer Harry Mulisch. German journalist Robert Pendorf reported in Die Zeit:
This trial – so it seems – could have been conducted without
Eichmann. It would be better if Gideon Hausner took Eichmann for the type that he is: the prototype of the obeying murder-clerk. Hitler and Himmler and Heydrich, the creators of organised mass murder, who sit invisibly in the dock here, were
singular phenomena. “Eichmanns,” however – to cite a colleague – there were many “Eichmanns.” 11
Eichmann was put on the stand as the epitome of evil. The Israeli attorney general, Gideon Hausner, said Eichmann was
‘the mastermind of the Final Solution’; a ‘satanic personality’;
and ‘more evil than Hitler.’ When one reads Hausner’s opening
statement, it becomes clear that Arendt’s book was primarily a
response to Hausner’s portrayal of Eichmann.12 The book was
structured to follow the case as the prosecution presented it:
Arendt refuted Hausner’s views in the same order he presented them in. Arendt explicitly and directly countered Hausner’s
perspective of Eichmann: Eichmann was not the mastermind
of the murder of the Jews, she stated.
However, Arendt did not only respond to Hausner with her
book. She also reacted to parts of history that had an air of
don’t-touch-sanctity about them: especially the Jewish Councils’ cooperation with their Nazi persecutors.13 In addition, she
criticised the way history and politics were tied up in Israel and

7 Ibid., 336. Most of it was written
in 1962. In 1961, Between past and future
had appeared, and because of the
pre-publication of Eichmann in Jerusalem (EIJ) in the New Yorker, On revolution appeared almost simultaneously
with EIJ. A month before the Musmanno review, that kicked off the second
controversy episode in the US (chapter
3), a review of On revolution appeared in
the same newspaper. Hans Kohn, ‘The
search for freedom is not enough’, The
New York Times Book Review no.336 (1963).

8 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem. A Report on the Banality of
Evil (New York 1963). For this study, I
have compared the original New Yorker
articles; the first and second American
edition (1963 and 1964); the first German edition (1964); and the first French
edition of the book (1966). Page numbers in this chapter refer to the 1994
Penguin edition, which corresponds
to the second American edition. There
are slight alterations in the body text
from the original articles to the first
American edition, and to the second
American edition. Where they affected
the content of Arendt’s argumentation
(for instance, the removal of a remark
that had offended many people in
the original articles) this is noted in
chapter 3. A significant alteration is the
addition of a Postscript to the second
American edition. The edition that is
most strikingly different is the German
translation; here significant alterations
have been made in the content of
both body text and Postscript. The first
French edition was marred by translation mistakes, because the translation
proofs never reached Arendt. The differences between the editions will be
further discussed in chapter 3.

9 Even the translation of Arendt’s The
origins in Hebrew in 2010 was controversial because of the Eichmann-book.
Which, incidentally, was not translated
into Hebrew either, until 2000. According to Israeli political scientist Shlomo
Avineri there is no political reason that
The origins were translated so late; other
important books were also translated
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late, or have not been translated yet.
People simply read the English (or, I
suspect, with Israelis’ many different
backgrounds, the German) version.
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 339.
Amos Elon, ‘The Excommunication of
Hannah Arendt’, World Policy Journal
23 no.4 (Winter 2006-2007) 93-102, at 93.
A. Dirk Moses, ‘Paranoia and partisanship. Genocide Studies, Holocaust
historiography, and the “apocalyptic
conjuncture” ’, The Historical Journal 54
no.2 (June 2011) 553-583, at 558. Steven
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(Madison, WI 2001), 73. Shlomo Avineri,
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10 Letter from Hannah Arendt to
husband Heinrich Blücher, 15th April
1961, in: Hannah Arendt and Heinrich
Blücher, Briefe 1936-1968 (München
2013), 518.

11 The colleague Pendorf is citing
here is historian and journalist Albert Wucher, whom we shall meet in
chapters 5 and 6. Wucher’s book on
Eichmann was titled Eichmanns gab es
viele. Dutch writer Mulisch’s book was
based on his trial report for the Dutch
weekly Elseviers Weekblad. Mulisch
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the second edition of her book. Robert
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January 27, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
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L-M 1958-1967, image 61 of 61. Harry
Mulisch, Letter of January 10, 1964,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous,
English language, L-M 1958-1967, image 60 of 61. For more examples of
reporters who perceived Eichmann in a
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misunderstanding Eichmann’, Encounter
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in West Germany. Her disappointment in the outcome of Zionism was also woven into her story. In a letter to Jaspers written
during the trial, Arendt scorned the ‘oriental mob’ that dominated the Jerusalem street scene. She derogatorily referred to
Hausner as ‘a typical Galician Jew,’ and expressed relief at the
civility of the Jewish judges – of German origin. Modern-day
Arendt-critics think this letter foreshadows her contempt towards the plight of the Jewish leaders, as well as her alleged
favouring of all things German in her Eichmann-book.14 What
these critics leave out however, is Arendt’s equally intense irritation with the servility of non-Jewish Germans present at the
trial. In a letter to her husband, she wrote: ‘One of the journalists flung their arms around me, sobbing loudly: we did this, et
cetera. As they do in the theatre. Just as disgusting.’ 15 Arendt
was neither “anti-Zionist” nor “pro-German.” Arendt was nobody’s advocate in her telling of this story. She only had kind
words for the Israeli judges, the “ordinary” Nazi victims, and
a handful of resisters who met her exceptionally strict moral criteria.
Arendt’s thought was much influenced by others – whom
she did not always credit for their ideas. Her private correspondence shows that Karl Jaspers inspired her legal criticism
of the trial, and that her husband Heinrich Blücher coined the
(in)famous phrase ‘the banality of evil.’ 16 Classic works provided the historical fundament for Arendt’s book: in the Eichmann-book she highlighted David Rousset’s Les jours de notre
mort (1947); Gerald Reitlinger’s The Final Solution (1953); and
Raul Hilberg’s The destruction of the European Jews (1961).17
In fact, Arendt borrowed heavily from Hilberg for her book on
Eichmann, without providing the footnotes proper for such
dependency. Arendt selectively picked from the material Hilberg provided in his groundbreaking work.18 The similarities
between both books are striking, for example when comparing their tables of contents. Arendt’s tone is also very similar
to Hilberg’s: a harsh realism coupled with caustic humour that
serves to underline the gruesome events.19 Both writers got in
trouble for treating the subject in this rebellious manner. Expressing anger and sorrow through dark humour was considered appropriate when speaking of the perpetrators, but not
when speaking about their victims. A main criticism of both
writers was that they wrote on the murder of the Jews from
the perpetrator perspective, using perpetrators’ source material and testimony.

2: Arendt’s positions on the controversial issues

Not only did Arendt draw heavily on Hilberg’s magnum opus,
the reception history of Arendt’s Eichmann is also entwined
with the reception history of Hilberg’s book. Although it had
its share of controversial statements and a rebellious style, initially Hilberg’s The destruction did not draw much attention.
It was too big, too complex. 20 That changed when Arendt’s
Eichmann came out. Arendt had drawn one of the most controversial parts of her book from Hilberg’s work: in fact, her infamous main judgment of the Jewish leaders was almost identical to Hilberg’s assessment that ‘the Jewish self-destructive
machinery was an essential component of the deportation
apparatus.’ 21 In brief: Arendt took an issue that Hilberg had
raised in his book, simplified it, and brought it before a large
audience. In the slipstream of the Arendt-controversy Hilberg,
too, acquired a reputation. Angered reviewers named both in
one breath. Some critics even changed their mind about Hilberg after reading Arendt. 22 Hilberg and his supporters often lamented the damage Arendt’s book did, as her sweeping
statements overwrote his painstakingly researched conclusions. What is rarely recalled is that the reverse happened
as well: one of the controversial ideas from The destruction
negatively influenced the reception of Arendt’s book. In Hilberg’s eyes, the European Jews were predestined to fail to see
the Nazis for what they were. According to Hilberg, centuries
of persecution and ghetto had created a ‘reaction pattern’ in
the European Jews: a way of responding to persecutors that
offered the best chance of survival. This pattern was ‘catastrophic’ in dealing with the Nazis, because the Nazis were
a wholly new kind of enemy. Thus, Hilberg argues, the Jews
did not take timely and appropriate measures to flee, they did
not put up adequate resistance. These twin issues of Jewish
predestination for victimhood, and a lack of Jewish resistance
that Hilberg also discussed in The destruction, played an important part in the Arendt-controversy. Even though Arendt
herself had not (Jewish predestination) or barely (Jewish
resistance) discussed them (see chapter 3). 23
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(October 30, 2009). <http://www.slate.
com/articles/life/the_spectator/2009/10/
the_evil_of_banality.html> By contrast,
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ly the prejudices of the assimilated
German-Jewish bourgeoisie. Cesarani,
Eichmann, 345-346.
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328-331.

17 The influence of Reitlinger and
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It had taken Hilberg years to find

2.2 ARENDT’S MAIN LINE OF ARGUMENT AND STYLE OF
WRITING
Arendt’s main line of argument
Eichmann in Jerusalem is, in one word, full. It is chock-full of information, opinions, storylines (Appendix I). The sheer number
of standpoints often blurs Arendt’s main line of argument. In
addition, the book is chaotic and lacks a clear structure. This
is because Arendt conceived the book as a response to prosecutor Hausner. Arendt aimed to counter Hausner’s claims, not
to present a fully developed counter-theory of her own. However, Arendt the reporter could not keep Arendt the political
theorist down: the counter-theory is there. It is this theory that
caused the controversy: the theory that the murder of the Jews
was made possible by the “total moral collapse of society.”
Looking at Eichmann in Jerusalem through the prism of the
controversy, as this chapter does, turns the book on its head.
Firstly, bulk of the book was hardly discussed in the controversy: Arendt’s examination of Eichmann’s crimes; her chapters on the collaboration and consent of the occupied countries; her extensive legal criticism. By contrast, the part of the
book that fuelled most of the controversy is less than twenty
pages long, namely Arendt’s argument that the Jewish Councils helped Eichmann commit his crimes. Secondly, many of
Arendt’s claims were misrepresented in the controversy. At
the same time, much of the response of her critics is incomprehensible without detailed knowledge of Arendt’s precise
claims. When picking one’s way through the labyrinth of views
in book and controversy, it is useful to keep Arendt’s three
main standpoints in mind:
1.

Eichmann was a new type of criminal

2.

The murder of the Jews was a new type of crime

3.	The total moral collapse of European society under
the Nazis made the murder of the Jews possible
The relationship between these three standpoints is made
clear by examining Arendt’s two main counters of Hausner:
the first, against his portrait of Eichmann; the second, against
his depiction of the Nazi murder of the Jews.

2: Arendt’s positions on the controversial issues

One, Arendt denies Hausner’s portrayal of Eichmann:
 
Eichmann was not an anti-Semitic monster, driven by murderous bloodlust
She presents a counter-claim:
Eichmann was a new type of criminal
Her main arguments for this counter-claim:
Eichmann committed his crimes without intent to do wrong
Eichmann did not commit his crimes out of base motives
And how does Arendt explain that:
 This was made possible by the total moral collapse of European society under the Nazis (= Arendt’s counter-theory)
Two, Arendt denies Hausner’s portrayal of the murder of the
Jews:
The Nazi murder of the Jews was not the ultimate pogrom
She presents a counter-claim:
The Nazi murder of the Jews was a new type of crime
Her main argument for this claim:
 Paradoxically, those who did the actual murdering were less
guilty than those who ordered and organised the mass murder
And how does Arendt explain that:
This was made possible by the total moral collapse of European society under the Nazis (= Arendt’s counter-theory)
Thus Arendt’s counter-theory emerges from her counters of
Hausner’s claims: Arendt’s theory of the moral collapse (main
standpoint 3) underpins both her claim that Eichmann was a
new type of criminal (main standpoint 1), and her claim that
the murder of the Jews was a new type of crime (main standpoint 2). The fact that she included the victims – or more precisely, the Jewish leaders – in this moral collapse was the primary cause of the controversy.
Arendt’s style of writing
The question remains why Arendt wanted to write this book.
In private letters she wrote that she wanted to see the evil
that had destroyed the world she grew up in. In hindsight,
she thought writing about Eichmann had been her Vergangenheitsbewältigung. 24 On the one hand, the resulting book
seems almost unconsciously written: at times so disorganised, emotional and intense as if it were a draft intended only
for private consumption. This seems to be confirmed in a letter to her friend Mary McCarthy, wherein Arendt wrote that

a publisher for his extensive manuscript, itself the fruit of long years of
meticulous archival research. Written as
a dissertation, finished in 1954, it was
finally published in 1961.
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22 One famous Arendt-critic who
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Michael Musmanno; another Lionel
Abel. Hilberg in later life deeply regretted his connection with Arendt: his
own book was published in Germany
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publisher deemed the market “sated”
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In his memoirs, he recalls her as one of
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‘sources’ and to writing ‘a simple report,’
but thought his analyses ‘silly.’ Ironically, in the controversy Arendt often
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report,’ and nothing more. She did not
see Hilberg as an analytical high-flier
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be taken to task too profoundly for her
own analyses in Eichmann in Jerusalem,
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but only because it is a simple report.
A more general, introductory chapter
is beneath a singed pig.’ And in an
earlier letter to her German publisher
Klaus Piper, she wrote that Hilberg had
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[...].’ Richard I. Cohen, ‘A generation’s
response to “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’,
in: Hannah Arendt in Jerusalem (Berkeley,
Los Angeles, London 2001) 253-277, at
403n444. Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
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she had worked on this self-imposed burden ‘in a curious euphoria.’ 25 On the other hand, the fluent but hectic style was
Arendt’s trademark. Her well received The origins, too, fluctuated between clear reasoning and chaos, between piercing
insights and sloppy arguments, between outspoken empathy and cryptic sarcasm. Although her “tone” was and is often quoted as a principal cause of the controversy, one must
keep in mind that this style of writing had not gotten her into
trouble in the case of The origins. Arendt’s style is that of the
reporter: accessible, fluid. She takes liberties: the book is full
of black, sometimes downright bitter jokes that punctuate the
gravity of the historical events. In this casual style she ties
together the multiple levels and directions of her argument.
When Arendt quotes someone, it is not always clear whom she
is quoting. In addition, it is hard to track down these quotes:
Arendt never gives page references, and location references
only occasionally. Although the complete immersion of these
quotes in her text allows her argument to flow uninterrupted, the lack of clear references is a major flaw of the book. On
precise inspection, the supple handling of her material sometimes falls apart. Arendt has a way of stacking argument upon
argument, which in the end leaves unexplained the assertion
she was trying to prove.26
2.3 THE CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES IN EICHMANN
IN JERUSALEM
2.3.1 Arendt’s political and legal criticism of the trial
This first section summarises the introduction and epilogue
to Arendt’s book. Here Arendt presents her political and legal
criticism of the trial respectively. Although their tone is very
different, Arendt’s introduction and epilogue are a continuum
of argumentation. In the introduction she presents the prosecution’s view of Eichmann and their view of history. These
views she counters in the chapters that follow. In the epilogue
she then argues that the trial failed because of the prosecution’s views of Eichmann and history. In the epilogue, Arendt
also presents two of her three main standpoints: that Eichmann was a new type of criminal (1); and that the murder of the
Jews was a new type of crime (2). The argumentation for these
two standpoints she has presented in the preceding chapters.
This section considers Arendt’s controversial opposition
of Hausner’s views of justice and history; her misrepresent-

2: Arendt’s positions on the controversial issues

ed counter of Eichmann’s defence counsel Servatius; and
her discussion of the Nazi murder of the Jews as a new type
of crime, which was popular among her supporters in
the controversy.

24 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 328332, 377-378.

Arendt counters Hausner’s view of history

26 Only a few of her critics noted
the jumpy structure of the book, for
instance Albert Memmi, ‘Autopsie d’un
assassin’, Magazine littéraire no.3 (January 1967) 34-35. The book is chaotic,
Memmi said, which makes it hard to
understand and easy to misunderstand
what Arendt is driving at.

In the first chapter of her book, Arendt introduces her audience to her protagonists. She presents her two main counter-claims to Hausner: Eichmann was not an anti-Semitic monster, and the murder of the Jews was not the ultimate pogrom.
These two claims are presented in the context of her political
criticism of the trial. According to Arendt, Hausner’s portrayal
of Eichmann served a political goal. She thinks Eichmann’s trial would have been a show trial, had the judges not been there
to set things right.
Eichmann in Jerusalem opens with a view of the courtroom.
Arendt does not ease her readers into the story. She immediately presents her political criticism of the trial, in a sarcastic
tone. Arendt writes: ‘clearly, this courtroom is not a bad place
for the show trial David Ben-Gurion, Prime Minister of Israel,
had in mind when he decided to have Eichmann kidnapped in
Argentina and brought into the District Court of Jerusalem to
stand trial for his role in “the final solution of the Jewish question.” ’ 27 According to Arendt Hausner (Ben Gurion by proxy)
seeks justification for and worldwide acceptance of the State
of Israel. To achieve this goal, he tries to depict Eichmann as
something he was not. ‘According to Mr Hausner,’ Arendt
writes, quoting Hausner, ‘[…] “there was only one man who had
been concerned almost entirely with the Jews, whose business
had been their destruction, whose role in the iniquitous regime
had been limited to them. That was Adolf Eichmann.” ’ 28 There
is a fundamental difference in Hausner’s and Arendt’s perception of the Nazi murder of the Jews. Hausner viewed it as Jewish history. In contrast, Arendt thinks it was an unprecedented
episode in the history of mankind. In Hausner’s portrayal, the
murder of the Jews by the Nazis was the culmination of centuries of Gentile hatred. Eichmann was the offspring of a genus
of anti-Semitic murderers dating back to biblical times. Arendt
recoils from this fatalist view of history, because it implies the
Jews had been destined for genocide.
‘[This view suggested] that perhaps [Eichmann] was only an
innocent executor of some mysteriously foreordained desti-

25

Ibid., 337.

27 Arendt, EIJ, 4-5. Although Arendt’s
intuitions about Eichmann and the
trial were often corroborated by later
research, here she guessed wrong. Historian Hannah Yablonka describes a very
different sequence of events: only after
Eichmann was kidnapped and brought
to Israel, did the plan take shape to
instrumentalise Eichmann’s trial.
Hannah Yablonka, The State of Israel vs.
Adolf Eichmann (New York 2004). Arendt
also criticises West Germany for not
demanding extradition of Eichmann.
Arendt, EIJ, 17. In the discussion over
Eichmann’s trial even nowadays, the
fact that he was illegally kidnapped
from Argentina is often pushed aside as
irrelevant for his extradition. His status
as a criminal overrules international
law, is the silent argument; meaning
for certain criminals the rules do not
apply. Even the fact that Eichmann’s
trial was a show trial in some respects
is considered “just” by many people. A
discussion of the kidnapping, extradition, and of why the Germans did not
want to try Eichmann in Germany in
Ruth Bettina Birn, ‘Fifty years after. a
critical look at the Eichmann trial’, Case
Western Reserve Journal of International
Law 44 no.1 & 2 (2011) 443-473, at 469-470.
A discussion of the show trial aspects
of Eichmann’s trial in Yablonka, The
State of Israel vs. Adolf Eichmann. Cesarani,
Eichmann, 14-15.

28 Arendt, EIJ, 6. I will annotate page
references for Arendt’s quotes; where
two subsequent quotes are on the same
page, I give only one reference with the
last quote. The preceding, unannotated
quotes can be found on the same page.

29 At Eichmann’s trial it was not only
the prosecution who gave in to this
type of teleological historical thinking,
Arendt says. Eichmann’s counsel Robert
Servatius, was seduced by it, too, Arendt
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writes: ‘A few sessions later [...] Dr. Servatius could no longer resist the temptation and asked the obvious questions:
“Why did all this bad luck fall upon the
Jewish people?” [...] Is not there perhaps
something like “the spirit of history,
which brings history forward, without
the influence of men?” ’ She continues:
‘[...] The argument of the defense had
now come perilously close to the newest anti-Semitic notion about the Elders
of Zion, set forth in all seriousness
a few weeks earlier in the Egyptian
National Assembly by Deputy Foreign
Minister Hussain Zulficar Sabri: Hitler
was innocent of the slaughter of the
Jews; he was a victim of the Zionists,
who had “compelled him to perpetrate
crimes that would eventually enable
them to achieve their aim – the creation of the State of Israel.” ’ Ibid., 19-20.

30 Benjamin Halevi, Moshe Landau
and Yitzhak Raveh are ‘three good
and honest men,’ she writes. Especially Judge Landau she holds in high
esteem: ‘There is no doubt from the
beginning that it is Judge Landau who
sets the tone, and that he is doing his
best, his very best, to prevent this trial
from becoming a show trial under
the influence of the prosecutor’s love
of showmanship.’ The judges ‘treated
[Eichmann] with a consideration and
an authentic, shining humanity such
as he had probably never encountered
in his life,’ Arendt writes. She criticises
the judges at the end of the book, when
she casts her own verdict of Eichmann.
However, she considers their court conduct to be impeccable. Ibid., 4, 146.

31 Ibid., 5. Eichmann is the one who
should ‘be prosecuted, defended, and
judged, and all the other questions of
seemingly greater import – of “How
could it happen?” and “Why did it happen?” [...] [should] be left in abeyance,’
she writes. Ben-Gurion tried to use
the trial to teach the world his lessons
of history. Gentiles should learn ‘how
millions of people, because they happened to be Jews, were murdered,’ and
consequently they should ‘be ashamed.’
The Jews in the Diaspora should be
permeated by the fact that Jews had
always lived in a ‘hostile world,’ how
this culminated in them ‘going to their
death like sheep’ under the Nazis, and
how ‘only the establishment of a Jewish state had allowed Jews to hit back.’
In addition, young Israelis should be
reminded of ‘what happened to the
Jewish people.’ These lessons were not
merely superfluous, Arendt says, they
also obstructed justice. ‘Despite the
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ny,’ she writes. At the time, this idea of a Jewish “predestination” for murder had appeared in several forms (section 2.1).29
By contrast, the three judges receive Arendt’s admiration
and praise.30 In Arendt’s view, the judges were serving justice,
whereas Hausner was not. On trial are the deeds of Adolf Eichmann, ‘not the suffering of the Jews, not the German people
or mankind, not even anti-Semitism and racism.’ This is what
‘justice demands,’ Arendt says.31 What is more, she writes, ‘the
deliberate attempt at the trial to tell only the Jewish side of the
story distorted the truth, even the Jewish truth.’
Arendt criticises Servatius and West Germany
Eichmann’s counsel Robert Servatius is hardly present in
Arendt’s story. In her presentation, he fails miserably at countering the prosecution. It seems Eichmann is conducting his
own defence for the most part. Servatius’ strategy was to
present Eichmann as a small cog in the Führer’s machine.
Arendt explicitly counters this theory. She writes that Eichmann ‘had not been as big as Mr. Hausner tried to make him
[...] but neither was he as small as the defense wished him to
be.’ 32 According to Arendt, Servatius was one of the main reasons why the judges could not keep the trial from descending
into chaos. Servatius ‘hardly ever rose to challenge any testimony, no matter how irrelevant and immaterial it might be,’
Arendt consistently ridicules Servatius.33 In fact, throughout
the book Arendt makes wry observations that give her reasoning a distinct flavour and account for some of the emotional responses to the book. No one escapes her intensely critical eye. Not even the judges, whom she clearly admires. Her
black-sarcastic comments however seem almost exclusively
reserved for her enemies – she makes no bones about her contempt for certain people and institutions. This is the famous
‘tone’ that would set her opponents ablaze.34
Just as her political criticism of Israel, her political criticism
of West Germany is harsh. Arendt is cynical of the denazification of West Germany. Throughout the book, she reminds
the reader that the mass murderers were more severely punished if they were tried in the area where they had committed their crimes, than if they stood trial in West Germany.35
More importantly, according to Arendt it took the capture of
Eichmann for the West Germans to finally start arresting some
of the more significant henchmen. Until then, these murderers had been allowed to lead normal lives in the new German
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republic, sometimes even in high political positions. Unfortunately, Arendt says, most of them received ‘fantastically
lenient sentences.’ 36
Arendt analyses the Nazi murder of the Jews as a new

intentions of Ben-Gurion and all the efforts of the prosecution, there remained
an individual in the dock, a person of
flesh and blood; and if Ben-Gurion
did “not care what verdict is delivered
against Eichmann”, it was undeniably
the sole task of the Jerusalem court to
deliver one.’ Ibid., 4, 9-10, 20.

type of crime
In the epilogue to her book, Arendt presents her legal criticism
of the trial. Within the context of her criticism of the Israeli trial, she discusses two of her three main standpoints. Arendt
does not object to the idea of an Israeli trial in itself. Indeed,
she defends the Israelis’ right to sit in judgment over the Nazi
perpetrators, just as the courts of the occupied countries had.
But she proposes a strict separation between which crime
could be judged in which context. Arendt ardently wishes a
conviction of Eichmann had been based on his crime against
humanity, ‘perpetrated on the body of the Jewish people.’ Instead, he was mainly convicted for crimes against the Jewish people, and only secondarily for crimes against humanity.
But genocide is not just a multiple murder, Arendt says. The
murder of the Jews was so extreme, it was a crime ‘against
the very nature of mankind.’ 37 That the trial did not make this
clear, might have dire consequences, Arendt suggests. Because ‘similar crimes may be committed in the future,’ she
says.38 The trial was useful for punishing Eichmann, Arendt
continues, but can never serve as a precedent for trials of similar crimes in the future.
It is essentially for this reason: that the unprecedented, once
it has appeared, may become a precedent for the future, that
all trials touching upon ‘crimes against humanity’ must be
judged according to a standard that is today still an ‘ideal.’ If
genocide is an actual possibility of the future, then no people
on earth – least of all, of course, the Jewish people, in Israel or
elsewhere – can feel reasonably sure of its continued existence without the help and the protection of international law.
Success or failure in dealing with the hitherto unprecedented can lie only in the extent to which this dealing may serve
as a valid precedent on the road to international penal law.39
Why was the Nazi murder of the Jews a new type of crime?
Arendt names several elements: the fact that the Nazis desired to make a whole people disappear from the face of the
earth.40 The fact that this crime had ‘grievously hurt and en-

32 Even Himmler had tried this
defence strategy, Arendt notes wryly.
Ibid., 58.

33

Ibid., 9.

34 She notes, for example, that Hausner at the trial expressed anger at the
Nazi racial legislation. She contrasts
these Nazi laws with the situation in
1961 Israel, where rabbinical law prevented mixed marriages between Jews
and non-Jews. Arendt concludes: ‘There
certainly was something breathtaking
in the naïveté with which the prosecution denounced the infamous Nuremberg Laws of 1935, which had prohibited intermarriage and sexual intercourse
between Jews and Germans.’ Ibid., 7.

35 For instance, Nazi perpetrators
who were responsible for the killings
in Serbia and were punished in their
native Germany, received much lighter
sentences than their Serbian collaborators who were tried by Yugoslav courts.
Arendt seems to suggest here that Eichmann should have been tried by his
victims. Elsewhere, she explicitly argues
that his victims had a right to try him
in their new state. However, she also
pleads for Eichmann’s trial by an international tribunal. She explains: ‘[...] the
physical extermination of the Jewish
people [...] was a crime against humanity, perpetrated upon the body of the
Jewish people, and [...] only the choice
of victims, not the nature of the crime,
could be derived from the long history
of Jew-hatred and anti-Semitism. Insofar as the victims were Jews, it was right
and proper that a Jewish court should
sit in judgment; but insofar as the
crime was a crime against humanity, it
needed an international tribunal to do
justice to it.’ Arendt also argues (with
Jaspers) that the monstrousness of the
crimes is minimised before a tribunal
that represents one nation only. Ibid.,
267-270.

36 Ibid., 15. Arendt’s mistaken notion
that the Eichmann trial was the catalyst
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for the West Germans to finally begin
with serious prosecution of their own
is influential to this day, as noted in
chapter 1. Even one of Arendt’s most
fervent opponents, Jacob Robinson,
pointed out that this was simply not
true. Jacob Robinson, And the crooked
shall be made straight. The Eichmann
trial, the Jewish catastrophe, and Hannah
Arendt’s narrative (New York 1965), 139140.

37 She writes: ‘None of the participants [in Eichmann’s trial] ever arrived
at a clear understanding of the horrors
of Auschwitz, which is of a different
nature from all the atrocities of the
past, because it appeared to prosecution
and judges alike as not much more
than the most horrible pogrom in
Jewish history. They therefore believed
that a direct line existed from the early
anti-Semitism of the Nazi Party to the
Nuremberg Laws and from there to the
expulsion of Jews from the Reich and,
finally, to the gas chambers. Politically
and legally, however, these were “crimes”
different not only in degree of seriousness but in essence. [...] [T]hese modern,
state-employed mass murderers must
be prosecuted because they violated
the order of mankind, and not because
they killed millions of people. Nothing
is more pernicious to an understanding
of these new crimes, or stands more in
the way of the emergence of an international penal code that could take care
of them, than the common illusion
that the crime of murder and the crime
of genocide are essentially the same,
and that the latter therefore is “no new
crime properly speaking.” The point of
the latter is that an altogether different
order is broken and an altogether different community is violated.’ Arendt,
EIJ, 267-272.

38 Arendt paints a bleak future
tableau: ‘The frightening coincidence
of the modern population explosion
with the discovery of technical devices
that, through automation, will make
large section of the population “superfluous” even in terms of labor, and
that, through nuclear energy, make it
possible to deal with this twofold threat
by the use of instruments beside which
Hitler’s gassing installations look like
an evil child’s fumbling toys, should be
enough to make us tremble.’ Ibid., 273.
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dangered mankind in its entirety.’ The fact that it was conducted in a criminal state, under a criminal law, on government orders.41 The essence of Eichmann’s crimes, Arendt
argues, was not the Jewishness of his victims – although she
is careful to emphasise that the Nazis indeed persecuted and
murdered the Jews because they were Jewish.42 ‘[O]nly the
choice of victims, not the nature of the crime, could be derived
from the long history of Jew-hatred,’ she writes.43 The essence
of this crime was how it was achieved. Although they unfortunately did not build their verdict on it, the trial judges did indicate this essence, Arendt argues:
The judgment [...] touched upon the very essence of this
crime, which was no ordinary crime, and the very nature of
this criminal, who was no common criminal; by implication, it
also took cognizance of the weird fact that in the death camps
it was usually the inmates and the victims who had actually
wielded ‘the fatal instrument with [their] own hands.’ What
the judgment had to say on this point was more than correct,
it was the truth: ‘[...] the extent to which any one of the criminals was close to or remote from the actual killer of the victim
means nothing, as far as the measure of his responsibility is
concerned. On the contrary, in general the degree of responsibility increases as we draw further away from the man who uses
the fatal instrument with his own hands.’ 44
Eichmann had indeed only ‘aided and abetted’ in the murder
of the Jews, as he had stated. ‘He himself had never committed an overt act,’ Arendt writes. What the judges recognised in
their verdict, was the paradox that Eichmann, who only aided
and abetted, was more guilty than those who wielded the murder weapon. This was the essence of this new type of crime.
Section 2.3.2 will consider Arendt’s argumentation on Eichmann as a new type of criminal in greater detail.
2.3.2 Perpetrator theme: Arendt on Eichmann and
the banality of evil
Point by point, Arendt’s argumentation on Eichmann counters prosecutor Hausner’s presentation of the accused. Hausner painted a sinister, plotting Eichmann, obsessed with killing Jews, who deliberately manoeuvred himself into a position
where he could murder Jews. By contrast, Arendt presents
Eichmann’s career as a combination of obedience, diligence
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and chance, as well as (unspecific) ambition. Where Hausner paints Eichmann as the mastermind of the Final Solution,
Arendt makes Eichmann a bureaucrat of middle rank.45 Et cetera. These two competing Eichmann-stories of Hausner and
Arendt were not part of the controversy – what Eichmann did
or did not do was hardly discussed. However, without Arendt’s
presentation of his crimes, one does not understand her argumentation on Eichmann as a new type of criminal and the
murder of the Jews as a new type of crime. Therefore the essentials are included here: Eichmann’s life and crimes according to Arendt (part I). What follows is Arendt’s argumentation
on Eichmann as a new type of criminal (her first main standpoint), arranged according to the sub-issues that became controversial (part II). That Eichmann was not a cunning liar, but
a clumsy boaster. That he was not a devious anti-Semite, but
an empty man. That he had not suppressed, but inverted his
conscience, using Kant’s categorical imperative. That he was
a normal man in an abnormal world. That he had no base motives or intent to do wrong when he committed his crimes.
That his evil was therefore banal, not radical.
PART I: Eichmann’s life and crimes, according to Arendt
Arendt’s account of Eichmann’s career is divided into three
phases: his development into a specialist in what the Nazis
called “Jewish emigration”; his subsequent attempt to become
a specialist in “resettlement”; and finally his role in the Final
Solution as a “deportation” specialist. Arendt’s portrayal of
Eichmann’s early life and career underlines his small-mindedness, as well as his ambition.46 Eichmann claimed he had
stumbled into the SS by chance. Arendt does not believe
this. She attributes his rise through the organisation to his
ambition, obedience and diligence. However, she does consider chance as a factor in the nature of his work, the fact
that he came to work in the department dealing with antiJewish matters.47 In September 1934, Eichmann got a job at the
Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the security service of the SS, to spy
on Reich enemies.48 At first he gathered information about
Freemasons; in 1935 he was transferred to the department
dealing with Jews. In these first years the Reich’s anti-Jewish policy was not yet clearly defined: Arendt writes that ‘the
hostility of the regime, which had at first been directed
primarily against “anti-Fascists” – Communists, Socialists,
left-wing intellectuals, and Jews in prominent positions – had

40 The failure of the judges was not
that they did not try the unprecedented crime, Arendt argues – they had
to stay within the boundaries set by
the law under which Eichmann was
tried. The trial clarified the distinction
between common “inhuman” acts
with precedent, and the “crime against
humanity”, ‘whose intent and purpose
were unprecedented,’ Arendt writes.
‘The judgement refused to let the basic
character of the crime be swallowed up
in a flood of atrocities, and it did not
fall into the trap of equating this crime
with ordinary war crimes.’ What the
judges failed to do, however, was recognise ‘the possibility that extermination
of whole ethnic groups – the Jews, the
Poles, or the Gypsies – might be more
than a crime against the Jewish or the
Polish or the Gypsy people, that the
international order, and mankind in
its entirety might have been grievously
hurt and endangered […].’ Ibid., 268,
274-276.
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Ibid., 262, 269.
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Ibid., 257.
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Ibid., 269.
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Ibid., 246-247.

45 For instance, Arendt did not agree
with the prosecution’s ‘theory of extraordinary power held by Eichmann’;
Eichmann was not ‘the most abnormal
monster the world had ever seen’; nor a
‘perverted sadist.’ Ibid., 152, 276.

46 Eichmann had a modest background. Born in Solingen (Western Germany) on March 19, 1906, Adolf was the
eldest of five. The family moved to Linz
(Northeastern Austria) in 1913, when he
was seven. His mother died three years
later. His father was an accountant.
Eichmann never graduated from high
school nor from the Höhere Bundeslehranstalt für Elektrotechnik, Maschinenbau
und Hochbau that he briefly attended.
He began working for his father, who
had started his own business. In 1927
he got his first real job as a travelling
salesman. Eichmann was fired from
this job in the spring of 1933; according
to Eichmann because work was scarce
and unmarried employees were fired.
(Arendt finds this explanation unsatisfactory.) In April 1932 he joined the
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National Socialist Party, and seven
months later the SS (Schutzstaffel, protection echelon). He was introduced
to the Party and the SS by his friend
Ernst Kaltenbrunner, who was to become his superior in the near future.
During Eichmann’s unemployment,
the Austrian Chancellor Engelbert
Dolfuß forbade the Nazi Party in
Austria. Eichmann moved to Germany
and did fourteen months of military
training before getting a job in the
SD (Sicherheitsdienst, security service)
of the SS in September 1934. Ibid., 29.
The tension between his clumsiness
and his diligence, his varying luck and
his ambition, remains throughout her
story of Eichmann. Also see Cesarani,
Eichmann, 20, 22, 31. Cesarani’s biography is an excellent source for up-to-date
knowledge on Eichmann. It also provides a clearer overview of Eichmann’s
career and activities than Arendt’s book
(her story follows the trial’s structure).
Different perspectives on Eichmann
(and his department) in Bettina Stangneth, Eichmann vor Jerusalem – Das
unbehelligte Leben eines Massenmörders
(Zürich 2011). Deborah Lipstadt, The
Eichmann Trial (New York 2011). Yaacov
Lozowick, ‘Malicious clerks. the Nazi
Secutiry Police and the banality of
evil’, in: Steven E. Aschheim ed., Hannah
Arendt in Jerusalem (2001) 214-223. Hans
Safrian, Die Eichmann-Männer (Wien,
Zürich 1993).

47 According to Cesarani, this was
not a matter of chance: Eichmann was
recruited for this department. Cesarani’s
depiction of Eichmann’s early career
revolves more around choice and less
around chance than Arendt’s. Cesarani’s
Eichmann at this stage is more successful than Arendt’s, and more powerful
– although he remains a follower, not
an initiator, a man who looks for father
figures in his superiors and friends. For
instance Cesarani, Eichmann, 6-7, 43, 45,
47, 66, 69.

48

Ibid., 38-39.

49 Arendt, EIJ, 37-38. Compare
Cesarani, Eichmann, 40, 45.

50 Arendt, EIJ, 44. Cesarani,
Eichmann, 60.

51 In opposition to the prosecution,
Arendt states this was not all Eichmann’s doing, although he himself
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not yet shifted entirely to the persecution of Jews qua Jews.’ 49
In March 1938, immediately after the Austrian Anschluss,
Eichmann was sent to Vienna, to organise the expulsion (or,
as the Nazi euphemism went, “emigration”) of the Viennese
Jews. In January he had been promoted to Untersturmführer
and lauded for his ‘comprehensive knowledge of the methods
of organisation and ideology of the opponent, Jewry.’ 50 Eichmann was extremely productive in Vienna, Arendt writes: ‘In
eight months, forty-five thousand Jews left Austria, whereas
no more than nineteen thousand left Germany in the same
period; in less than eighteen months, Austria was “cleansed”
of close to a hundred fifty thousand people, roughly sixty per
cent of its Jewish population.’ 51 Thus Eichmann became an
“emigration” specialist, was promoted to Obersturmführer,
and became head of a newly created department tasked with
the expulsion: the Zentralstelle für jüdische Auswanderung
(Central Office for Jewish Emigration).52 On November 9, 1938,
Reichskristallnacht revealed the violent nature of the regime’s
anti-Semitism. The number of Jews who wanted to emigrate
rose dramatically. In Eichmann’s warped mind this was the
happiest time of his life, his finest hour. Arendt’s description of
these years follows Eichmann’s own story, punctuated by her
sarcastic comments. For example when she writes that Eichmann respected the Zionists (as opposed to Assimilationist
and Orthodox Jews) because he recognised them as ‘idealists,’ something he considered himself to be. Arendt’s deprecating tone here was not always recognised by hostile reviewers – they thought she agreed with Eichmann.53
The second phase in Eichmann’s career as presented by
Arendt, is the chaotic period between the expulsion of Jews
and the Final Solution: the time of mass “evacuation” and “resettlement” that began with the outbreak of the war on September 1st 1939. Everything changed again, Arendt writes:
now the Nazi regime became ‘openly totalitarian and openly criminal.’ An important part of this coming out was the integration of the SD, the security service of the party, with the
security police of the state (Sicherheitspolizei), to become
the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA), the Head Office for
Reich Security. Why was this so important? Because, writes
Arendt, ‘in the space of a day, a most important part of the old
civil services was incorporated into the most radical section
of the Nazi hierarchy.’ The radicalisation of the civil service
went without a hitch, Arendt writes: ‘No one, as far as I know,
protested, or resigned his job.’ 54 Within this new RHSA, Eich-
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mann became the head of the department for Auswanderung
und Räumung (Emigration and Evacuation), in December
1939.55 Although it was still official Reich policy, in the context
of the war forced emigration was no longer a viable solution
to “the Jewish problem.” It was a time of experiment, according to Arendt: the forced emigration was becoming decidedly more forceful. Within the ‘absurdly complicated’ Reich bureaucracy, competing outfits were testing different ways to
get rid of Jews and other undesired people.56 As soon as the
war began, Volksdeutsche were hauled Heim ins Reich from
the newly acquired territories. Jews and Poles were sent the
other way, expelled from the Reich to make room for the ethnic Germans.57 As an emigration expert, Eichmann threatened
to become obsolete.58 To keep up, Eichmann said, he initiated three schemes for the “resettlement” of the Jews. All three
plans failed miserably. Because, Eichmann said, many people
were now vying for a part in “solving the Jewish problem” and
kept interfering with his work. ‘A hard luck story if ever there
was one,’ Arendt remarks sarcastically.59
Although she does not say so explicitly, a large part of
Arendt’s Eichmann-portrait is dedicated to excluding anti-Semitism as a motive for his deeds. The idée reçue at the
time was that anti-Semitism was the sole driving force behind the Nazi murder of the Jews.60 Prosecutor Hausner held
an extreme version of this view: he presented the Nazi genocide as the ultimate pogrom. In opposition to this view, Arendt
presents Eichmann’s work with the SS not as a straight road
to Auschwitz, starting from and paved by an intense hatred of
Jews. Instead, she describes a period of trial and error, of increasingly radical ideas and measures. A period that ended in
something none had imagined at the start. The Nazis did not
set out to destroy the Jewish people. Neither did Eichmann,
Arendt thinks, something the trial judges also concluded.61
Eichmann kept stressing that in the early years he ‘thought of
hardly anything but a “political solution” (as opposed to the
later “physical solution”: the “political” meaning expulsion and
the “physical” extermination),’ Arendt writes.62
The experimental phase between expulsion and murder
lasted until the invasion of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941
(Operation Barbarossa). Again, everything changed. In March,
Eichmann’s department in the RSHA had already been reshuffled and renamed. His new department was responsible for
Judenangelegenheiten und Räumungsangelegenheiten (Jewish Affairs and Evacuation Affairs).63 ‘From then on,’ Arendt

bragged that it was. Arendt, EIJ, 44-45.
Cesarani agrees that Eichmann’s account was ‘self-aggrandizing’, but also
stresses Eichmann’s power and cruelty
even at this early stage of the persecution. Cesarani, Eichmann, 62-70.

52 Idem, Eichmann, 66-67, 69. More on
Eichmann’s crimes in Vienna in Doron
Rabinovici, Instanzen der Ohnmacht.
Wien 1938-1945. der Weg zum Judenrat
(Frankfurt 2000). Gabriele Anderl and
Dirk Rupnow, Die Zentralstelle für
jüdische Auswanderung als Beraubungsinstitution (Wien 2002). Lisa Hauff, Zur
politischen Rolle von Judenräten. Benjamin
Murmelstein in Wien 1938-1942 (Göttingen 2013).

53 Arendt’s argumentation on the
pre-war years in Nazi Germany was
one of the reasons she was accused of
sympathising with Eichmann, instead
of with his victims: to hostile reviewers,
she appeared to agree with Eichmann
that he was an ‘idealist’, while ridiculing his victims. See for instance Arendt,
EIJ, 40.

54

Ibid., 68.

55 This was Referat (department) IV D
4 of the RHSA Cesarani, Eichmann, 81.

56 According to Arendt, the chaos was
made up of the Higher SS and Police
Leaders, who outranked Eichmann and
were directly under Himmler in the
chain of command; the Foreign Office;
the Army commanders in the East,
‘who liked to solve problems “on the
spot,” which meant shooting’; the Army
commanders in the West, who were not
so cooperative in the “solving process”;
and the Gauleiter, the regional leaders,
who initiated deportation themselves to
make sure their region would be judenrein as soon as possible. Arendt, EIJ, 71,
78, 151-152. Also see Cesarani, Eichmann,
80-85.

57 In Arendt’s view, the first deportations from the Reich were try-outs,
to see how the Jewish and non-Jewish
population would respond. They were
a success: the Jews hardly protested, the
Germans hardly protested. This led the
Nazis to conclude that deportations of
Jews from anywhere would be a breeze.
In this however, they were mistaken.
Countries on the receiving end of the
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deportations were less than cooperative
– something of which the oblivious
Eichmann still complained in court.
And even if foreign countries were not
very fond of Jews either, the “solution”
of killing them was too radical for
most. Hannah Arendt, as usual, takes no
prisoners in her description of events:
‘Few of them put it as bluntly as a
member of the Spanish embassy in Berlin – “If only one could be sure they
wouldn’t be liquidated,” he said of some
six hundred Jews of Spanish descent
who had been given Spanish passports
[to help them], though they had never
been in Spain, and whom the Franco
Government wished very much to
transfer to German jurisdiction – but
most of them thought precisely along
these lines.’ Arendt, EIJ, 154, 156-157.

58 According to Cesarani, this is a lie
of Eichmann’s: he was very well placed
for the new project of deportation.
Cesarani does however agree that the
competition made Eichmann’s job
more difficult. Compare Ibid., 67, 70-71.
Cesarani, Eichmann, 77, 81-82, 87, 93.

59 Arendt, EIJ, 72. This was another
sarcastic remark that was food for the
accusation that she sympathised with
Eichmann. “Eichmann’s” three ideas,
Arendt explains, the Nisko plan, the
Madagascar plan and the Theresienstadt camp, were not his at all. Eichmann had remembered one thing
correctly, though: Theresienstadt was
the only camp which was not transferred to the Wirtschaftsverwaltungshauptamt (WVHA). ‘It was the only
camp in which he had at least some
of the power which the prosecution
in Jerusalem ascribed to him,’ Arendt
writes. She argues Eichmann had told
the Theresienstadt story of his own
free will, thereby directly implicating
himself in the Final Solution. He also
told, without being prompted, that by
the time he was setting up Theresienstadt, he had already known about the
Führer’s order for the Final Solution.
That Theresienstadt was to become a
‘showplace to the outside world’, Eichmann probably did not know, Arendt
claims. That sort of thing was ‘altogether outside the scope of his competence.’
Ibid., 76-78, 80-82. Arendt was mistaken:
Eichmann’s role in all three schemes
was bigger than she estimated, and he
knew exactly what Theresienstadt was.
More up to date information on these
plans, the evolution of the Final Solution and Eichmann’s involvement in
Cesarani, Eichmann, 78-90.
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writes, ‘though he was not yet aware of the Final Solution, he
should have been aware not only that emigration had definitely come to an end, but that deportation was to take its place.
But Eichmann was not a man to take hints, and since no one
had yet told him differently, he continued to think in terms of
emigration.’ 64 Eichmann was always slow to grasp the rapidly
radicalising environment he worked in, Arendt thinks. So only
when Heydrich explicitly told him, in August, did he understand that the new and “final” solution for the Jews would not
be the “resettlement” he had been working on, but mass murder.65 Initially Eichmann was deeply shocked by this new ‘solution through violence.’ However at the Wannsee conference of
January 1942 Eichmann saw that the elite of the civil service
was not shocked by, but enthusiastic about this Final Solution. And so began the third phase of Eichmann’s career: as
an expert in the deportation of Jews to ghettoes and camps.66
In 1942, Eichmann’s office became the transportation hub
for the Final Solution of the Jewish problem. Eichmann had
to make sure people were ready for deportation at the right
time, and that transports did not arrive at a camp when its
capacity for absorption had been reached.67 With each country the Nazis occupied, Eichmann’s workload grew. Nevertheless, according to Eichmann, his career was over when the
Final Solution began: he lost his ‘monopoly’ over the Judenfrage.68 His last promotion, to Obersturmbannführer, was in
October 1941.69 The new and final solution became the business of primarily the Einsatzgruppen and the Wirtschaftsverwaltungshauptamt (WVHA). The WVHA decided where the
Jews would be shipped to and how they would be murdered.
Eichmann’s department did the logistics: ‘it was always up to
him and his men how many Jews could or should be transported from any given area, and it was through his office that the
ultimate destination of the shipment was cleared, though that
destination was not determined by him.’ 70 To make sure everything ran efficiently, he needed to get the trains, fill them
up and make sure they arrived at their pick up and destination
points at exactly the right time. As for the victims, he needed to make sure that enough were arrested and gathered at
the right time, inside and outside of the Reich, which meant
endless negotiating with Nazi and non-Nazi officials. However excruciatingly complex these logistics were, Arendt writes,
‘[a]s far as Eichmann was concerned [...] his department had
become merely instrumental.’ 71 After the war, everyone of
course denied ever having volunteered for a part in the Final
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Solution, let alone having been a part of this intense competition to be involved in mass murder. ‘One of the chief objective
mistakes’ of the prosecution, Arendt remarks, was that they
uncritically used self-exculpating testimony of high-ranking
Nazis, to blame Eichmann alone.72
By the time the Final Solution began, the high point of Eichmann’s career was over, Arendt agrees with Eichmann. However, even though his rise in the ranks had stalled, and even
though his place in the hierarchy was not very high, his office
became very important. This complex reality is Arendt’s response to prosecutor Hausner’s black-and-white world. Hausner presented Eichmann as the evil genius behind the murder of the Jews. Eichmann was ‘the man who lorded over the
ghettoes in Poland,’ Hausner claimed; ‘he was the one who
planned, initiated and organized, who instructed others to
spill this ocean of blood, and to use all the means of murder,
theft, and torture.’ 73 By contrast, Arendt paints the complex
reality of the Nazi bureaucracy: a chaotic web of competing
organisations and departments. Apart from a complex hierarchy, Arendt says, there was intense rivalry between the different institutions. To illustrate her point that Eichmann was
not nearly as important as the prosecution made him out to
be, Arendt goes through the chain of command for Eichmann’s
department, using Hilberg’s The destruction. It shows Eichmann’s place away from the top, and among competition. His
department might have been important, she argues, but it was
only one among many organisations making the Final Solution
possible.74 As the man responsible for the deportations, Eichmann played a crucial part. But he did not design, organise or
execute the entire mass murder: the engineer of the murder of
Europe’s Jews was Richard Heydrich. Eichmann decided how
to ship people and when, but he decided neither on their final
destination nor on their fates: that was all decided by Himmler.
Eichmann got most of his orders from Himmler, via his superiors Heinrich Müller and Ernst Kaltenbrunner.
Arendt argues that Eichmann’s responsibilities were greatly exaggerated by the prosecution.75 What is more, the exaggeration of Eichmann’s crimes and character was unnecessary, Arendt says. Hausner did not have to puff up Eichmann
to get his conviction: Eichmann himself freely admitted he
had helped organise mass murder, and that he had known
he was doing so.76 He knew he was transporting the Jews to
their death. Arendt concludes: ‘He saw just enough to be fully informed of how the destruction machinery worked: that

60 One can find this theory in many
places: Reitlinger’s influential book is
but one example. On this score however,
Arendt sided with Raul Hilberg. One
of the reasons that Hilberg’s work was
so important, is that he was the first
to observe that the Nazi bureaucracy
itself was a vector in the mass murder.
Cesarani also depicts this increasing
radicalisation of anti-Jewish policy. His
position on Eichmann’s anti-Semitism
is in between Arendt’s and Hausner’s:
Eichmann did not start out or become
an anti-Semitic ‘demon’, but anti-Semitism was certainly a motive for his
crimes. Eichmann absorbed the clinical
anti-Semitic ideology that the Nazis
gradually developed. Gerald Reitlinger,
The Final Solution. the Attempt to Exterminate the Jews of Europe, 1939-1945 (New
York 1953). Cesarani, Eichmann, 4, 6-8,
16, 32, 58, 156-157, 300, 360, 362.
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Arendt, EIJ, 244, 267.
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Ibid., 40-41.

63 This was Referat IV B 4 of the
RHSA Cesarani, Eichmann, 274.
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Arendt, EIJ, 157.

65 Ibid., 83-85. The American historian Christopher Browning has critically
examined this part of Eichmann’s
testimony: he thinks it provides valuable information about the decision
date of the Final Solution, one of the
key contested issues among Holocaust
historians. Christopher R. Browning,
Collected memories. Holocaust history and
postwar testimony (Madison, WI 2003),
22-36. Detailed, critical examinations of
Eichmann’s testimony include Stangneth, Eichmann vor Jerusalem – Das
unbehelligte Leben eines Massenmörders.
Irmtrud Wojak, Eichmanns Memoiren.
Ein kritischer Essay. Wissenschaftliche
Reihe des Fritz-Bauer-Instituts (Frankfurt 2001). Christian Gerlach, ‘The
Eichmann interrogations in Holocaust
historiography’, Holocaust and Genocide
Studies 15 no.3 (2001) 428-452.

66 Arendt, EIJ, 114. Cesarani, based on
later research, gives a different sequence
of events. His depiction of Eichmann
in the period is very close to Arendt’s:
Cesarani’s Eichmann is a little less naive
and shocked at these events, yet certainly not a ‘conscienceless perpetrator
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of genocide’ from the start, but a ‘middle-ranking player’ who aptly adapted
to a changing environment. Eichmann
was aware of an impending ‘Final
Solution’ at an early stage, although the
nature of this solution first (until the
Wannsee conference) appeared to be
deportation to Russia. Cesarani, Eichmann, 10-11, 89-90, 98-99, 101, 104-105,
107, 115-116.

67 Arendt treats this in chapters X, XI
and XII.

68 Arendt, EIJ, 70-71. ‘Technically and
organisationally,’ she writes, ‘Eichmann’s
position was not very high; his post
turned out to be such an important
one only because the Jewish question,
for purely ideological reasons, acquired
a greater importance with every day
and week and month of the war, until,
in the years of defeat – from 1943
on – it had grown to fantastic proportions. When that happened, his was still
the only office that officially dealt with
nothing but “the opponent, Jewry,” but
in fact he had lost his monopoly, because by then all offices and apparatuses, State and Party, Army and S.S., were
busy “solving” that problem.’

69 The invasion of the Soviet Union
ended what Eichmann, in (according to
Arendt) his awful obliviousness, called
‘the era of searching for a solution in
the interest of both sides.’ The end of
that era meant the end of his career,
Eichmann claimed. Ibid., 78. This
was of course nonsense: Eichmann
overcame the threatening end of his
career as an expert in expulsion, and
his career as a deportation expert was a
move upwards to ‘managing director of
the greatest single genocide in history.’
Cesarani, Eichmann, 116-117.
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Arendt, EIJ, 153.
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Ibid., 79.

72 Many high-ranking Nazis dumped
blame on Eichmann after the war,
which was easy to do as Eichmann
was not present. According to Browning, Eichmann’s defence was largely
constructed as an attempt to counter
incriminating testimony of Rudolf
Höss. At Nuremberg, Eichmann’s former subordinate Dieter Wisliceny tried
to “save his skin” by pinning the blame
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there were two different methods of killing, shooting and gassing; that the shooting was done by the Einsatzgruppen and
the gassing at the camps, either in chambers or in mobile
gas vans; and in the camps elaborate precautions were taken to fool the victims right up to the end.’ 77 That should have
closed the case for the prosecution, Arendt writes. Eichmann’s
guilt was evident. What Eichmann had done had been established long before the trial, and repeatedly been confessed by
Eichmann himself. ‘There was more than enough, as he occasionally pointed out, to hang him.’ The formal legal question of whether he was ‘legally responsible’ and ‘medically
sane’ – that is, had he known exactly what he was doing – had
been answered by the Israeli police interrogations. These confirmed that Eichmann had known and seen where he shipped
the Jews, ‘and he had been shocked out of his wits.’ 78 What
was legally relevant was the question of circumstance: had he
done these things under the threat of death, or had he done
anything to avert or lessen the consequences of his deeds?79
The answers to these questions in Eichmann’s case were also
self-evident: it was well known that SS-members could ask to
be transferred, Arendt says, if they were members of the Einsatzgruppen, for instance. They might have faced disciplinary
measures, but never death. Eichmann admitted he would have
found it ‘inadmissible’ to back out of an assignment with an
excuse, as others around him had done. Furthermore, he had
always done his duty and had been proud of that – he would
never have thought of sabotaging his orders in one way or another. To the contrary: he had executed his orders to the best
of his abilities, which meant ‘aggravating’ rather than ‘reducing’ the consequences of his deeds, says Arendt. If he had
been put in a position where he had to kill directly, Eichmann
claimed, he would have committed suicide. In any case, no
one would have put him in that spot, he said: according to him
the people in charge ‘knew full well the limits to which a person can be driven.’ 80
Arendt praises the judgment by the court of first instance.
Although the judges convicted Eichmann on all fifteen counts
of the indictment, they corrected much of the exaggeration
of Eichmann’s role, and refused the political purpose the trial was supposed to serve.81 Arendt writes: ‘[…] they intended
to concentrate on what had been done instead of on what the
Jews had suffered.’ And that was what the trial was supposed
to be about, Arendt reiterates: the deeds of the accused, not
the history of a people. ‘In an obvious rebuff to the prosecu-

2: Arendt’s positions on the controversial issues

tion, [the judges] said explicitly that sufferings on so gigantic a
scale were “beyond human understanding,” a matter for “great
authors and poets,” and did not belong in a courtroom, whereas the deeds and motives that had caused them were neither
beyond understanding nor beyond judgment.’ 82 On December 15, 1961, Eichmann’s death sentence was pronounced. His
appeal case started on March 22, 1962; the proceedings took
only a week. In contrast to the judgment by the court of first
instance, Arendt considers the verdict of the Appeal Court to
be a complete failure. The appeal judges copied the reasoning of the prosecution, down to their choice of words. Arendt
comments: ‘The judges now stated that “the idea of the Final
Solution would never have assumed the infernal forms of the
flayed skin and tortured flesh of millions of Jews without the
fanatical zeal and unquenchable blood thirst of the appellant
and his accomplices.” ’ 83 Eichmann wrote a plea for mercy on
the same day, to no avail. He was swiftly hanged, on May 31.
‘The execution took place less than two hours after Eichmann
was informed of the rejection of his plea for mercy; ‘ Arendt
writes, ‘there had not even been time for a last meal.’ 84
PART II: A new type of criminal. Arendt’s controversial

on Eichmann. As did his superior and
friend Ernst Kaltenbrunner. Browning,
Collected memories. Holocaust history and
postwar testimony, 7-8. Birn, ‘Fifty years
after. a critical look at the Eichmann
trial’, 460, 463-465. Arendt, EIJ, 71-72,
203. Kaltenbrunner’s testimony on
Eichmann can be read online via the
Avalon Project of Yale Law School, at
<http://avalon.law.yale.edu/imt/04-1146.asp>; as can Wisliceny’s, at <http://
avalon.law.yale.edu/imt/01-03-46.asp#wisliceny> (both accessed February 2, 2016).
Hausner referred to Höss’ and Wisliceny’s testimony in his opening speech:
The Nizkor Project, The Trial of Adolf
Eichmann, Sessions 6-8, the Attorney
General’s opening speech, part 4 of 10.
<http://www.nizkor.org/hweb/people/e/
eichmann-adolf/transcripts/Sessions/
Session-006-007-008-04.html> (accessed
February 2, 2016).

73 The Nizkor Project, The Trial of
Adolf Eichmann, Sessions 6-8, the Attorney General’s opening speech, part
1 and 4 of 10. <http://www.nizkor.org/
hweb/people/e/eichmann-adolf/transcripts/Sessions/Session-006-007-008-01.
html> and <http://www.nizkor.org/
hweb/people/e/eichmann-adolf/transcripts/Sessions/Session-006-007-008-04.
html> (accessed February 2, 2016).

positions on Eichmann
Eichmann according to Arendt: a boaster with a bad
memory; an empty man
Arendt’s discussion with prosecutor Hausner focused on what
crimes Eichmann had precisely committed. By contrast, the
controversy on the book Eichmann in Jerusalem was not at all
concerned with Eichmann’s deeds, but with his motives, with
the nature of his evil. Was he the anti-Semitic monster, the
‘perverted sadist’ that Hausner that described, or was he the
empty careerist that Arendt made of him? In this discussion,
the border between fact and interpretation – a core question
of the historical profession – was hotly contested. In the controversy, the differences of opinion on Eichmann often hinged
on the question whether Eichmann’s testimony was to be believed or not. Arendt and her fiercest opponents discussed this
issue at length. According to prosecutor Hausner, Eichmann
nearly always lied, except when he said something bizarre that
confirmed the prosecution’s picture of the bloodthirsty anti-Semite. In response to Hausner, Arendt claimed Eichmann
had a penchant for bragging, which explained some of these

74 Hilberg’s The Destruction of the
European Jews presented the first clear
organisational overview of the Reich
bureaucracy to the general public. His
book was not available in the preparation for the trial (The Destruction was
published in 1961, the trial began April
11, 1961). The specialists of the German
Zentrale Stelle der Landesjustizverwaltungen zur Aufklärung nationalsozialistischer
Verbrechen could have helped the prosecution to find their way in the bureaucratic chaos that was the Reich; however,
they were not consulted. Hilberg later
wrote on Arendt’s underestimation
of Eichmann’s achievements in this
bureaucracy: ‘She did not recognize the
magnitude of what this man had done
with his small staff [...]. She did not discern the pathways that Eichmann had
found in the thicket of the German
administrative machine for his unprecedented actions.’ Arendt, EIJ, 68-71. Birn,
‘Fifty years after. a critical look at the
Eichmann trial’, 450, 456-458. Hilberg,
The politics of memory, 150.

75 During the trial it turned out that
Eichmann’s ‘role in the Final Solution
[…] had been wildly exaggerated,’ writes
Arendt. According to Arendt this had
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happened for three reasons: Eichmann’s
self-incriminating boasting; the self-exculpatory testimony of his fellow SSmen at Nuremberg; and the fact that
Eichmann was the mediator, the one
who had been in contact with all the
Jewish leaders. The prosecution had
only added to this exaggeration. The
District Court’s judgment corrected
most of it in its historical account of
events and Eichmann’s role in them.
Arendt, EIJ, 210. Cesarani, Eichmann,
119. German-Canadian historian Ruth
Bettina Birn points out that at the time,
specialists already knew that ‘there had
been 20 to 30 perpetrators of the same
importance as Eichmann.’ According
to Birn, ‘one reason Eichmann gained
such prominence is that because of his
activities in Hungary and in forced
emigration, he was in personal contact
with Jewish leaders. Many of them
survived. Eichmann’s superior, Heinrich
Müller, was little known publicly.’ Birn,
‘Fifty years after. a critical look at the
Eichmann trial’, 454, 454n462.

76 Arendt describes four instances in
which Eichmann was directly confronted with the murder of Jewish people.
The first time, he was shown the gas
chambers at Treblinka being built,
which left him ‘physically weak.’ The
second time, he was sent to Chelmno
and saw mobile gas vans at work. Again
Eichmann was very upset. His third
confrontation with the mass murder
was when he was sent to Minsk to
inspect the mass shootings. He did not
see much in Minsk, but got a full tour
of the proceedings when he stopped
of at Lwów on the way back. ‘A ditch
had been [dug] there,’ Eichmann testified, ‘which was already filled in. And
there was, gushing from the earth, a
spring of blood like a fountain. Such
a thing I had never seen before. I had
had enough of my commission, and
I went back to Berlin and reported to
Gruppenführer Müller.’ Eichmann
explained to Müller that he was not
‘tough enough’ to see these kinds of
things. And yet nine months later
Müller sent him back to Treblinka,
now a fully operational death camp.
Eichmann saw a large group of naked
people entering the gas chamber, his
fourth confrontation with the reality
of the genocide. He visited Auschwitz,
too. This time, he was in luck: Eichmann was friendly with commander
Höss, who ‘spared him the gruesome
sights.’ Christopher Browning has written a detailed, critical examination of
these and several other events in Eichmann’s testimony that concern the start
of the mass murder; as Arendt does,
Browning argues that parts of this testi-

48

bizarre statements. She also thought Eichmann had spoken
the truth on many occasions, especially when the Israeli police
had questioned him. In addition, she thought Eichmann spoke
the truth more often than many of his former colleagues did:
they gave self-serving testimony, while Eichmann often unwittingly incriminated himself. Arendt’s main standpoint on
Eichmann – that he was a new type of criminal – leaned heavily
on the truth of Eichmann’s claims. Or, in some cases, on Eichmann’s believing that his claims were true. In turn, Arendt’s
opponents in the controversy were convinced that Eichmann
was speaking the truth when Arendt said he was bragging.
Conversely, they believed that Eichmann lied when Arendt
said he was speaking the truth. In the book, Arendt’s certainty in knowing when Eichmann is bragging, lying or telling the
truth, is not always backed up by arguments such as the written record, or testimony of others. It seems Eichmann tells the
truth when it suits Arendt’s views about his personality and
the extraordinary nature of his crime: that his emptiness was
not feigned, that his conscience was clear after a certain point
in time, that he did not remember certain things. Arendt’s opponents in the controversy also claimed that Eichmann was lying or telling the truth when it suited their views: that he was a
monster; a radically evil man; a fanatic anti-Semite; a sly manipulator; mastermind of the murder, et cetera.85
According to Arendt, Eichmann was a braggart by nature.
Throughout his life, he had always made himself more grand
than he actually was. More importantly, ‘bragging was the
vice that was Eichmann’s undoing,’ Arendt writes. According
to her, his capture was a direct consequence of ‘his compulsion to talk big.’ 86 Only after he had been captured, he told a
less grand, more truthful story of his life: to the police officer
charged with questioning him, Captain Avner Less; and in the
memoirs he wrote in the Jerusalem jail.87 Arendt gives several examples of Eichmann’s ‘obvious boasting.’ Such as his infamous quote, from the end of the war: ‘I will jump into my
grave laughing, because the fact that I have the death of five
million Jews on my conscience gives me extraordinary satisfaction.’ This quote was (and still is) often used to prove Eichmann’s malicious anti-Semitism. But, says Arendt, during
his trial Eichmann also expressed shame about having hit
the leader of the Jewish community in Vienna, Josef Löwenherz.88 How could one reconcile his cartoonish ant-Semitic
boast with shame over having hit a Jewish man in the face? Either he was a very sly and cynical liar, concocting the impres-
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sion of genuine shame during his trial; or he was relishing his
own boast when he said ‘I will jump into my grave…’ Arendt
thinks the latter is more likely.
Eichmann also had a bad memory, Arendt says, which was
as detrimental to his defence as his boasting was: Eichmann
often incriminated himself, or told a story that was less favourable to his defence than the truth. For example, when Heydrich unveiled the Final Solution to Eichmann, he also told
Eichmann that the whole operation was to be executed under the authority of the WVHA and not of the RSHA. This fact
Eichmann had very inconveniently forgotten at his trial in Jerusalem.89 By contrast, what Eichmann remembered very
well according to Arendt, were the key moments in his career. Times when he had felt “elated,” as he himself called it.
Eichmann reinvented himself for each era in his life, Arendt
says, keeping his spirits up with self-fabricated mottoes that
went with the new mood of the new era.90 Notwithstanding
his bad memory, Eichmann had an ‘astounding virtuosity in
never discarding a mood and its catch phrase once and for all
when they became incompatible with a new era,’ according
to Arendt. Moreover, she argues, outside factors (specific language from the Nazi era, for instance) could trigger him into
“relapsing” into one of his past eras.91 With these mottoes and
relapses, Arendt explains the discrepancies between some of
Eichmann’s bizarre statements. She writes:
He had not forgotten a single one of the sentences of his that
at one time or another had served to give him a ‘sense of elation.’ [...] In his mind, there was no contradiction between [his
motto] ‘I will jump into my grave laughing’, appropriate for the
end of the war, and [his motto] ‘I shall gladly hang myself in
public as a warning example for all anti-Semites on this earth,’
which now, under vastly different circumstances, fulfilled exactly the same function of giving him a lift.92
Eichmann’s conflicting mottoes outraged the judges, Arendt
notes, and led them to believe he was not just a liar, but a
stone cold one.93 Arendt’s plight to take Eichmann seriously
does not mean that she thinks he is always telling the truth.
However, she is willing to believe more of his ‘crazy’ stories
than the judges and the prosecution do, because she thinks
Eichmann really perceived reality as he told it. Eichmann was
too oblivious to cover up an intelligent, evil personality with
feigned emptiness, Arendt argues.94 ‘To be sure,’ she writes,

mony seem truthful. Arendt, EIJ, 87, 89.
Browning, Collected memories. Holocaust
history and postwar testimony, 3-36.

77 Arendt, EIJ, 89-90. He knew more
than that, in fact: compare Cesarani’s
descriptions of Theresienstadt; and of
the deportations and the death marches
in Hungary.
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Ibid., 90.

79 This was relevant in the law under which he was tried, the Nazi and
Nazi Collaborators (Punishment) Law
of 1950. Arendt explains these clauses
of extenuating circumstance stemmed
from the fact that the law was originally designed for Jewish “collaborators.”
Ibid., 91.
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Ibid., 92.

81 The judgment refused these ‘higher purposes’ with the argument that
the court could not judge over ‘matters
outside the realm of law.’ Ibid., 244.
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Ibid., 211.

83 The Court of Appeal also wrote
that ‘[i]t was a fact that the appellant
had received no “superior orders” at all.
He was his own superior, and he gave
all orders in matter that concerned
Jewish affairs.’ Ibid., 210, 249.
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Ibid., 250.

85 Examples of where Arendt simply
“knows” that Eichmann is lying: Ibid.,
40-41, 43-45, 62-63, 81-82, 84. The question of where Eichmann lied and spoke
the truth is still an issue for historians.
According to Browning there is more
value in Eichmann’s testimony than
most historians think. Although Eichmann (just like other Nazis) painted
a self-serving narrative at the trial,
adapting his story as he went along,
parts of his earlier testimonies can be
used – if examined critically, and in
conjunction with other documentation
and testimony. Browning does think
that Arendt believed too much of what
Eichmann said, especially his ‘colossal
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lie’ that he was not an anti-Semite; and
that he was an ‘idealist’ in the early
stages of the Nazi persecution of the
Jews. Arendt is critical, if not wholly
unbelieving, of the third ‘colossal lie’
of Eichmann’s that Browning names:
that after a certain point, Eichmann
was only a passive receiver of orders.
Browning, Collected memories. Holocaust
history and postwar testimony, 3-4, 9-10.
However, both Browning and Cesarani
agree that Eichmann at his trial was not
only slyly covering up his own role in
the mass murder; he was also incriminating himself; as well as forgetting
a lot of matters; as well as telling the
truth at times.
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Arendt, EIJ, 29, 46-47.

87 Arendt considers the hearings by
Less to be a confession. She quotes Less
himself, saying ‘I was Mr. Eichmann’s
father confessor.’ Ibid., 28. Less did not
approve of Arendt’s perspective on
Eichmann. Avner Less, ‘Lettre d’Avner
Less’, Preuves no.193 (March 1967) 93-95.

88 Arendt, EIJ, 47. In contrast to
Arendt, Cesarani uses the example of
Löwenherz to illustrate Eichmann’s
cruelty already in his Vienna days: he
writes that ‘Löwenherz would return
from meetings with Eichmann “broken
and crushed”.’ Cesarani, Eichmann,
63-66, 72.
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Arendt, EIJ, 84.

90 Even at the end of his life, Arendt
says, he continued this (ludicrous) practice. Ibid., 243, 247, 252.

91 After his capture he relapsed for
instance ‘whenever he was confronted
with tell-tale signs of an unregenerate
Nazi outlook.’ According to Arendt,
‘he excused himself with “There I go
again, the old song and dance” [die alte
Tour].’ During the trial one of the victim-witnesses testified of such a relapse.
When he had met Eichmann in Theresienstadt in 1945, Eichmann had ‘again
shown himself to be very interested in
Zionist matters.’ Ibid., 34, 65. Cesarani
completely disagrees with Arendt on
this issue: he argues that recent research
has shown that already in Vienna, Eichmann toyed with his victims. Cesarani,
Eichmann, 64-65, 71-72, 363, 382n313.
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‘the judges were right when they finally told the accused that
all he had said was “empty talk” – except that they thought the
emptiness was feigned, and that the accused wished to cover up other thoughts which, though hideous, were not empty.’ Arendt believes the opposite; Eichmann was empty. His
stories were unchanging, right up to the words he used to tell
them, says Arendt. ‘Eichmann, despite his rather bad memory, repeated word for word the same stock phrases and self-invented clichés.’ According to Arendt this consistency belies
the idea that he was lying or covering something up. She then
delivers her most damning verdict of the man:
The longer one listened to him, the more obvious it became
that his inability to speak was closely connected with an inability to think, namely, to think from the standpoint of someone else. No communication was possible with him, not because he lied but because he was surrounded by the most
reliable of all safeguards against the words and the presence
of others, and hence against reality as such.95
This resulted in testimony that was ‘not only ludicrous but
outright funny,’ Arendt writes.96 Consider, Arendt says, Eichmann’s account of forcing Jews to emigrate before the war: in
his eyes, he was working together with his victims. ‘The Jews
“desired” to emigrate, and he, Eichmann, was there to help
them. Because it so happened that the Nazi authorities had
expressed a desire to see their Reich judenrein. The two desires coincided and he, Eichmann, could “do justice to both
parties.” ’ 97 Arendt judges bitterly:
Despite all the efforts of the prosecution, everybody could see
that this man was not a ‘monster,’ but it was difficult indeed
not to suspect that he was a clown. And since this suspicion
would have been fatal to the whole enterprise, and was also
rather hard to sustain in view of the sufferings of millions of
people, his worst clowneries were hardly noticed and almost
never reported.98
If one wants to understand Eichmann, Arendt says, one has to
be prepared to take him seriously, and to accept that the most
disturbing things can be comical.99
Arendt only finds one positive thing about Eichmann: the
fact that, for the most part, he did not deny his crimes. She
does not explicitly praise him for this. Yet she often puts Eich-
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mann’s more or less frank testimony next to testimony from
other Nazis, who were blatantly lying. Eichmann comes out favourably in this contrast. Other than that, Arendt speaks only
in various modes of contempt about Eichmann: be it about his
lower middle class manner, his self-inflation, his uneducated
language use, et cetera.100
Do what the Führer would want you to: Eichmann’s own
thoughts on his responsibility and his inverted conscience
According to Arendt, Eichmann’s claims about his responsibility and his conscience should be taken seriously: they are
the key to understanding this new type of criminal and his new
type of crime. By not believing Eichmann, Arendt claims, those
conducting the trial ‘missed the greatest moral and even legal challenge of the whole case.’ 101 Eichmann was accused
of crimes against the Jewish people, crimes against humanity and war crimes on fifteen counts, to all of which ‘Eichmann
pleaded: “Not guilty in the sense of the indictment.” In what
sense then did he think he was guilty?’ Arendt asks.102 Eichmann thought the accusation of murder was incorrect, because
he ‘never killed any human being. I never gave an order to kill either a Jew or a non-Jew.’ He never did so because he was never ordered to do so, Arendt specifies: ‘he left no doubt that he
would have killed his own father if he had received an order to
that effect.’ What he kept saying, before and during the trial,
was that ‘he could be accused only of “aiding and abetting” the
annihilation of the Jews, which he declared in Jerusalem to have
been “one of the greatest crimes in the history of Humanity.” ’
103
Would Eichmann have pleaded guilty to a count of accessory to murder? Arendt thinks he might have, but he would have
made the same distinctions:
What he had done was a crime only in retrospect, and he had always been a law-abiding citizen, because Hitler’s orders, which
he had certainly executed to the best of his ability, had possessed ‘the force of law’ in the Third Reich. [...] He did not want
to be one of those who now pretended that ‘they had always
been against it’, whereas in fact they had been very eager to do
what they were told to do. [...] However, times change, and he
[...] ‘had arrived at different insights.’ What he had done he had
done, he did not want to deny it; rather, he proposed ‘to hang
myself in public as a warning example for all anti-Semites on
this earth.’ By this he did not mean to say that he regretted an-
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Arendt, EIJ, 53.

93 Eichmann himself was convinced
that he had a ‘gift for truth,’ Arendt
amusedly relates. In the ‘rambling notes’
for an interview he had given to a
Dutch ex-SS-man, Willem Stassen, Eichmann had warned ‘future historians to
be objective enough not to stray from
the path of this truth recorded here.’
An utterance Arendt finds ‘fantastic
because every line of these scribblings
shows his utter ignorance of everything
that was not directly, technically and
bureaucratically, connected with his
job, and also shows an extraordinarily
faulty memory.’ Ibid., 54. The German
historian Bettina Stangneth has recently conducted a minute examination
of these tapes. Stangneth, Eichmann vor
Jerusalem – Das unbehelligte Leben eines
Massenmörders. They are also discussed
in Wojak, Eichmanns Memoiren. Ein
kritischer Essay. Gerlach, ‘The Eichmann
interrogations in Holocaust historiography’.
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Arendt, EIJ, 48.

95

Ibid., 49.

96 Eichmann preached that he had
learned never to take an oath again, but
at court he chose to be sworn in. And
although he assured his examiner and
the court that he would never plead for
mercy, this was exactly what he did at
the end of the trial. ‘As far as Eichmann
was concerned, these were questions of
changing moods, and as long as he was
capable of finding, either in his memory or on the spur of the moment, an
elating stock phrase to go with them, he
was quite content, without ever becoming aware of anything like inconsistencies.’ Ibid., 55.

97 Ibid., 42, 47-48. Cesarani and
Browning completely disagree with
Arendt: Eichmann was not being horribly yet comically oblivious here, as she
claims: he was blatantly and cynically
lying. According to these historians
Eichmann was a lot less naive than
Arendt makes him out to be, and certainly not empty: he was fully ideologically committed, and his motive for the
murder was the new Nazi brand of anti-Semitism. Cesarani, Eichmann, 47-48.
Browning, Collected memories. Holocaust
history and postwar testimony, 9-10.
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Arendt, EIJ, 54.

99 In an interview she gave years after
the controversy, Arendt thought that
this had offended people most about
her approach of the subject matter: that
she had laughed at evil. Idem, Verstehen,
64, 132. Ursula Ludz and Roger Errera,
‘Transcript of telecast interview of
Hannah Arendt’. <http://www.rogererrera.fr/autres/docs/Transcript_Arendt.
pdf>. Jean-Claude Lubtchansky and
Roger Errera, Un certain regard. Hannah
Arendt (ORTF, July 6, 1974). Institut National Audiovisuel. <http://www.ina.fr/
video/CPF86655661/> She also referred
to this in a famous German interview
in 1964 Arendt, Verstehen, 64.
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105 Arendt does write at the end of
her book, in her alternative judgment
of Eichmann: ‘But you said you had
never acted from base motives, that you
had never had any inclination to kill
anybody, that you had never hated Jews,
and still that you could not have acted
otherwise and that you did not feel
guilty. We find this difficult, though
not altogether impossible, to believe;
there is some, though not very much,
evidence against you in this matter of
motivation and conscience that could
be proved beyond reasonable doubt. […]
And no matter through what accidents
of exterior or interior circumstances
you were pushed onto the road of
becoming a criminal, there is an abyss
between the actuality of what you did
and the potentiality of what others
might have done. We are concerned
here only with what you did, and not
with the possible noncriminal nature
of your inner life and of your motives
or with the criminal potentialities of
those around you.’ Ibid., 279.

106 Arendt writes: ‘In Jerusalem,
confronted with documentary proof of
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ything: ‘Repentance is for little children.’ (Sic!) Even under considerable pressure from his lawyer, he did not change this position.104
Arendt says we should take Eichmann’s testimony seriously not
only on the question of his responsibility, but also on the question of his conscience. The indictment rested on three assumptions: that Eichmann had acted on purpose; ‘out of base motives’; ‘and in full knowledge of the criminal nature of his deeds.’
Eichmann acknowledged he had committed his crimes on purpose, but denied that he had base motives and criminal intent:
‘He was perfectly sure that he was not what he called an innerer Schweinehund,’ Arendt writes, ‘a dirty bastard in the depths
of his heart; and as for his conscience, […] he would have had
a bad conscience only if he had not done what he had been
ordered to do – to ship millions of men, women, and children
to their death with great zeal and the most meticulous care.’
To a great extent, Arendt believes that Eichmann had no base
motives, and that he had no criminal intent either.105 Eichmann
helped to murder millions of people with a clear conscience,
because in Hitler’s Germany crimes like mass murder were legalised. The Führer wanted it, and the Führer’s word was law.106
Eichmann, in Arendt’s view, demonstrated what the Reich had
wrought: what she calls a ‘moral collapse’ of society. In other
words: an inversion of morality, of good and evil. All Eichmann
had to do turn his crimes into good deeds, was to align his conscience with the new, inverted morality. (This was not an invention of Arendt’s: Eichmann himself had described the ‘revaluation of values which was prescribed by the State.’ 107) Then
what motives did he have for his crimes? According to Arendt,
Eichmann was motivated by his desire to serve Hitler, a man
he was in awe of; his desire to make a career; his related desire
to be respected by society; and his desire to remain within the
boundaries of the law, in all he did.108
The question of Eichmann’s conscience was crucial to the
judges in the trial. For Arendt, Eichmann’s conscience had a
more general significance: ‘it was of great political interest to
know how long it takes an average person to overcome his innate repugnance to crime,’ she writes, ‘and what exactly happens to him once he has reached that point.’ 109 Her theory:
Eichmann still had (the remains of) a conscience when he began his work as a mass murderer, but he (completely) inverted
it shortly after.110 In the controversy, Arendt’s opponents often
latched onto two strained points in her argumentation on Eich-
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mann’s inverted conscience. One, her convoluted interpretation
of Eichmann’s use of Kant. Two, an incident during the last deportations from Hungary, what one might call the Himmler-episode. Arendt’s argumentation on these two matters is as follows.
Eichmann claimed that he had always lived by Kant’s categorical imperative. This imperative goes as follows: ‘Act only
on that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it
should become a universal law.’ Kant meant that through exercising his good judgment, man’s actions can reflect higher
moral principles. That Eichmann claimed to have done so, ‘was
outrageous on the face of it,’ Arendt writes, ‘and also incomprehensible, since Kant’s moral philosophy is so closely bound
up with man’s faculty of judgment, which rules out blind obedience,’ while Eichmann blindly obeyed the Führer’s word as
law. In court, Eichmann explained that he had stopped living according to this Kantian principle when his participation in the
Final Solution began. At the time, he had justified this by telling
himself that he could no longer control his actions and that he
could not ‘change anything.’ In fact, Arendt analyses, he had not
dismissed the categorical imperative. He had twisted it to fit his
own situation, she writes: ‘act as if the principle of your actions
were the same as that of the legislator or of the law of the land
– or, in Hans Frank’s formulation [...]: “Act in such a way that
the Führer, if he knew your action, would approve it.” ’ 111 Kant’s
idea was that a man discovers the principles of law by using his
“practical reason.” Eichmann, however, interpreted it to mean
that a man does no more than align his will with the principle
behind the law – in his case, Hitler.112
This extreme sense of duty and lawfulness finally led Eichmann to disobedience, Arendt claims, at the end of the war. She
calls this period ‘his last crisis of conscience.’ 113 That is to say
not a crisis of normal human conscience towards his victims;
but a crisis of his inverted conscience, of what he perceived as
his ‘duty.’ At the time, Himmler was giving out orders to stop
the Final Solution – he believed that would further his negotiations with the Allies. From Eichmann’s perspective, this went
against the Führer’s standing order to continue with the Final
Solution. Therefore, Himmler’s orders were wrong. The result:
Eichmann acted against Himmler’s orders, as he thought the
Führer would want.114 For instance, Eichmann made the death
marches from Hungary continue, against the order to stop
them.115 Arendt’s description of Eichmann’s activities in the occupied countries are not discussed in the controversy, except

his extraordinary loyalty to Hitler and
the Führer’s order, Eichmann tried a
number of times to explain that during
the Third Reich “the Führer’s words
had the force of law” (Führerworte haben
Gesetzeskraft), which meant, among
other things, that if the order came directly from Hitler it did not have to be
in writing. [...] Within this “legal” framework, every order contrary in letter or
spirit to a word spoken by Hitler was,
by definition, unlawful. [...] [I]t was not
an order but a law which had turned
them all into criminals. The distinction
between an order and the Führer’s
word was that the latter’s validity was
not limited in time and space, which
is the outstanding characteristic of the
former. This is also the true reason why
the Führer’s order for the Final Solution was followed by a huge shower of
regulations and directives, all drafted
by expert lawyers and legal advisers, not
by mere administrators; this order, in
contrast to ordinary orders, was treated
as a law. Needless to add, the resulting
legal paraphernalia, far from being a
mere symptom of German pedantry
or thoroughness, served most effectively
to give the whole business its outward
appearance of legality.’ Ibid., 148-150.

107 Ibid., 287. Cesarani replaces ‘revaluation’ with ‘inversion’ in his translation of Eichmann’s quote. Cesarani,
Eichmann, 313.

108 Arendt, EIJ, 44, 78, 127, 135-137,
149., In her Postscript however, Arendt
reduces his motive to one: ‘Except for an
extraordinary diligence in looking out
for his personal advancement, he had
no motives at all.’ Ibid., 287.
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Ibid., 93.

110 According to Arendt, proof lies in
the one time Eichmann went against
orders to save Jews: namely the first
time he was ordered to organise mass
deportations, in September 1941. ‘His
conscience functioned in the expected
way for about four weeks,’ she claims,
‘whereupon it began to function the
other way around.’ Arendt demonstrates this with the incident of his
first mass deportation assignment in
September 1941. Eichmann had to ship
twenty thousand Jews from the Rhineland and five thousand Roma and
Sinti to Riga or Minsk. He claimed he
sent them to the Lódz ghetto instead,
against orders, knowing that extermina-
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tion was not yet being prepared there.
This was the only time Eichmann
had tried to save Jews, Arendt argues,
and the only thing it showed is that
he did have a conscience. Here she was
mistaken: Eichmann’s claim that he had
tried to save these Jews was a barefaced
lie, he was simply carrying out orders
to deport them. Ibid., 91-95. Browning,
Collected memories. Holocaust history and
postwar testimony, 29-31, 34-35. Cesarani,
Eichmann, 96, 276.
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Arendt, EIJ, 136.

112 According to Arendt, this was
not only Eichmann’s interpretation of
Kant’s categorical imperative. ‘Much of
the horribly painstaking thoroughness
in the execution of the Final Solution
[...] can be traced to the odd notion,’
Arendt claims, ‘indeed very common in
Germany, that to be law-abiding means
not merely to obey the laws but to act
as though one were the legislator of the
laws that one obeys. Hence the conviction that nothing less than going beyond the call of duty will do.’ Ibid., 137.
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Ibid., 138.

114 Eichmann himself thought he
had dissociated. Cesarani, Eichmann, 366.

115 Arendt, EIJ, p 138, p 145-147, 201202. By contrast, Cesarani’s concludes
from this episode that Eichmann had
completed his road to becoming a
génocidaire, that he was ‘consumed with
a desire to finish what he had begun.’
‘Constant interaction with the slaughter machine habituated him to mass
murder [...],’ Cesarani writes. ‘By 1944 he
was rotten from the inside out.’ Cesarani, Eichmann, 180, 183-184, 188.
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Arendt, EIJ, 146-147.

117 She writes: ‘Within this “legal”
framework, every order contrary in
letter or spirit to a word spoken by
Hitler was, by definition, unlawful. [...]
Practically speaking, orders to be disobeyed must be “manifestly unlawful”
and unlawfulness must “fly like a black
flag above [them] as a warning reading:
“Prohibited!” – as the judgment pointed out. And in a criminal regime this
“black flag” with its “warning sign” flies
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for this Himmler-episode, which was often used against her.
According to the prosecution and Arendt’s opponents, the fact
that Eichmann countered orders and continued the deportations proved that he was a fanatic anti-Semite, evil at heart, and
wanted to destroy the Jews at all costs. By contrast, Arendt argues this episode demonstrates Eichmann’s fidelity to Hitler
as the incarnation of the law. Arendt writes:
That Eichmann had at all times done his best to make the Final
Solution final was [...] not in dispute. The question was only
whether this was indeed proof of his fanaticism, his boundless hatred of Jews, and whether he had lied to the police and
committed perjury in court when he had claimed he had always obeyed orders. [...] [T]he sad and very uncomfortable
truth of the matter probably was that it was not his fanaticism
but his very conscience that prompted Eichmann to adopt his
uncompromising attitude during the last year of the war, as it
had prompted him in the opposite direction for a short time
three years before.116
According to Arendt, Eichmann had acted quite rationally
within a system of inverted morality.117
A “normal” man in an abnormal world: Eichmann’s crimes
and the moral collapse
Eichmann had no intent to do wrong, because what he did
was not wrong: not legally and, Arendt argues, not socially.
In the Reich, murdering Jews was legal as well as respectable (also see section 2.3.4). Eichmann’s inverted morality was
“normal” in the abnormal context of the Third Reich. This inverted morality seduced almost everyone within its boundaries. Arendt writes:
And just as the law in civilized countries assumes that the
voice of conscience tells everybody ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ even
though man’s natural desires and inclinations may at times
be murderous, so the law of Hitler’s land demanded that
the voice of conscience tell everybody: ‘Thou shalt kill,’ although the organisers of the massacres knew full well that
murder is against the normal desires and inclinations of most
people. Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by which most
people recognize it – the quality of temptation. Many Germans
and many Nazis, probably an overwhelming majority of them,
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must have been tempted not to murder, not to rob, not to let
their neighbors go off to their doom (for that the Jews were
transported to their doom they knew, of course, even though
many of them may not have known the gruesome details),
and not to become accomplices in all these crimes by benefiting from them. But, God knows, they had learned to resist
temptation.118
Several psychiatrists who had examined him, declared Eichmann to be normal – something with which Arendt wholeheartedly disagrees.119Then she writes: ‘Eichmann was indeed
normal insofar as he was “no exception within the Nazi regime.” Under the conditions of the Third Reich only “exceptions” could be expected to react “normally.” ’ 120 Throughout
the book, Arendt’s use of the words normal and average to
describe Eichmann is confusing, and it conflicts with her description of a bizarre personality.121 What Arendt means is this:
with the fall of the Reich, Eichmann ceased to be normal. Eichmann could have been a normal man, had the Third Reich not
come along and changed him forever.122 He was a normal man,
before the Reich; and he stayed “normal”, that is, within the
inverted moral context of the Reich. In this moral sense, Eichmann models for most Germans under the Third Reich where,
as Arendt frequently insists, only the greatest exceptions behaved according to what we would consider normal morality.
The large majority adapted their consciences to the new inverted morality. This is what nobody at the trial, the judges included, were able to understand, Arendt writes:

as “manifestly” above what normally is
a lawful order – for instance, not to
kill innocent people just because they
happen to be Jews – as it flies above a
criminal order under normal circumstances. To fall back on an unequivocal
voice of conscience – or, in the even
vaguer language of the jurists, on a
“general sentiment of humanity” (Oppenheim-Lauterpacht in International
Law, 1952) – not only begs the question,
it signifies a deliberate refusal to take
notice of the central moral, legal, and
political phenomena of our century.’
Ibid., 148.
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119 Ibid., 25-26. Cesarani notes that
other psychologists declared him a
monster. Cesarani, Eichmann.

120 Arendt’s appears to be quoting
the judges here Arendt, EIJ, 26-27.
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Ibid., 49-51.

[The judges] knew, of course, that it would have been very
comforting indeed to believe that Eichmann was a monster
[…] The trouble with Eichmann was precisely that so many
were like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor
sadistic, that they were and still are, terribly and terrifyingly
normal. From the viewpoint of our legal institutions and of our
moral standards of judgment, this normality was much more
terrifying than all the atrocities put together, for it implied –
as had been said at Nuremberg over and over again by the
defendants and their counsels – that this new type of criminal, who is in actual fact hostis generis humani, commits his
crime under circumstances that make it well-nigh impossible
for him to know or to feel that he is doing wrong.123
Although she was often accused of doing so, Arendt does not
claim Eichmann did not want to do what he did. Eichmann did
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124 Arendt writes in The origins: ‘And
if it is true that in the final stages of
totalitarianism an absolute evil appears
(absolute because it can no longer be
deduced from humanly comprehensible motives), it is also true that without
it we might never have known the
truly radical nature of Evil. […] Until
now the totalitarian belief that everything is possible seems to have proved
only that everything can be destroyed.
Yet, in their effort to prove that everything is possible, totalitarian regimes
have discovered without knowing it
that there are crimes which men can
neither punish nor forgive. When the
impossible was made possible it became
the unpunishable, unforgivable absolute
evil which could no longer be understood and explained by the evil motives
of self-interest, greed, covetousness,
resentment, lust for power, and cowardice; and which therefore anger could
not revenge, love could not endure,
friendship could not forgive. Just as the
victims in the death factories or the
holes of oblivion are no longer ‘human’
in the eyes of their executioners, so this
newest species of criminals is beyond
the pale even of solidarity in human
sinfulness. It is inherent in our entire
philosophical tradition that we cannot
conceive of a ‘radical evil,’ and this is
true both for Christian theology, which
conceded even to the Devil himself a
celestial origin, as well as for Kant, the
only philosopher who, in the word he
coined for it, at least must have suspected the existence of this evil even
though he immediately rationalized it
in the concept of a ‘perverted ill will’
that could be explained by comprehensible motives. Therefore, we actually
have nothing to fall back on in order
to understand a phenomenon that
nevertheless confronts us with its overpowering reality and breaks down all
standards we know. There is only one
thing that seems to be discernible: we
may say that radical evil has emerged in
connection with a system in which all
men have become equally superfluous.
The manipulators of this system believe
in their own superfluousness as much
as in that of all others, and the totalitarian murderers are all the more dangerous because they do not care if they
themselves are alive or dead, if they ever
lived or never were born.’ Note that, as
Arendt indicates here, Kant’s radikal Böse
is a different concept. In Eichmann in
Jerusalem, Arendt retained the idea that

56

his job conscientiously, with pleasure, with zeal and dedication, Arendt writes; he gave his all. What she argues, is that
Eichmann had managed to convince himself that what he was
doing was not wrong. Eichmann chose to turn his conscience
around, so that sending Jewish people became the right thing
to do.
The banality of evil: a new type of criminal and
a new type of crime
In the controversy, much of the discussion of Eichmann revolved
around the question whether he was “radically” evil, or whether Arendt was right that Eichmann’s evil was “banal.” The concept of ‘the banality of evil’ meant a profound change of thought
for Arendt: she had become famous using the concept of ‘radical evil’ in The origins, as an expression for a new type of evil underlying totalitarian mass murder. The cryptic concept of banal
evil would prove confusing, and controversial as well. It suggested Arendt thought – which she did not – that Eichmann’s evil was
common, or less profound than radical evil.124 It seemed to diminish the seriousness of his crimes, or to suggest that anyone
could commit them. In the first edition of Eichmann, Arendt uses
the phrase only twice: as the subtitle of her book, and in the sentence that concludes her last chapter: ‘It was as though in those
last minutes [of his life] he was summing up the lesson that this
long course in human wickedness had taught us – the lesson of
the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil.’ 125 She
does not clearly explain what she means by it. However, in the
Postscript to the second edition she does. As noted in section
2.2, this afterword was written in mid-controversy, to defend her
views and dispel some of the confusion. By calling Eichmann’s
evil banal, Arendt writes, she did not mean to lessen his evil, as
many had accused her of doing. What she did mean by it, she explains, was Eichmann’s ‘sheer thoughtlessness.’ Arendt writes:
[Eichmann] was not stupid. It was sheer thoughtlessness –
something by no means identical with stupidity – that predisposed him to become one of the greatest criminals of that period. And if this is “banal” and even funny, if with the best will in
the world one cannot extract any diabolical or demonic profundity from Eichmann, that is still far from calling it commonplace.
Eichmann was empty, Arendt thinks. He was without empathy,
without imagination. More importantly, he had no intent to do
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wrong, and lacked the base motives for his crimes that were ascribed to him at his trial. This is why she calls his evil banal: not
his crimes were banal, but his motivation was.
Eichmann was not Iago and not Macbeth, and nothing would
have been farther from his mind than to determine with Richard III ‘to prove a villain.’ 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 certainly would never have murdered his superior in order to inherit his post. He merely, to put the matter colloquially, never realized what he was doing.126
This is what makes Eichmann’s crimes so dangerous, Arendt
thinks: it shows that people can commit mass murder and
think they are doing something honourable. It is a new type of
crime, according to Arendt, and it challenges our legal system.
She writes:

the Nazis crimes were unpunishable
and unforgivable. What she changed
was the foundation of the crime: Eichmann’s evil was banal, she claimed,
because it was driven by banal motives.
The difference between the two concepts of banal and radical evil then,
hinges on the (incomprehensible versus
banal) motives of the perpetrators. Idem,
The origins, 449.
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Foremost among the larger issues at stake in the Eichmann trial was the assumption current in all modern legal systems that
intent to do wrong is necessary for the commission of a crime.
On nothing, perhaps, has civilized jurisprudence prided itself
more than on this taking into account of the subjective factor.
Where this intent is absent, where, for whatever reasons, even
reasons of moral insanity, the ability to distinguish between right
and wrong is impaired, we feel no crime has been committed.127
In the final pages of the book, Arendt writes her own verdict of
Eichmann; the verdict she thinks this specific court could have
pronounced, within its restrictions, to do justice to the new type
of crime and the new type of criminal. Here she gives her own
answer to Eichmann’s lack of criminal intent and base motives.
She writes:
You admitted that the crime committed against the Jewish people during the war was the greatest crime in recorded history,
and you admitted your role in it. But you said you had never acted from base motives, that you had never hated Jews, and still
that you could not have acted otherwise and that you did not
feel guilty. [...] What you meant to say was that where all, or almost all, are guilty, nobody is. This is an indeed quite common
conclusion, but one we are not willing to grant you. [...] We are
concerned here only with what you did, and not with the possible
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noncriminal nature of your inner life and of your motives or with
the criminal potentialities of those around you. [...] [Y]ou have
carried out, and therefore actively supported, a policy of mass
murder. For politics is not like the nursery; in politics obedience and support are the same. And just as you supported and
carried out a policy of not wanting to share the earth with the
Jewish people and the people of a number of other nations –
as though you and your superiors had any right to determine
who should and who should not inhabit the world – we find
that no one, that is, no member of the human race, can be expected to want to share the earth with you. This is the reason,
and the only reason, you must hang.128
Commenting on the trial, the prominent German philosopher Martin Buber said that he could “feel no pity at all” for
Eichmann, because “in his heart” he could not understand
Eichmann’s deeds.129 Arendt sharply attacks this ‘lofty attitude.’ According to her, Buber had sidestepped the most
crucial problem in judging Eichmann: that he was a human
being. ‘[T]he law presupposes precisely that we have a common humanity with those whom we accuse and judge and
condemn,’ Arendt writes. Arendt’s starting point of a common humanity, and the perspective on Eichmann that resulted from it, led many of her critics to conclude that she defended Eichmann. In one sense of the word, this accusation is true:
Arendt redid Eichmann’s legal defence. Arendt thought
Servatius’ defence strategy was rubbish. Her report was designed as a counter to Hausner, as an enumeration of all the
things that could have been said in Eichmann’s defence, but
were not. ‘The whole truth,’ as she called it. However, the
accusation that Arendt defended Eichmann was based on a
slightly different meaning of the word. It was often accompanied by the accusation that she sympathised with Eichmann.
In other words: Arendt did not only redo Eichmann’s defence,
she also chose his side, she wrongfully defended him from
rightful accusations. That she criticised the judges and wrote
her own verdict of Eichmann at the end of her book, only confirmed this impression in the eyes of her opponents.
2.3.3 Victim theme: Arendt on the cooperation of the
Jewish leaders
Arendt’s interpretation of Eichmann was controversial. Yet it
was not as controversial as thirteen pages at the heart of the
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book, thirteen pages she wrote on the cooperation of some
Jewish victims with their Nazi tormentors: Arendt’s judgment
of the behaviour of the Jewish Councils set the controversy
in motion. In Arendt’s argumentation, this example of “victim
cooperation” serves two purposes. In first place, it is part of
her trial criticism. She wants to show that Eichmann’s trial did
not serve justice as it should have: Hausner’s picture of Eichmann’s crimes was incomplete. Hausner had omitted the cooperation that Eichmann received from the victims. This criticism boomeranged back to Arendt in the controversy, where
she was endlessly reproached for presenting an incomplete
picture of the victims’ deeds – namely the horrible circumstances under which they had to make decisions. In second
place, the cooperation of the victims is proof for Arendt’s third
main standpoint: that the moral collapse caused by the Third
Reich made the murder of the Jews possible (3). The exclusion,
deportation and murder of the Jews was not only accepted by
the great majority of the Third Reich’s subjects, many actually helped to make it happen. Including those people the Reich sought to destroy. Arendt claims ‘respectable Jewish society,’ leading community figures before and during the war,
had also been affected by the moral collapse. They accepted,
and cooperated with, immoral Nazi measures and laws.130 In
the controversy, several sub-issues of Arendt’s “victim cooperation” were intensively discussed. This section will consider these issues in the order of their appearance in the book:
the cooperation by Zionists before the war; the cooperation by
the Jewish Councils during the war; Arendt’s moral judgment
of the Jewish leaders; and the issue of the victim-witnesses in
the Eichmann-trial.
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Arendt on cooperation by Zionists before the war
Arendt aims to expose ‘the whole truth’ of Eichmann’s crimes.
This includes, according to her, the consent and cooperation
of almost everyone he met. One of Arendt’s first examples
of this cooperation, are the Zionists who tried to help German Jews escape to Palestine in the first years of the Reich.
In these efforts, they had to work with Eichmann. Her moral
criticism of these Zionists is much less severe than her criticism of the Jewish leaders in wartime. Still, it was one of the
first issues raised in the controversy. During his trial, Arendt
writes, Eichmann preposterously claimed that in helping the
Zionists to get Jews out of the country, he had ‘saved’ hun-
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132 Ibid., 60. Not only the Nazis
were “pro-Zionist” at this point in time,
Arendt writes: ‘the German Jews themselves thought it sufficient to undo
“assimilation” through a new process
of “dissimilation,” and flocked into the
ranks of the Zionist movement.’ As
one can tell from this juxtaposition,
Arendt’s tone in this section of her
book was bitter, ironical, something
her opponents did not always pick up
on. Instead, taking her remarks literally,
many regarded them as proof that
Arendt was an anti-Zionist. Or worse:
that she sympathised with Eichmann.
What is confusing about her argumentation here, is that Arendt is ironic
when she speaks of the Nazis’ “pro-Zionism”, but she also claims that Eichmann took ‘this “pro-Zionism” seriously.’ Arendt also claims that Eichmann
was still “pro-Zionist” when he went to
Vienna. Although Cesarani agrees with
Arendt that Eichmann was always a step
behind in his ideological radicalisation,
he says it is preposterous to claim that
Eichmann was (still) “pro-Zionist” in
Vienna. Ibid., 58-59, 62-63, 73.

133 Ibid., 61. Arendt quotes from The
Secret Roads: The “Illegal” Migration of a
People, 1938-1948 (London 1954) by Jon
and David Kimche. Note that these
were pre-war concentration camps, so
these were political prisoners.

134 Ibid., 62, 64. Arendt’s bitter equation of the Nazi authorities and the
Zionists as ‘enemies’ of the German
Jews trying to escape, lived up to its
controversial potential. As did her often
ironically phrased explanation of Eichmann’s point of view on these matters.

dred of thousands of Jews. Even when these émigrés did not
want to leave, and even though he nor they could foresee the
Final Solution at the time. Arendt calls Eichmann’s version of
these events ‘horrible distortions.’131 Neither prosecution nor
defence, and certainly not Eichmann himself, portrayed these
events truthfully, Arendt claims. So what really happened?
The Nazis adopted a “pro-Zionist” attitude in the first stages
of their Jewish policy, she writes, although the official propaganda was completely anti-Semitic. To explain this complex
issue, Arendt quotes a German Jewish survivor from Theresienstadt: the Nazis thought the Zionists ‘the “decent” Jews
because they thought in national terms.’ 132 In any case, the Zionists had a little more leeway under the Nazis than organised
German Jews who were not Zionist, Arendt says. Members of
the illegal immigration organisation Aliyah Beth, from Palestine, came to Eichmann in Vienna to ‘pick young Jewish pioneers’ from the Jews among the inmates in the first concentration camps. Arendt dives into a bitter description of complex
reality. ‘These Jews from Palestine spoke a language not totally different from that of Eichmann,’ she writes.
Of course, they were unaware of the sinister implications of
this deal, which still lay in the future; but they too somehow
believed that if it was a question of selecting Jews for survival,
the Jews should do the selecting themselves. It was this fundamental error in judgment that eventually led to a situation
in which the non-selected majority of Jews inevitably found
themselves confronted with two enemies – the Nazi authorities and the Jewish authorities.
Eichmann’s claim that he had saved hundreds of thousands of
Jews was ‘laughed out of court.’ 133 Yet in a very twisted way it
was true, writes Arendt, if viewed from this angle. Eichmann
however could not remember anything that would have corroborated ‘his incredible story.’ Servatius’ defence failed yet
again: he did not, for example, ask members of Aliyah Beth to
testify on Eichmann’s behalf.134
Moral collapse: Arendt on cooperation by the Jewish
Councils during the war
At Eichmann’s trial, many victim-witnesses testified. Prosecutor Hausner asked them: ‘why did you not resist?’ Arendt
calls this a ‘cruel and silly question.’ In her book, she replaced
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it with a question she put to the leaders of the Jewish Councils: ‘Why did you cooperate in the destruction of your own
people and, eventually, in your own ruin?’ 135 This question, in
turn, the great majority of Arendt’s reviewers found “cruel and
silly.” (As her critics at the time already pointed out, Arendt’s
moral judgments of the Jewish leaders lack all nuance: they
are based on far-reaching generalisations of people in highly
different situations and contexts.)136 Arendt explicitly excludes
the “ordinary victims” from her judgments: they could not help
responding as they did, she argues. The Jewish victims’ ‘lack
of revolt’ which not Arendt, but the prosecutor made a point
of, was a universal response according to Arendt: ‘no non-Jewish group or people had behaved differently,’ she writes.137 No,
she says, the problem lay with the Jewish Councils, the Nazi-appointed Jewish leaders. According to Eichmann, they
helped him carry out the deportations. ‘The moral problem
lay in the amount of truth there was in Eichmann’s description
of Jewish cooperation, even under the conditions of the Final Solution,’ Arendt writes. It was self-evident, she says, that
this part of the story was omitted during the trial. Because
if this “Jewish cooperation” had been included in Eichmann’s
defence, the prosecution would have had a much harder time
proving what they wanted to prove, Arendt writes:
The prosecution’s case would have been weakened if it had
been forced to admit that the naming of individuals who were
sent to their doom had been, with few exceptions, the job of
the Jewish administration. […] Even more important, the prosecution’s general picture of a clear-cut division between persecutors and victims would have suffered greatly.138
The story of Eichmann’s crimes cannot be told without “Jewish cooperation,” Arendt argues, because there was no clearcut division between victims and perpetrators.139 However, this
much-contested claim is not only part of her defence of Eichmann. Here she defends the (ordinary) victims, too: for them it
would also have been important to include this side of the story. Arendt illustrates this with a scene in court when a former
member of the Budapest Jewish Council appeared in court to
testify – Pinchas Freudiger, aka Baron Philip von Freudiger.
‘During his testimony,’ Arendt writes, ‘the only serious incidents in the audience took place: people screamed at the witness in Hungarian and Yiddish, and the court had to interrupt
the session.’ 140 Arendt’s division between Jewish leaders and
“ordinary” victims appears to be a direct response to her be-
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Ibid., 124.

136 In fact, as the Dutch-Israeli historian Dan Michman states, most of
what has been written on the Jewish
Councils (including Arendt’s criticism)
is based on the false presuppositions
that there was a recognisable institution
called “the Jewish Council”; set up as
a part of a single, unified Nazi policy
against the Jews; and that these Councils amounted to a Jewish “leadership.”
The reality, Michman explains, was
too fractured and diverse to be able to
draw any generalised conclusion. Dan
Michman, ‘On the historical interpretation of the Judenräte issue. Between
intentionalism, functionalism and the
integrationist approach of the 1990s’,
in: Moshe Zimmerman ed., On Germans
and Jews under the Nazi Regime. Essays by
three generations of historians (Jerusalem
2006) 385-397, at 389. Michman has written an extensive, critical overview of the
historiography on the Jewish Councils.
Michman’s articles are a good place to
start reading on the subject; apart from
the aforementioned also see Idem, ‘Les
dirigéants juifs face à la mort’, Revue
d’histoire de la Shoah no.185, July-December (2006) 449-473. Idem, ‘Teil III. Judenrat’, in: Die Historiographie der Shoah
aus jüdischer Sicht. Konzeptualisierungen,
Terminologie, Anschauungen, Grundfragen
(Hamburg 2002) 104-117. Another excellent brief introduction to the subject
was written by Yisrael Gutman. Yisrael
Gutman, ‘The Judenrat as leadership’,
in: Moshe Zimmerman ed., On Germans
and Jews under the Nazi Regime. Essays by
three generations of historians (Jerusalem
2006) 313-335. An introduction to some
of the Jewish leaders that Arendt uses
as examples, can be found in Philip
Friedman, Roads to extinction. Essays on
the Holocaust (New York 1980). A more
recent source is Norman J.W. Goda
ed., Jewish histories of the Holocaust. New
transnational approaches vol.19 (New York;
Oxford 2014) In 2006 the CDJC dedicated a whole issue of its journal Revue
d’histoire de la Shoah (no. 185, July-December) to the subject, which provides
a detailed introduction to the situation
in different countries.

137 Arendt, EIJ, 11-12. In her description of how “smoothly” Eichmann’s job
went, Arendt does include the ordinary
victims, but in this section there is no
reproach: ‘The Jewish Councils of Elders were informed by Eichmann or his
men of how many Jews were needed to
fill each train, and they made out the
list of deportees. The Jews registered,
filled out innumerable forms, answered

61

pages and pages of questionnaires
regarding their property so that it
could be seized the more easily; they
assembled at the collection points and
boarded the trains. The few who tried
to hide or escape were rounded up by
a special Jewish police force. As far as
Eichmann could see, no one protested,
no one refused to cooperate. ‘Immerzu
fahren hier die Leute zu ihrem eigenen
Begräbnis’ (Day in day out the people
here leave for their own funeral), as a
Jewish observer put it in Berlin in 1943.’
Ibid., 115.
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139 Contrary to the prosecution, the
judges did ask about this cooperation,
she says. Ibid., 119.
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143 According to Arendt, German
Jews had felt that the 1935 Nuremberg
Laws had stabilised their position. ‘If
they kept to themselves, as they had
been forced to do anyhow, they would
be able to live unmolested.’ Ibid., 39.
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ing present at this harrowing session.
Organisations and leaders of Jewish communities throughout Nazi-occupied Europe cooperated. ‘Wherever Jews lived,’
writes Arendt,
there were recognized Jewish leaders, and this leadership,
almost without exception, cooperated in one way or another, for one reason or another, with the Nazis. The whole truth
was that if the Jewish people had really been unorganized and
leaderless, there would have been chaos and plenty of misery
but the total number of victims would hardly have been between four and a half and six million people.141
This is Arendt’s main judgment of the Jewish leaders: without
them, less people would have been murdered. Why? Because
the leaders cooperated with the Nazis, and this cooperation
was an important part of the success of the Final Solution.
Once, when judge Halevi cross-examined him, Eichmann had
said that the Nazis ‘had regarded this cooperation as the very
cornerstone of their Jewish policy.’ 142
This cooperation during the war was very different from
the ‘fool’s paradise’ in which the German Jews lived before
the war, Arendt explains in another highly controversial paragraph.143 She writes:
[T]he German Jewish community [negotiated] with the Nazi
authorities during the early stages of the regime. (Needless
to say, these negotiations were separated by an abyss from
the later collaboration of the Judenräte. No moral questions
were involved yet, only a political decision whose ‘realism’ was
debatable: ‘concrete’ help, thus the argument ran, was better than ‘abstract’ denunciations. It was Realpolitik without
Machiavellian overtones, and its dangers came to light years
later, after the outbreak of the war, when these daily contacts
between the Jewish organizations and the Nazi bureaucracy
made it so much easier for the Jewish functionaries to cross
the abyss between helping Jews to escape and helping the Nazis to deport them.)144
Arendt separated the pre-war negotiations of the Jewish leaders with the Nazis from their cooperation during the war: the
first were the result of a lack of insight in the political situation; the second raised ‘moral questions.’ This is the only
instance where Arendt uses the word “collaboration” to describe what the Jewish Councils did. He one-time use of the
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word is easy to miss in this barrage of iconoclastic claims –
unless one is especially sensitive to this particular issue. Many
of her fiercest opponents in the controversy were exactly that.
Elsewhere in the book Arendt consistently speaks of “cooperation” when referring to the Jewish leaders, and “collaborators” when referring to non-Jewish people in the chapters on
the occupied countries.145Yet Arendt was often taken to have
said “collaboration” everywhere, instead of “cooperation.” This
is not unjustified. As the following section will discuss, one of
Arendt’s specific moral judgments of the Jewish leaders indeed comes down to an accusation of collaboration, even if
she avoided using the word.
Arendt’s aforementioned claim, of the Jewish leaders’ instrumentality to the murder, constitutes her main judgment
of them: their cooperation had consequences. She also presents four more specific moral judgments: what they should
have done differently in their dealings with the Nazis – if not
to influence the end outcome, then at least to have chosen the
path that was morally right. Arendt’s first and most important judgment, the main ‘moral problem’ she sees in their behaviour, is that the Jewish leaders did not just comply with the
demands of the persecutors, they cooperated.146 She writes:
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Ibid., 10-11.

145 The discrepancy is explained by
a letter in the Hannah Arendt Papers:
Arendt added the sentence between
brackets as an ‘explanatory addendum’
she had promised an old acquaintance,
Siegfried Moses (chapter 3). It was only
included in the second American and
first German edition, in 1964, and was
not yet added in the first British edition. Siegfried Moses, Letter of March
24, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965, image 19
of 56. Hannah Arendt, Letter of July
17, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence File, General, 1938-1976, Moses
Siegfried, 1957-1963, image 29 of 29.
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Mere compliance would never have been enough either to
smooth out all the enormous difficulties of an operation that was
soon to cover the whole of Nazi-occupied and Nazi-allied Europe
or soothe the consciences of the operators, who, after all, had
been brought up on the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ […].147
Eichmann expected the Jews he encountered to cooperate in
their own destruction. Which they did, says Arendt, ‘to a truly
extraordinary degree,’ and with (according to her) disastrous
consequences.148 Jewish Councils throughout Europe, from
East to West, cooperated in the same manner, says Arendt.
They made the deportation lists, they made sure people handed over their money and property (and thus paid for the costs
of their own destruction), they organised Jewish policemen
who rounded up the Jews and got them to the trains.149 Parallel to the puppet governments they installed in the occupied
countries, the Nazis erected Jewish Councils. Arendt adds
that these puppet governments were usually drawn from opposition parties, whereas the Jewish leaders most of the time
were already community leaders before they were ‘enlisted’ by
the Nazis. With this contrast, she implies the Jewish leaders
should somehow have been more responsible than the mem-
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149 ‘In Amsterdam as in Warsaw, in
Berlin as in Budapest, Jewish officials
could be trusted to compile the lists of
persons and their property, to secure
money from the deportees to defray
the expenses of their deportation and
extermination, to keep track of vacated
apartments, to supply police forces to
help seize Jews and get them on trains,
until, as a last gesture, they handed over
the assets of the Jewish community
in good order for final confiscation.’
Ibid., 118.
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bers of puppet governments. These leaders were people who
were seasoned and trusted community leaders, while opposition members were of course eager to receive power denied to them so far. Arendt also suggests a reason why the
Jewish Councils did not behave responsibly, and abused the
trust of those they were responsible for: the Nazis gave them
‘enormous powers.’ She immediately tones this down, by adding that the Jewish leaders’ power was very temporary: they,
too, were murdered. Arendt continues with another muchmaligned statement, a statement which was often taken to mean that Arendt expected better behaviour from the
Jewish leaders than from the other people in the moral collapse. Arendt writes:
To a Jew this role of the Jewish leaders in the destruction of
their own people is undoubtedly the darkest chapter of the
whole dark story. It had been known about before, but it has
now been exposed for the first time in all its pathetic and
sordid detail by Raul Hilberg.150
Thus Arendt arrives at her second moral judgment. The Jewish leaders did not only cooperate, she says. They were given
power, which they used to their personal advantage. Although
Arendt does not use the word “collaborate” on these pages,
cooperation with the enemy for personal gain is one definition
of the word “collaboration.” To illustrate this abuse of power,
Arendt quotes from Eichmann’s testimony on Theresienstadt:
The functionaries with whom we were in constant contact –
well, they had to be treated with kid gloves. They were not ordered around, for the simple reason that if the chief officials
had been told what to do in the form of: you must, you have to,
that would not have helped matters any. [...] We did our best
to make everything somehow palatable.151
The Jewish Councilmen ‘enjoyed their new power,’ Arendt
claims. They decided who could be deported and who could
be saved – for the short time they were in a position to do so,
before being deported themselves. They behaved accordingly,
she writes: ‘We know how the Jewish officials felt when they
became instruments of murder – like captains “whose ships
were about to sink and who succeeded in bringing them safe
to port by casting overboard a great part of their precious cargo”; like saviors who “with a hundred victims can save a thou-
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sand people, with a thousand ten thousand”.’ Arendt quotes
unnamed Jewish Councilmen here. ‘The truth was even more
gruesome,’ Arendt writes: one of the Hungarian Jewish leaders, Rudolf Kastner, ‘saved exactly 1,684 people with approximately 476,000 victims.’ She bitterly recounts that the 1684
Hungarian Jews Kastner saved were the ones he deemed the
most valuable: prominent people.152
Arendt’s third moral judgment concerns the knowledge the
Jewish leaders withheld from those people they were now responsible for. By not sharing all they knew, Arendt says, they
denied people from people the opportunity to make their own
choices: to try to escape for example.153 The Nazis did not have
to force the Jewish leaders into secrecy, she writes. They kept
their knowledge of the transport destinations to themselves,
with the motivation that they did not want to raise a panic
among their people, or with the idea that it was for people’s
own good. As German Jewish leader Leo Baeck phrased it according to Arendt, ‘living in the expectation of death would
only be harder.’ 154 Arendt darkly contrasts this quote with the
remark of a witness during the Eichmann trial, who explained
that this attitude of the Jewish leadership resulted in people volunteering to be deported from Theresienstadt to Auschwitz. The second and third judgment are Arendt’s gravest.
The accusations of power abuse and of not sharing knowledge, give rise to her most bitter and sarcastic remarks.
Arendt’s fourth moral judgment concerns the acceptance
of special categories of victims by the victims themselves.155
For Arendt, this acceptance was a moral problem because of
its consequences. Acceptance of the rule confirmed the acceptability of the rule itself, Arendt writes:
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The categories had been accepted without protest by German
Jewry from the very beginning. And the acceptance of privileged categories – German Jews as against Polish Jews, war
veterans and decorated Jews as against ordinary Jews, families whose ancestors were German-born as against recently
naturalized citizens, etc. – had been the beginning of the moral collapse of respectable Jewish society.
This fourth judgment seems to be aimed at more people than
just the Jewish leaders. This impression is fortified when
Arendt adds that there were Jews who did not accept these
categories:
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155 Ibid., 118, 132. ‘The extent to
which even the Jewish victims had accepted the standards of the Final Solution is perhaps nowhere more glaringly
evident than [here],’ she writes. ‘Even
after the end of the war, Kastner was
proud of his success in saving “prominent Jews”, a category officially introduced by the Nazis in 1942, as though,
in his view, too, it went without saying
that a famous Jew had more right to
stay alive than an ordinary one […].’
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157 They did not succeed in this,
Arendt says, for the witnesses’ stories
showed that Jewish people of every
stripe had contributed to the resistance.
Ibid., 123. Arendt’s general position that
much of the witness testimony was
irrelevant to Eichmann’s case, was also
controversial. The prosecution claimed
that Eichmann was also responsible
for the mass murders in Poland, the
Baltic and occupied Russia. Since
there was little evidence to link him
to those murders, they used fifty-six
‘background witnesses’ to prove their
allegations. Their testimony took up
one-sixth of the trial, Arendt writes,
although much of it was completely
unrelated to Eichmann’s case. This was
not entirely the prosecution’s fault: they
had been flooded with requests by
survivors, who wanted to take the stand
to tell the story of their life. From the
spontaneous applications, the ones with
plausible stories were chosen. One-sixth
of the trials sessions were devoted to
their background testimony. The judges
were critical: they did not accept evidence given by these witnesses unless it
was corroborated elsewhere. The witnesses did not report much of anything
that had to do with Eichmann. They
told of the circumstances under which
they had been concentrated, deported,
put into camps and had survived. The
evidence about Eichmann they did
present, were unsubstantiated rumours.
Thus the judgment did not find Eichmann to be connected to the mass
murder in the East. Ibid., 120-121, 207208, 223. On the subject of the background witnesses in the Eichmann-trial
see Yablonka, The State of Israel vs. Adolf
Eichmann.
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In view of the fact that today such matters are often treated as
though there existed a law of human nature compelling everybody to lose his dignity in the face of disaster, we may recall
the attitude of the French Jewish war veterans who were offered the same privileges by their government, and replied:
‘We solemnly declare that we renounce any exceptional benefits we may derive from our status as ex-servicemen.’ 156
In sum, Arendt raises four moral dilemmas in which people
made the wrong choice: cooperating instead of complying;
abusing power for personal gain instead of putting the community first; accepting Nazi values instead of refusing them;
keeping knowledge to oneself instead of sharing it. Arendt
does not raise these four issues because they showed that
the Jewish leaders were petty or evil. However good their intentions, the morally wrong choices that the Jewish leaders
made showed that they had succumbed to the moral collapse.
Thus they were a part of the process that made the mass murder possible.
Arendt on victim-witnesses in Eichmann’s trial
Arendt argues that much of the witness testimony by victims
in Eichmann’s trial had no connection whatsoever to the deeds
of the man on trial. She says this was especially true for the
sessions with witnesses who testified about Jewish resistance
to the Nazis. There was no legal relevance to their testimony, Arendt points out: the prosecution did not use any of it in
their final statements. Their importance was political, according to Arendt. Hausner/Ben-Gurion wanted to show that the
few people resisting had been Zionists. Their legal and political irrelevance aside, the Jewish resistance fighter-witnesses did make an important difference in the trial, Arendt says.
They ‘dissipated the haunting specter of universal cooperation, the stifling, poisoned atmosphere which had surrounded the Final Solution.’ 157
In the controversy, Arendt’s dismissal of the survivor-witnesses raised fury in some of her opponents (chapter 6). However, Arendt’s discussion of their contribution to the trial is
more complex than her opponents presented it. On the stand,
she writes, the witnesses could tell their story and take the
time they wanted. Arendt says the reason for this was simple:
one had to let these survivors speak. ‘Who were they, humanly speaking, to deny any of these people their day in court?

2: Arendt’s positions on the controversial issues

And who would have dared, humanly speaking, to question
their veracity as to detail when they “poured out their hearts
as they stood in the witness box,” even though what they had
to tell could only “be regarded as by-products of the trial’?’ 158
As she relates some of the victims’ ‘tales of horror,’ Arendt is
openly ambivalent. On the one hand, she demands strict justice and legal procedure. On the other, she understands survivors wanting to tell their story for the world to hear. The same
applies to the aforementioned resister-witnesses: they were
irrelevant to Eichmann’s deeds, Arendt writes, but they lifted
one’s spirit.159
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2.3.4 Bystander theme: Arendt on German and European
consent and complicity
Arendt describes a nearly frictionless road to the Final Solution. In Arendt’s argumentation, the lack of friction demonstrates that the moral collapse of ‘respectable European society’ – by which Arendt means society’s organised parts and
its upstanding, ‘good’ citizens – was near total. Just as “victim cooperation”, “bystander cooperation” is part of Arendt
argumentation for her third main standpoint, her theory of the
moral collapse (note that Arendt does not use the word “bystanders” herself). Arendt uses the moral collapse in turn to
demonstrate the newness of Eichmann’s crime, and of Eichmann as a criminal. Arendt’s argument on the complicity of
society in Eichmann’s crimes was not controversial. The only
truly controversial element (and only for West German reviewers) was the fact that Arendt turned the German resistance
into mere bystanders to the murder. However, her positions
were much discussed (and misconstrued) by her supporters
in the controversy: as in Arendt’s book, their argumentation
on the bystanders was an integral part of their argumentation on Eichmann. Without the context of Arendt’s argumentation on the bystander theme, her supporters’ argumentation
on Eichmann cannot be fully understood; nor can their discussion (and misrepresentation) of Arendt’s positions. This section first considers the issues often discussed in the controversy: Arendt’s moral judgments of the German resistance;
Arendt’s description of the moral collapse in German society;
Arendt’s description of the systematic mendacity of the Reich
and its people; and her argument on the ubiquitous complicity
of German society under the Nazis. This section will conclude
with a brief look at the place of this “bystander cooperation” in
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Arendt’s overarching argumentation. The moral collapse did
not happen everywhere, Arendt argues; and it was reversible.
The moral collapse and Eichmann’s conscience: no resistance, no dissenting voices
On the last of the thirteen controversial pages on the Jewish
leaders, Arendt explicitly presents her theory of the moral collapse. She writes:
I have dwelt on this chapter of the story, which the Jerusalem
trial failed to put before the eyes of the world in its true dimensions, because it offers the most striking insight into the totality of the moral collapse the Nazis caused in respectable European society – not only in Germany but in almost all countries,
not only among the persecutors but also among the victims.160
According to Arendt, this moral collapse was near total. It
swallowed even the Nazis’ sworn enemies, the German resistance, she argues. Arendt’s treatment of the German resistance focuses on the conservative resistance, more specifically the conspirators of the attempt on Hitler’s life on July 20,
1944. Just as she does with the Jewish leaders, Arendt analyses several ‘moral problems’ in their conduct. Her first moral judgment of these resisters is that they hardly concerned
themselves with the massacres in the East, although they had
very specific knowledge of what was going on.161 The reason,
according to Arendt: most of these conspirators were or had
been high ranking Nazis. They were primarily concerned with
preventing chaos once they took over the Reich; their consciences were bothered foremost by committing acts of treason. ‘If one examines the documents and prepared statements
of the so-called “other Germany” that would have succeeded Hitler had the July 20 conspiracy succeeded, one can only
marvel at how great a gulf separated even them from the rest
of the world,’ Arendt writes. 162 Furthermore, although they
gave their lives, they did so for Germany, not for the suffering
of their fellow men. This is Arendt’s second moral judgment
of the conservative resistance: they were concerned with the
nation, when they should have been concerned with people.
She writes:
To be sure, the higher officer corps was disturbed when Hitler’s so-called ‘commissar order’ was issued in May, 1941,
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and they learned that in the coming campaign against Russia all Soviet functionaries and naturally all Jews were simply
to be massacred. [...] But it seems never to have occurred to
them that this signified something more, and more dreadful,
than that ‘it will make our position [negotiating a peace treaty with the Allies] enormously difficult,’ that it was a ‘blot on
Germany’s good name’ and was undermining the morale of
the Army.163
Even those resisters who did die for their fellow man, Arendt
writes, feared God’s vengeance more than anything else.164 No
one voiced a principled protest against ‘what other people had
been made to suffer,’ Arendt bitterly relates. Even worse: ‘the
overwhelming majority of the German people believed in Hitler.’ The few ‘isolated individuals’ who were not blinded, ‘who
were completely aware of the national and of the moral catastrophe’ for the most part stood alone. Even when they knew
one another, they never spoke up, they never organised.165
Arendt’s anger with the (lack of) resistance culminates in
her judgment of Carl Friedrich Goerdeler, one of the leaders
of the July conspiracy. Here she makes her third and gravest
moral judgment of the German resistance: most of them did
not only comply with the Nazi rules, they also shared the Nazi
mindset. She writes:
Goerdeler proposed ‘to pay indemnity to German Jews for
their losses and mistreatment’ – this in 1942, at a time when it
was not only a matter of German Jews, and when these were
not just being mistreated and robbed but gassed; but in addition to such technicalities, he had something more constructive in mind, namely, a ‘permanent solution’ that would ‘save
[all European Jews] from their unseemly position as a more
or less undesirable ‘guest nation’ in Europe.’ [...] For this purpose, Goerdeler claimed an ‘independent state in a colonial
country’ – Canada or South America [...] he was prepared ‘not
to deny German citizenship to those Jews who could produce
evidence of special military sacrifice for Germany or who belonged to families with long-established traditions.’ 166
Proof, according to Arendt, ‘that conscience as such had apparently got lost in Germany, and this to a point where people hardly remembered it and had ceased to realize that the
surprising “new set of German values” was not shared by the
outside world.’ 167

161 The motivation of the (conservative) resisters remains a controversial
issue. An up to date discussion of the
specific ‘moral problems’ that Arendt
raises in Peter Hoffmann, Carl Goerdeler
and the Jewish question 1933-1942 (Cambridge 2011).
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164 Resistance from the Left had
been destroyed by the Nazis in the
beginning of their reign, and Arendt
speculates that even if it had still been
there, it would not have amounted to
a principled protest against the killing
of Jews, since it ‘as a matter of principle accorded no significance to moral
issues and even less to the persecution
of Jews – a mere “diversion” from the
class struggle that in the opinion of the
Left determined the whole political
scene.’ Ibid., 97.
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168 Arendt is characteristically harsh
of his reply: ‘Of course, the very courageous Propst had done nothing of the
sort, and his answers now were highly
embarrassing. He said that “deeds are
more effective than words,” and that
“words would have been useless’; he
spoke in clichés that had nothing to
do with the reality of the situation
[...].’ Grüber and the Nuremberg judge
Michael Mussmanno (who became one
of her most notorious opponents in the
controversy), Arendt notes, were also
the only non-Jewish witnesses at Eichmann’s trial. Ibid., 129, 131.

169 People who dissented had to
either withdraw from public life
altogether, or keep an appearance of
consent: the innere Emigration, ‘inner
emigration’ or ‘inward opposition’ in
Arendt’s translation. Although Arendt
concedes it was serious for a handful
of people, she thinks it was more often
than not a lame excuse for having
been in a position to do something
and not having done anything: ‘no
secret in the secret-ridden atmosphere
of the Hitler regime was better kept
than such “inward opposition,” ‘ she
writes. Arendt quotes a former Gauleiter
(local party leader) who said that ‘only
his “official soul” had carried out the
crimes for which he was hanged in
1946, his “private soul” had always been
against them.’ The few people whose
conscience did resist inversion, she
stresses, did not raise their voices. They
resisted by refusing to enter the Party,
thus damaging their career, or by helping their Jewish fellow Germans. ‘They
were neither heroes nor saints, and they
remained completely silent.’ (With two
exceptions, she adds: Sophie and Hans
Scholl). Ibid., 104, 127.

170 Ibid., 129-130. The victims and
enemies of the Nazis were not aware
that their acceptance of exceptions confirmed the legality of the rule, Arendt
says. However, the people responsible
for making and executing the rule,
people like Eichmann, must have understood this very well. Everyone asked
for exceptions, not only the people who
were against the Nazis. ‘According to
Himmler, there were “eighty million
good Germans, each of whom has his
decent Jew. It is clear, the others are pigs,
but this particular Jew is first-rate.” ’
Ibid., 133.
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Eichmann explicitly said that his conscience did not play
up when he committed his crimes, because all respectable people around him did as he did, and did so enthusiastically. ‘What he fervently believed in up to the end,’ Arendt
writes, ‘was success, the chief standard of “good society” as
he knew it. […] His conscience was indeed at rest when he
saw the zeal and eagerness with which “good society” everywhere reacted as he did. He did not have to “close his ears to
the voice of conscience,” as the judgment has it, not because
he had none, but because his conscience spoke with a “respectable voice”, with the voice of respectable society around
him.’ In other words: the murder of the Jews was possible because people desire to conform. Even people who had the desire and the opportunity to speak to Eichmann’s conscience,
did not do so. The only German witness at the trial was the
protestant minister (Propst) Heinrich Grüber (others, former Nazis, were afraid of being arrested when they set foot in
Israel). According to Arendt he was one of the few Germans
who had truly resisted the Nazis. Arendt’s judgment of Grüber
is two-sided. On the one hand, he conforms to her strict definition of true resistance, namely having resisted on principle, for
his fellow humans. He even followed the Jewish victims to the
camps. He could have made him conscious of the fact that he
was doing wrong, Arendt says, but he failed to. This destroys
Grüber’s stature in Arendt’s eyes. On the stand, Grüber was
asked whether he tried to change Eichmann’s mind.168
So were there any voices that could have re-inverted Eichmann’s conscience, if only for a moment? No, says Arendt,
there were none.169 The moral collapse was complete. Almost everyone complied with the Nazis to some degree. Even
Grüber did not save Jews per se, but “special Jews”: war veterans, old people… exceptions that had been established by
the Nazis. Grüber accepted that there were special people exempted from the Nazi rules, just as the Jewish leaders had.
This was crucial, Arendt argues, because the acceptance of
exceptions confirmed the legality of the rule.170 In addition,
the staggered deportations helped people to ignore the bigger picture. Because of course the “special people” were eventually deported, too. No exception should have been accepted, Arendt argues. The persecution of any victim, privileged
or ordinary, should have been protested. She ends her argument on a bitter note:
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In Germany today, this notion of ‘prominent’ Jews has not been
forgotten. While the veterans and other privileged groups are
no longer mentioned, the fate of ‘famous’ Jews is still deplored
at the expense of others. There are more than a few people,
especially among the cultural élite, who still publicly regret
the fact that Germany sent Einstein packing without realizing
that it was a much greater crime to kill little Hans Cohn from
around the corner, even though he was no genius.171
In his whole murderous career, Eichmann had met but one
person who spoke against the whole enterprise: Rudolf Kastner, one of the much maligned Jewish leaders in Hungary.
Kastner was the only one who had asked Eichmann to stop
‘the death mills at Auschwitz.’ Eichmann recalled this episode several times during the trial. He had told Kastner that
he would have been happy to help, but could not because, as
Arendt darkly notes, ‘it was outside his competence and outside the competence of his superiors.’ 172
Moral collapse: systematic mendacity, ubiquitous
complicity
Arendt’s most important moral judgment of the German bystanders generally is that they lied to themselves, that they
shielded themselves from what was going on. They did not,
however, have to make this effort all by themselves. Some Nazi
policies were designed to prevent protest, such as the staggered deportation. Another was the Nazi language system of
euphemisms that helped both the perpetrators and the bystanders close their eyes to the realities of the Reich. The murder was encoded in the so-called Sprachregelung that, Arendt
explains, ‘was in itself a code name; it meant what in ordinary
language would be called a lie.’ 173 Killing was called Endlösung
(Final Solution), Aussiedlung (evacuation), or Sonderbehandlung (special treatment). Words used for deportation were Umsiedlung (resettlement) or Arbeitseinsatz im Osten (work deployment in the East). ‘The net effect of this language system,’
Arendt writes, ‘was not to keep these people ignorant of what
they were doing, but to prevent them from equating it with their
old, “normal” knowledge of murder and lies.’ 174
Arendt argues the lies were not only there to invert the conscience of those involved in the murder of the Jews. They also
put a buffer between the old and new realities of the German
people.175 At several points in Arendt’s story, Eichmann mod-
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174 Ibid., 86. During the trial, Eichmann still showed esteem for what he
called the ‘objective’ way in which the
SS dealt with matters; that is, distancing
itself from its gruesome practices by
means of euphemistic language. Arendt
points out that Eichmann was not the
only one who favoured the use of this
type of sachliche Sprache to describe a
reality that was hard to stomach. His
defence attorney Servatius is the object
of Arendt’s ice-cold sarcasm when he
uses the words ‘medical matters’ for the
horrible killings and torture that took
place inside and outside the camps. She
writes: ‘Judge Halevi interrupted him:
“Dr. Servatius, I assume you made a
slip of the tongue when you said that
killing by gas was a medical matter.” To
which Servatius replied: “It was indeed
a medical matter, since it was prepared
by physicians; it was a matter of killing,
and killing, too, is a medical matter.” And,
perhaps to make absolutely sure that the
judges in Jerusalem would not forget
how Germans – ordinary Germans,
not former members of the S.S. or even
of the Nazi Party – even today can
regard acts that in other countries are
called murder, he repeated the phrase
in his “Comments on the Judgment
of the First Instance,” prepared for the
review of the case before the Supreme
Court.’ Ibid., 69. Arendt explains that
even Himmler himself had problems
with his conscience. To battle them
‘he coined slogans,’ she writes, ‘[...]
catch phrases which Eichmann called
“winged words” and the judges “empty
talk.” ’ Even when the rational conscience of those directly involved in
the murder had been pacified, there
remained ‘the animal pity by which all
normal men are affected in the presence of physical suffering.’ Himmler’s
slogans, Arendt writes, ‘turned these
instincts around, as it were, directing
them toward the self. So that instead
of saying: What horrible things I did
to people!, the murderers would be
able to say: What horrible things I
had to watch in the pursuance of my
duties, how heavily the task weighed
upon my shoulders!’ Himmler told the
murderers for example that ‘we realise
that what we are expecting from you
is “superhuman”, to be “superhumanly
inhuman.” ’Thus Himmler hammered
home the message that a grand historical task lay ahead; huge sacrifices had
to be made to achieve a glorious future.
Ibid., 105-106.
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178 Ibid., 112. More on this subject in
Christopher R. Browning and Jürgen
Matthäus, The origins of the Final Solution.
The evolution of Nazi Jewish policy, September 1939 - March 1942 (Lincoln, NE
2004). Peter Longerich, ‘The Wannsee
Conference in the development of the
“Final Solution”’, in: David Cesarani ed.,
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els for German society as a whole. Here she extrapolates Eichmann’s attitude to the rest of Germany, modern-day West Germany included. She writes:
Yet Eichmann’s case is different from that of the ordinary criminal, who can shield himself effectively against the reality of a
non-criminal world only within the narrow limits of his gang.
Eichmann needed only to recall the past in order to feel assured that he was not lying and that he was not deceiving himself, for he and the world he lived in had once been in perfect
harmony. And that German society of eighty million people
had been shielded against reality and factuality by exactly the
same means, the same self-deception, lies, and stupidity that
had now become ingrained in Eichmann’s mentality.176
And this was the reason Eichmann did not have to lie to fool
himself or others, the reason his conscience did not trouble
him, and the reason he admitted his crimes with an ‘astounding willingness’: the lies had become part of society. There
was an ‘aura of systematic mendacity that had constituted the
general, and generally accepted, atmosphere of the Third Reich. For Arendt, Eichmann comes to exemplify the way an entire nation blocked out its common sense and lied to itself,
even after the Third Reich.177
Arendt does not only argue that German society approved
of the Final Solution though silent consent and cooperation.
She also argues that German society actively and enthusiastically helped organise the Final Solution. Although Eichmann
spoke of the inversion of values that Arendt used as the basis for her theory of the moral collapse and the inversion of
conscience, Eichmann himself did not think his conscience
had been inverted, but that it had simply been silenced, as he
became convinced that the responsibility for the murderous
venture did not belong to him. According to Eichmann this
had happened in January 1942, during the Wannsee Conference. This conference was intended to get everyone attuned
to and fully cooperating with the Final Solution: not just the
fanatical Nazi elite, but the civil servants as well. ‘The Final
Solution,’ Arendt explains, ‘if it was to be applied to the whole
of Europe, clearly required more than tacit acceptance from
the Reich apparatus; it needed the active cooperation of all
Ministries and of the whole Civil Service.’ 178 The government
ministers were all Party members, but their loyalty was doubted, because their careers had been built before the Nazi rule.
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The civil servants were an even more difficult issue, since they
were hard to replace – something that (Arendt wryly points
out) Chancellor Adenauer would learn after the war, just as
Hitler did before him. However, at the Wannsee conference it
became clear that there would be no resistance to the plan.
The Final Solution was received with ‘extraordinary enthusiasm,’ according to Eichmann.179 One item on the agenda were
the possible methods of killing the Jews. In this discussion,
Arendt notes, the members of the Civil Service showed great
initiative and came up with their own “solutions.” What was
most memorable about this day for Eichmann, Arendt writes,
was his feeling of relief: his misgivings had been taken care of.
The most important people in the Reich had spoken, and their
plans had been received with great vigour by the SS, by the
Party elite, even by the Civil Service’s upper crust. Said Eichmann: ‘At that moment, I sensed a kind of Pontius Pilate feeling, for I felt free of all guilt.’ 180
Arendt considers it nonsensical that the Nuremberg trial distinguished four “criminal organisations” (the Nazi Party leadership, the Gestapo, SD and SS), because all of organised German society was participating in the Final Solution.
According to Arendt ‘there existed not a single organization
or public institution in Germany, at least during the war years,
that did not become involved in criminal actions and transactions.’ 181 She writes:
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The logic of the Eichmann trial, as Ben-Gurion conceived of it,
with its stress on general issues to the detriment of legal niceties, would have demanded exposure of the complicity of all
German offices and authorities in the Final Solution – of civil servants in the state ministries, of the regular armed forces, with their General Staff, of the judiciary, and of the business world. But although the prosecution as conducted by Mr.
Hausner went as far afield as to put witness after witness on
the stand who testified of things that, while gruesome and
true enough, had no or only the slightest connection with the
deeds of the accused, it carefully avoided touching upon this
highly explosive matter – upon the almost ubiquitous complicity, which had stretched far beyond the ranks of Party membership.182
This ‘ubiquitous complicity’ of German society is the Reich’s
best kept secret to this day, Arendt argues. It still places a
heavy burden on modern West German society, she writes:
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184 Arendt elaborates on this in the
Postscript to the second edition: coercion
did not automatically lead to compliance, she argues. She mentions French
Jewish veterans who did not ‘lose their
dignity’ by accepting the Nazi rules.
Ibid., 295-298.
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187 The Nazis found out, to their
surprise, that the reaction to their new
brand of anti-Semitism differed greatly
from country to country. Arendt jokes
that ‘what was even more annoying,
though it might easily have been predicted, was that the German “radical”
variety was fully appreciated only by
those peoples in the East – the Ukrainians, the Estonians, the Latvians, the
Lithuanians, and to some extent, the
Romanians – whom the Nazis had decided to regard as “subhuman” barbarian hordes. Notably deficient in proper
hostility toward the Jews were the Scandinavian nations (Knut Hamsun and
Sven Hedin were exceptions), which,
according to the Nazis, were Germany’s
blood brethren.’ Ibid., 154.
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The youth of Germany is surrounded, on all sides and in all
walks of life, by men in positions of authority and in public
office who are very guilty indeed but who feel nothing of the
sort. The normal reaction to this state of affairs would be indignation, but indignation would be quite risky – not a danger
to life and limb but definitely a handicap in a future career.
Those young German men and women who every once in a
while – on the occasion of all the Diary of Anne Frank hubbub
and of the Eichmann trial – treat us to hysterical outbreaks
of guilt feelings are not staggering under the burden of the
past, their father’s guilt; rather, they are trying to escape from
the pressure of very present and actual problems into a cheap
sentimentality.183
Re-version of morality: it did not happen everywhere
Eichmann’s conscience was soothed by the fact that everyone
around him condoned the Final Solution and contributed to it
enthusiastically; including the peoples allied to and occupied
by the Reich. The organisation of the Final Solution needed
more than compliance from the territories involved, just as it
did from the Jewish leaders: it took their cooperation to run
the operation smoothly.184 To illustrate that the Final Solution
was not an absolutely fated enterprise, Arendt elaborately describes the process of deportation in the occupied countries.
In spite of what many people claimed afterwards, she says, obstruction of the Final Solution was possible, and did happen.
A large part of her book was devoted to the collaboration and
cooperation of the occupied peoples: it was a major proof for
her theory of the moral collapse.
Stories of non-Jews helping Jews were hardly heard during the Eichmann trial, says Arendt – even though the judges asked of every witness whether he or she had received any
help from the outside world. According to Arendt, the usual explanation for ‘this devastating shortage’ was that the
totalitarian state hushed up protest through terror. Victims
and opponents disappeared without a trace. Protestors died
unheard.185 This explanation however does not hold, Arendt
writes.
The holes of oblivion do not exist. Nothing human is that perfect, and there are simply too many people in the world to
make oblivion possible. One man will always be left alive to
tell the story. [...] It would be of great practical usefulness for
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Germany today, not merely for her prestige abroad, but for her
sadly confused inner condition, if there were more such stories to be told. For the lesson of such stories is simple and
within everybody’s grasp. Politically speaking, it is that under
conditions of terror most people will comply but some people
will not, just as the lesson of the countries to which the Final
Solution was proposed is that ‘it could happen’ in most places but it did not happen everywhere.186
It did not happen everywhere: Arendt sets out to explain
that the Nazi machinery of destruction could be brought
to a standstill, as the situation in some occupied countries
proved.187 Where the Nazis met with opposition, they could not
execute the Final Solution as thoroughly as they would have
liked.188 In other words: things could have gone differently, if
not everyone had cooperated. The percentage of a country’s
Jews effectively deported and murdered differed according to
the circumstances, and these circumstances were greatly dependent of the occupied peoples.189 In Denmark, resistance to
the Nazi measures halted the deportations.190 Arendt says this
case is very significant, because it is the only instance known
where the Nazis met open resistance. It confirms her idea that
morality was inverted in the Third Reich, because it could be
reversed.191 In Arendt’s report of the Eichmann trial, the Denmark-example stands for the possibility of an alternative to
the moral collapse, what the Germans and the occupied peoples could and should have done. She concludes:
One is tempted to recommend the story as required reading in
political science for all students who wish to learn something
about the enormous power potential inherent in non-violent
action and in resistance to an opponent possessing vastly superior means of violence.192
2.4 Conclusion
To understand the controversy, one must first understand
which views of Arendt’s became controversial. And to understand what Arendt meant by them, one must consider these
views in the context of Arendt’s overall argument, not in isolation. As explained in section 2.1, the seed of the Arendt-controversy was sown by prosecutor Hausner. He treated a large
audience to his view of Eichmann as the mastermind of the
mass murder; a view that for many members of the audience

189 The chaotic Italians (Arendt is not
hesitant to use cultural stereotypes) said
yes but did no when it came to anti-Semitic policies. The French were glad
to deport foreign Jews, but protested
when French Jews were to be deported.
In both cases, this greatly reduced the
number of victims. In contrast, a larger
part of the Jews residing in Belgium
were foreigners, which made deportation easier. In countries with Quisling
governments the Jews were doomed:
the Dutch Jews were victims of ‘a catastrophe unparalleled in any Western
country; it can be compared only with
the extinction, under vastly different
and, from the beginning, completely
desperate conditions, of Polish Jewry.’
The small Jewish community in Norway was luckier: it could flee to neutral
Sweden. Arendt takes into account that
different circumstances in each of the
occupied countries partly determined
the leeway for opposition to the deportations. Ibid., 168-169.

190 The Danish government had successfully resisted anti-Jewish measures
until August 1943, when the Germans
imposed martial law after a dockworkers’ strike. Arendt writes: ‘Himmler
thought this was the right moment
to tackle the Jewish question, whose
“solution” was long overdue. What he
did not reckon with was that – quite
apart from Danish resistance – the
German officials who had been living
in the country for years were no longer
the same.’ The German officials and
the Einsatzgruppen in Denmark openly
refused orders. When the Reich sent
“untainted” police units to round up
Denmark’s Jews, they found less than
500 people. The rest had been warned
of the coming deportations and had
gone into hiding. Over 7000 were
shipped to Sweden in October 1943.
Ibid., 172. In modern historiography, it
is stressed that the spectacular Danish
rescue was also due to the circumstances of the Nazi occupation in Germany,
of the possibilities for hiding, and for
flight to the nearby neutral Sweden.
Bloxham and Kushner write: ‘the Danish case has a wider importance in
showing [...] the danger of bifurcating
the bystander into categories of saints
or sinners.’ Donald Bloxham and Tony
Kushner, The Holocaust. Critical historical
approaches (Manchester 2008), 202. This is
briefly discussed in the Epilogue to this
study. Also see Ethan J. Hollander, ‘The
banality of goodness. collaboration and
compromise in the rescue of Denmark’s
Jews’, Journal of Jewish identities 6 no.2
(July 2013 2013) 41-66.
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191 She writes: ‘[T]hose [Nazis] exposed to [resistance] changed their
minds. They themselves apparently no
longer looked upon the extermination of a whole people as a matter of
course. They had met resistance based
on principle, and their “toughness”
had melted like butter in the sun,
they had even been able to show a few
timid beginnings of courage. That the
ideal of “toughness,” except, perhaps,
for a few half-demented brutes, was
nothing but a myth of self-deception,
concealing a ruthless desire for conformity at any price, was clearly revealed
at the Nuremberg Trials, where the
defendants accused and betrayed each
other and assured the world that they
“had always been against it,” or claimed,
as Eichmann was to do, that their best
qualities had been “abused” by their
superiors. (In Jerusalem, he accused
“those in power” of having abused his
“obedience” […]). Arendt, EIJ, 175.
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did not match the man they saw sitting in the dock. Arendt
was one of the people who decided to meet Hausner head on.
She set out to disprove his claims in her report of the trial. She
formulated her own view of Eichmann and the gruesome events
in which he had been a central actor. Arendt’s views were not
unique, nor was she the first to put forth these views. However,
Arendt had an international reputation, a witty, rebellious pen
and a knack for asking profound questions about the human
condition. This is one of the reasons why Arendt, and not Hilberg for instance, unleashed a large controversy. Section 2.2
summed up Arendt’s main argument, and distinguished three
main standpoints in the book. Together they form Arendt’s
counter-theory against Hausner. In brief: moral collapse (3) creates a new type of criminal (1) and a new type of crime (2). Section 2.3 detailed Arendt’s positions on the issues that became
controversial as well as on issues that were popular (positions
that were often misconstrued); and gave a flavour of her infamous “tone”, the cause of much complaint among her critics.
This last section discusses the result of this detailed survey:
Arendt’s main line of argument, and the place of her controversial positions in it.
A new type of criminal
Arendt’s first main standpoint, her position on Eichmann,
remains controversial to this day. What causes the dissent is
the core of this position: that he was empty. Empty of anything
but concern for himself, for his career, of what people thought
of him. Without a base motive for the crime: Nazi ideology, anti-Semitic fanaticism, bloodlust, sadism. Most importantly, he
committed a horrific crime without intent to do wrong, Arendt
claims. Thus she changes the nature of Eichmann’s evil: it was
not radical, but banal. This did not make the murder less horrible; if anything, she explains, Eichmann’s crimes became all
the more ‘terrifying’ because he committed them without murderous intent or motive.193 For Arendt’s opponents however, this
banal, empty evil was a lesser evil than radical evil.
Arendt deplores the fact that Eichmann was put on trial as
a pars pro toto for the Nazi murderers of the European Jews.
However, her own use of Eichmann is symbolic, too. In her story he is the incarnation of the ‘new type of criminal’ that committed this ‘new type of crime.’ In addition, he models for the
ordinary German at several places in her argument. Similarly,
Arendt deplores Hausner’s depiction of Eichmann as revenge
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on two millennia worth of anti-Semites. However, Arendt’s
book is an act of revenge, too: revenge on the Nazi regime that
destroyed her friends and family, that destroyed her beloved
Germany, her home world. In Arendt’s story, Eichmann does not
seem a very powerful or clever figure, in spite of his great responsibilities, his success, his ambition and his zeal. As many
historians have argued, Arendt underestimated Eichmann.
This was not caused however by her naïveté, as some historians think; or by her anti-Jewish/pro-German/German-Jewish
prejudices, as others claim; it was caused by her anger and contempt. Arendt’s revenge on Eichmann is to strip him of everything. He is an ambitious but empty vessel, an echo of the society that spawned him. His destiny she already divines in the
very beginning of his life. He is the smallest man she can imagine, a man born into petit-bourgeoisie who managed to tumble
below even that low level. She stresses not his successes in life,
but the stagnation of his career and his way down. He is unrefined, petty, without empathy, without imagination. Her death
sentence to his personality is finding him ridiculous. It is ironic
that Arendt was often accused of sympathising with or defending Eichmann in the controversy over her book. Arendt makes
of Eichmann something that, in her eyes, is much worse than a
sadistic psychopath or a ‘Shakespearean villain’: a zero.
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A new type of crime
Arendt’s second main standpoint concluded the book: her view
of the murder of the Jews as a new type of crime, a state-ordained genocide as opposed to the most horrific pogrom ever.
This issue was not often discussed in the controversy; the idea
that the murder of the Jews was a new type of crime was not
new or controversial. However, there is another reason why
Arendt’s legal discussion of Eichmann’s ‘crime against humanity’ was not often discussed: it is by far the most confusing
part of the book. Arendt meanders through a host of legal arguments for and against the Eichmann trial without giving a
clear view of her own. If Eichmann’s was a new type of crime,
what does Arendt think the consequences should be? Her discussion in this part of the book is an example of Arendt stacking argument upon argument, without coming to a standpoint.
As a sort of Successor State, Israel had a right to try criminals
from the Second World War, she argues. Yet the kidnapping
of Eichmann was wrong (it set an unwelcome precedent). Yet
West Germany never tried to extradite him, before nor after
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the kidnapping. Yet he would better have been tried in West
Germany. Yet West Germans do not hand out adequate punishment to war criminals, whereas Successor States do. An
international tribunal would have been the only place where
these unprecedented crimes could have been legally defined
and judged. Yet the trial judges provided justice, judging Eichmann only for what he had done. Yet they missed the fact that
his crime was of a new type. And so on. Arendt gives no coherent view, only separate positions that do not add up. Nor does
she explain why they do not add up. Did she think Israel have
the right to try war criminals, but not Eichmann, because he
was special and should have been tried by an international tribunal? How and where should Eichmann have been brought
to justice, in Arendt’s eyes? And, most importantly, what, according to her, should have been the legal consequence of recognising the moral collapse, and the new type of crime (and
criminal) this collapse wrought?

Moral collapse
In essence, Hannah Arendt analyses the murder of the Jews as
a result of the human desire to conform.
Arendt’s third main standpoint is her theory on the total moral collapse of European society, that which made Eichmann
and the new crime possible. As noted, this theory was based
on what Eichmann himself had said about the Reich’s inverted values. Arendt argues that Hausner’s picture of Eichmann
was not only wrong, it was incomplete: parts of the story were
missing. The big hole in Hausner’s story, according to Arendt,
is the moral collapse: the context in which Eichmann committed his crimes. Almost everybody succumbed to the moral collapse: Nazis, common Germans, occupied peoples and
even, as Arendt most controversially argues, its victims. In her
book Arendt took revenge not only on Eichmann, but on the
German Jewish leaders as well. At the time, Arendt herself
had quickly sensed the danger in the new regime. She was
without compromise: it was either stay or go, accept or refuse,
collaborate or withdraw, cooperate or comply.194 In the Eichmann-book she shows little understanding for people who
chose differently than she did, or did not see moral dilemmas
as black-and-white as she did. As the next chapters will show,
this was the starting point of the controversy. What many critics missed however, was the fact that the moral collapse was
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an indictment of everyone ‘in the whole dark story,’ with painfully few exceptions. In Arendt’s eyes, everybody was a part of
the moral collapse. Everybody bore a part of the responsibility for the murder of the Jews. Perpetrators, Jewish leaders,
resisters, the people under the dictatorship. Only the mass of
‘ordinary’ Jewish victims and a few lone resisters could find
grace in her eyes.
If Eichmann’s deeds and his tral are the two ostensible
main themes of the book, the moral collapse that Arendt
observes in virtually all people in the Reich is their shadow. Arendt argues for this theory all the time, delivers
proof after proof, yet does not develop it consistently or explicitly. Arendt took on the role of reporter for this selfassigned job. However, Arendt the political philosopher won
out in the end. The mode of philosophical inquiry was so ingrained that she could not refrain from asking fundamental
questions. These profound, open questions marred with her
confident,matter-of-factly treatment of the historical matter,
as well as with her harsh judgment of people’s behaviour.
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CHAPTER 3
Eichmann in
Jerusalem,
the controversy
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INTRODUCTION
This chapter is a contribution to the historiography of the
Arendt-controversy. This contribution consists of a description of the development of the discussion in three countries,
filling gaps in the historiography, correcting misconceptions.
Thereby this chapter also provides the historical context necessary to properly analyse and evaluate the fifteen historians’
contributions to the discussion. For the specific purposes of
this study, this chapter pays special attention to problems in
the discussion, and to characteristics of the discussion that
help to explain where these problems originate.
The first focus of this chapter is the controversy’s chronological development. Arendt’s book was published in the US
in May 1963, in Germany in September 1964, and in France in
October 1966. The controversy can be divided in six distinct
phases: three in the US, two in Germany, and one in France.
In each phase, the content and the atmosphere of the debate
were different. Although the phases overlap and the discussions sometimes intersect, the three countries are kept separate: mixing different contexts, hundreds of media and hundreds of participants would become too confusing. Sections
3.1 through 3.6 each present a phase of the controversy.
The chronological structure of the chapter helps to understand how the content of the controversy changed, the second focus of this chapter. Which issues and arguments were
identical from one phase to the next, from one country to the
next; which issues transformed; which issues stayed behind;
and what the reasons for these changes might be. Which discussants strongly influenced the content of the discussion,
from one phase to the next, from one country to the next. As in
chapter 2, following the implicit division of Arendt’s book, the
controversial issues are grouped in three clusters: the victim,
perpetrator, and bystander themes. The controversial issues
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and much used arguments are highlighted in this chapter, but
not considered in great detail; that is left for chapters 5 and 6.
For the same reason, the fifteen historian-reviewers will only
be briefly introduced here. Their views and backgrounds will
be elaborately discussed in chapters 5 and 6.
The third focus of this chapter is the power play in the controversy. This will show that the two competing tales of controversy lore can be traced back to the controversy’s earliest beginnings. Arendt saw herself as a small fry, punished
by the establishment for speaking truth to power. Her opponents saw her as member of a mighty cabal of ruthless opinion makers, successful in convincing the world of their historical distortions and lies. In reality, both sides were powerful.
Two mighty spheres of influence were doing battle over Eichmann in Jerusalem. Their clash left wreckage in its wake. This
chapter will make the damaging aspect of the discussion concrete: by showing how discussants behaved towards one another, and what the fallout of this behaviour was.
The fourth and final focus of this chapter are the problematic aspects of the discussion. It will describe problems in the
discussion; introduce the issues that the discussants appear
to be fundamentally opposed on; and describe other characteristics of the discussion that help to analyse these problems.
In this analysis the chapter also includes the ideas of the discussants themselves: why they thought the discussion was
problematic. Moreover, it will show that the discussion was
not always problematic. The atmosphere of the discussion
kept changing from country to country, from phase to phase.
Here the controversy was especially intense; there it calmed
down.
The final section of this chapter, section 3.7, will look
at these four facets of the Arendt-controversy from a countryoverarching perspective.
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3.1 FIRST PHASE, US:
controversy begins (February 1963 - May 1963)
Three main phases can be distinguished in the American
controversy over Eichmann in Jerusalem. First, its inter-Jewish beginnings, when the discussion was largely, but not exclusively, conducted in Jewish media. This first phase spans
three months: from the apparition of Arendt’s five articles in
the New Yorker to the review of the book in the New York Times
(February 16 - May 19, 1963). Second, the controversy’s expansion into mainstream media. This second phase lasted about
a year, until approximately the spring of 1964. Third, the discussion’s last twitches in the US, from the summer of 1965
to the spring of 1966. This section examines the first American phase, which consists of responses to Arendt’s New Yorker articles, in Jewish media and by Jewish organisations. It discusses the first responses to Arendt’s articles, including early
lobbying against them. It nuances the picture of Arendt as a
small rebel speaking truth to power, by showing that she was
briefed from inside the organisation that was lobbying against
her. This section then examines problematic aspects of the
discussion in the first phase.

1 Anthony Grafton, ‘Arendt and
Eichmann at the dinner table’, American
Scholar 68 no.1 (1999) 105-119.

2 Elizabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt. For love of the world (2nd edn.;
Binghamton, NY 2004), 349. Responses
people sent to the New Yorker can be
read in the Arendt Papers. Readers’
responses to Arendt’s New Yorker articles
can be found in the Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous,
English language and Letters to the
Editor, New Yorker.

3 Harry Golden, ‘Hannah Arendt
and the Eichmann trial’, The Carolina
Israelite, 21 no.2 (March-April 1963) 11-12,
at 11. The written responses to Arendt’s
articles were largely printed after the
last instalment had been published.

Development of the discussion in the first phase; power play
in the first phase
It all began outside of magazines and newspapers, at dinner
tables and cocktail parties, in restaurants and synagogues.1
Arendt report appeared in five instalments, on February 16 and
23, and March 2, 9, and 19, 1963. The excitement was immediate. William Shawn, editor-in-chief of the New Yorker, informed Arendt on March 8 that ‘people in town seem to be
discussing little else.’ 2 On March 29, the front page of the
New York-based German-Jewish exile newspaper Aufbau was
devoted to the ‘storm’ over ‘Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann.’ The
newspapers and magazines were not discussing the Eichmann-series yet, but New Yorker readers were. One Jewish
reviewer described the response in Jewish circles as follows:
‘The first reaction to these articles – “Did you read Hannah
Arendt?” – bespoke accusation.’ 3 The letters Arendt and the
New Yorker received, testify of the buzz. From the moment
the first instalment was published, letters to Arendt and the
New Yorker poured in, from all over America. People sent their
compliments, corrections, contempt and lament, poems and
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4 Frank Mittelberger, Letter of April
12, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Letters to the Editor,
New Yorker, L-M, 1963, image 58 of 61.

5 Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers,
Briefwechsel 1926-1969 (München, Zürich
1985), 546.

6 Hannah Arendt, ‘”The formidable
Dr. Robinson.” A reply’, The New York
Review of Books, 5 no.12 (January 20 1966)
26-30. The Anti-Defamation League,
the Council of Jews from Germany
and the American Jewish Congress all
officially spoke out against Arendt’s
articles and book. The Council issued
an official declaration against Arendt
on March 12, 1963. This declaration was
sent to the New Yorker on the 12th of
April. A book of criticism by Council
affiliates (in German) came out in July
1963, an English translation in 1964. The
six respondents included in this book
were all Jews of German origin with
intimate knowledge of the activities of
the Jewish Councils in Nazi Germany,
and most of them Arendt knew personally. The president of the American
Jewish Congress, Joachim Prinz, published his criticism of Arendt’s book
both in the organisation’s Congress
Bi-Weekly and as a separate pamphlet.
The American Jewish Committee sent
Arendt a book on Jewish self-hatred.
By contrast, the (anti-Zionist) American
Council for Judaism offered Arendt organisational backing, which she refused.
Curt S. Silberman, Letter of April 12,
1963, Library of Congress, Washington,
Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, A, 1960-1965, image 39 of
69. Council of Jews from Germany ed.,
Nach dem Eichmann Prozess. Zu einer Kontroverse über die Haltung der Juden (London, Jerusalem, New York 1963). Idem
ed., In the wake of the Eichmann-trial
(New York 1964). Joachim Prinz, ‘Arendt
nonsense. A reply to Hannah Arendt’s
“Eichmann in Jerusalem”’, (New York,
American Jewish Congress 1963. Idem,
‘On the banality of Hannah Arendt’,
Congress Bi-Weekly, 30 no.11 (June 24
1963) 7-10. Maximo Yagupsky, Letter
of June 17, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Organisations, Jewish, A, 1960-1965, image
35 of 69. Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
361. Elmer Berger, Letter of June 13, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File,
Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, A,
1960-1965, image 26-27 of 69.
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rants, requests for information. Some readers even offered
their help in defusing the mounting controversy. ‘Dear Miss
Arendt,’ one reader wrote,
From your series on the Eichmann trial a good many people
gained the impression that European Jews contributed substantially to their own suffering and extermination by tolerating a corrupt leadership and by cooperating with their own
murderers. […] Unfortunately, you selected to cite certain
facts and to omit others, creating a distorted picture. I appeal
to you to review your publication in terms of the impressions
created, and, if at any time, you care to discuss this matter
with me personally, or have me write you particulars, I shall be
glad to do so. Very truly yours, Frank Mittelberger.4
Frank Mittelberger was but one among many readers who
worried about the consequences of Arendt’s ‘distorted picture.’
Jewish organisations in America were also anxious about
the influence of Arendt’s views. Even when the nascent controversy was still only a buzz, some major organisations were
preparing a response. Eventually, Arendt became convinced
that the controversy in the US had been orchestrated by ‘the
Jewish establishment.’ She reasoned, not entirely unrealistically, that many of the Jewish leaders whom she had attacked,
sometimes in person, were still alive and in positions of influence.5
Arendt blamed one Jewish organisation in particular for
what appeared to her as one massive onslaught: the organisation founded to counter the ‘defamation of the Jewish
people,’ the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith (ADL).6
Source of Arendt’s suspicions were two internal ADL memoranda, written by Arnold Forster at ADL headquarters in
New York. The memoranda were forwarded to Arendt by
Henry Schwarzschild, a friend who was Director of Publications at the ADL. Written before the New Yorker series was
even finished, these memoranda contain several of the counter-standpoints and -arguments that would dominate the
Arendt-controversy in the US.7 Forster expressed fears that
were widely echoed in the later controversy.8 He wrote: ‘no
doubt anti-Semites will point to this Arendt document as evidence that Jews were no less guilty than others for what happened to six million of their co-religionists.’ He described
Arendt as ‘a person of eminent respectability,’ implying her
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‘value judgments’ would therefore be taken as gospel by many
of her readers. Arendt’s blunt, deprecating view of the Jewish leaders was nothing new. However, Arendt’s audience
was large, and non-Jewish. This was the situation Forster
and others were trying to control: the issue of “Jewish cooperation” was considered an internal Jewish affair. Forster included a list of talking points for reviewers of the upcoming
Eichmann-book. These talking points were largely misrepresentations of Arendt’s views: that Arendt claimed Eichmann
was but ‘a small cog in the extermination machine’; that she
claimed the Jewish victims ‘failed to resist’ their fate; that ‘the
Jews, themselves, bear a large share of the blame for the murder of their kinsmen.’ 9 Arendt suspected that this list was the
starting point for many of her critics: these straw men often
appeared in hostile book reviews in identical wording.10
The ADL was certainly Arendt’s most formidable opponent
in the controversy. However, it is not probable its influence
was as decisive as Arendt claimed: they were trying to channel a discussion that was already under way. What is more,
Forster’s memoranda show that at this stage even the ADL’s
message was not uniform. According to historian Richard Cohen, the ADL intended to either muffle the discussion or at
least streamline the response from several American Jewish
organisations. ‘[T]he ADL was aware of the impending dangers and doubtful of its ability to counter them, and counselled its branches to discourage purchase of the book and
to avoid arousing any unnecessary interest,’ Cohen writes. ‘In
the case of an open discussion, the ADL encouraged Jewish
organizations to dwell on the moral issues, and to question
the moral right of someone who had not endured the Holocaust to judge the victims. It further cautioned against an organized response and personal attacks against the author.’ 11
One can see this advice is conflicted. Discourage purchase of
the book, but avoid arousing interest in it. Dwell on the moral issues when it comes to a discussion, but do not respond in
an organised manner. Question Arendt’s moral right to judge,
but avoid personal attacks. In further conflict with its own advice to avoid arousing interest, the ADL sent out a letter to
American rabbis, asking them to denounce the book in their
sermons. The ADL’s conflicting messages indicate that within the organisation there was not a single approach agreed
upon, and that people even within themselves were torn between modes of angry attack and more reasoned response.12

7 The standpoint that Arendt judged
the Jewish leaders unfairly; the standpoint that Arendt minimised Eichmann’s guilt and blamed his victims
instead; that she reproached the victims
for not having resisted their murderers;
“Jewish resistance” as a counterargument to “Jewish cooperation”; the
argument that the guilty would use
Arendt’s arguments to cover up their
own guilt. The first memorandum,
dated March 11, was presented by
Forster as ‘a small assist in handling
some of the aspects of the problem
that may confront you.’ It contained
advice for reading material on Jewish
resistance where ‘the attention of interested friends’ might be ‘directed to.’ The
second memorandum, dated March 27,
was issued in preparation for the publication of Arendt’s articles as a book.
Here Forster presented a list of talking
points intended ‘for book reviewers’:
‘a number of controversial points and
conclusions integrated in her otherwise
masterful report,’ Forster wrote. To
help counter Arendt’s views, reading
material was attached: the statement by
the Council of Jews from Germany;
Handlin’s article about Hilberg and
the Jewish resistance in Commentary
(see footnotes to chapter 2); a British
variation on the same theme from the
London Jewish Quarterly; and a column
by Leo Mindlin in The Jewish Floridian
that attacked Arendt quite violently.
Arnold Forster, Memorandum of
March 27, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Organisations, Jewish, A, 1960-1965,
image 50-56 of 69, at 52. Idem, Memorandum of March 11, 1963, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, A,
1960-1965, image 48-49 of 69, at 49. A.A.
Roback, ‘A modern Balaam in reverse.
The Hilberg–Trevor-Roper slur on
Jewish courage’, The Jewish Quarterly
(Autumn 1962). Leo Mindlin, ‘During
the week... as I see it’, Jewish Floridian
(March 15 1963).

8 According to the historian Richard Cohen, the ADL also feared that
Christians could use Arendt’s articles to
soothe its conscience, by placing Christianity’s historical responsibility for the
murders (responsibility incurred by
standing silently by as they occurred
– the subject of the Hochhuth-controversy) with the Jews themselves.

9 Forster, Memorandum of March 27,
1963, image 50-56 of 69 at 50-51.
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10 Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr. Robinson.” A reply’.

11 His sources are a third ADL memorandum of May 28 and the minutes
of a meeting with several Jewish organisations on April 23. Richard I. Cohen,
‘Breaking the Code. Hannah Arendt’s
Eichmann in Jerusalem and the public
polemic. Myth, Memory and Historical
Imagination’, Michael. On the History of
the Jews in the Diaspora 13 no.90 (1993)
29-85, at 45n20.

12 Amos Elon, ‘The Excommunication of Hannah Arendt’, World Policy
Journal 23 no.4 (Winter 2006-2007) 93-102,
at 100. Ylana N. Miller, ‘Creating unity
through history. the Eichmann trial
as transition’, Journal of Modern Jewish
Studies 1 no.2 (2002) 131-149, at 141-142.
Similarly, Schwarzschild’s warnings
to Arendt are at odds with Forster’s
memoranda, while both worked for the
ADL. And Forster’s calm assessment
of Arendt’s work as a ‘masterful’ albeit
flawed ‘report’ in the second memorandum, is not consistent with his
attachment to the memo of the furious
opinion piece by Leo Mindlin.

13 Based in London, Jerusalem and
New York, the Council for Jews from
Germany was founded at the end of
the war to represent the interests of
German Jews in exile; Moses was president of its Israeli chapter. At the time,
Moses was also chairman of the board
of the Leo Baeck institute in New York,
‘devoted to the task of keeping the
memory of the German Jewish past
alive.’ (Arendt was one of the founders
of the institute in Jerusalem in 1955).
Moses belonged to the pre-war German-Jewish élite that Arendt criticised
in her book: he was vice-chairman
of the Reichsvertretung der deutschen
Juden (later Reichsvertretung der Juden in
Deutschland) from 1933 to 1937, under
chairman Leo Baeck. In 1937 he emigrated to Palestine. Werner Röder and
Herbert A. Strauss eds., Biographisches
Handbuch der deutschsprachigen Emigration nach 1933 vol.I: Politik, Wirtschaft,
öffentliches Leben (München, New
York 1983), at 509. Young-Bruehl,
Hannah Arendt, 99, 347. Nils Roemer,
German city, Jewish memory. The story of
Worms. Tauber Institute Series for the
study of European Jewry (Waltham,
MA 149. Hans Tramer, ‘Solidarity in dispersion. Conference of the Council of
Jews from Germany’, AJR Information,
XV no.12 (December 1960), at 1. Also see
Arendt Papers, Correspondence File,
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Arendt kept to herself during most of the controversy, avoiding the media-storm. Her private correspondence however
reveals that there is a different side to the story: Arendt engaged in elaborate discussions of her book with people who
wrote to her privately. Moreover, just as those people lobbying against her, she herself tried to manipulate the response
to her book. An early example of this are her letters to Siegfried Moses of the Council of Jews from Germany. Moses was
an acquaintance of Arendt’s from her Zionist years.13 Moses
sent Arendt a draft of a ‘declaration of war’ that the Council
was preparing. In this draft, the Council pointed its arrows at
those they considered propagators of an untrue and hurtful
view of history: Arendt, Hilberg and psychiatrist Bruno Bettelheim.14 Arendt, apparently, was not impressed. She replied
that Moses would do best to focus on her. Maybe include Hilberg, ‘but leave Bettelheim out of it,’ she wrote. ‘He is a psychological twaddler, who does not know the first thing about
anything, to say nothing of [his] intellectual capabilities. Hilberg, too, one can only take completely seriously in a scholarly
sense; he really works from the source material. Intellectually he is, unfortunately, not really distinctive, as you can readily
gather from his quite silly opinions about Germans and Jews
“in general”.’ 15 To throw together three individuals so wildly
different would, according to Arendt, make for an attack without substance. Moses duly followed Arendt’s instructions. On
March 12, the Council of Jews from Germany officially took a
stand against the ‘depiction of history’ by Hilberg and Arendt
– not Bettelheim.16
Content of the discussion in the first phase
While protest against her views was mounting, Arendt herself
was taking a journey through Europe. She would return at the
beginning of July, when the controversy was in full swing.17
On March 6, 1963, one of Arendt’s friends wrote to her with a
‘storm warning.’ This friend was Henry Schwarzschild (three
weeks later, he would forward the ADL memoranda to her).
At this very early stage, Schwarzschild predicted the course
of the controversy with remarkable accuracy. Schwarzschild
wrote:
The series is fast becoming the sensation of the New York
Jewish scene. Much wailing and wringing of hands, especially
on the part of the German Jews, who feel their honor and that
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of their late friends attacked. You may confidently expect to
be the object of very great debate and animosity here [...]. At
the moment, you are being accused of hindsight – your critics
demand either a foresighted dealing with the past or historiography that, like Carr’s, accepts past events as proof of
their inevitability. I suspect your criticism of Hausner-Ben
Gurion will not anger people as much as your acceptance of
the Hilberg thesis of Jewish cooperation with the Endloesung.
Most readers were so struck by your vigorous attack on Hausner in the first installment that they are only slowly warming
to their resentment of the major theses.
As Schwarzschild wrote, the German Jews in New York were
the first to take up Arendt’s challenges. Correct was his prediction that the indignation over her remarks on the cooperation of the Jewish leaders would soon take central stage.
Schwarzschild himself criticised Arendt’s treatment of the
Jewish leaders, too. He wrote:
The subject is, of course, infinitely painful and infinitely
complex. There is no doubt that your brief references to Paul
Eppstein and Baeck cannot do justice to these complicated people in their unprecedented situations. I hope that in
the concluding sections you will speak again (as you did so
powerfully in Origins) of the inescapable dehumanization
under totalitarianism.
In the discussion of Arendt’s book that was to come, the
arguments that Schwarschild used here, would be used so
often that one could call them commonplaces of the controversy: the lack of nuance and context in Arendt’s description
of these events; the reference to her Origins of totalitarianism as a place where she did treat these matters appropriately. Schwarzschild also correctly predicted why her view of
Eichmann would raise a storm. Her treatment was too abstract, Schwarschild said, and her ironic style would not win
her favours:
Your tone in relating Eichmann’s own career is so studiedly normal, so Kafkaesquely normal, that those unacquainted
with the totalitarian system may not learn of the choking and
pathogenic atmosphere that prevailed. Perhaps it is a mistake
to stick with the technical terminology – final solution, transport, liquidation, etc. It insulates even us. Your cool demotion

General, 1938-1976, Moses Siegfried,
1957-1963.

14 Siegfried Moses, Letter of March
7, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965, image
14 of 56.

15 ‘Aber lassen Sie den Bettelheim
draussen. Das ist ein psychologischer
Schwätzer, der von nichts eine Ahnung
hat, von geistigem Niveau ganz zu
schweigen. Auch Hilberg kann man nur
rein wissenschaftlich ernst nehmen; er
arbeitet wirklich aus den Quellen. Geistig ist er leider nicht wirklich von Rang
wie Sie ja aus seinen ziemlich albernen
Meinungen über Deutsche und Juden
“überhaupt” leicht entnehmen konnen.’
Hannah Arendt, Letter of March 12,
1963, Library of Congress, Washington,
Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965, image 15 of
56. The opinions that Arendt thought
‘silly’ were Hilberg’s theories of German
and Jewish historico-cultural predestination (chapter 2).

16 Face to face, Moses tried to persuade Arendt not to publish Eichmann
as a book. Arendt did not concede but
promised an ‘explanatory addendum.’
This became a remark between brackets in the second American edition, the
famous single instance where Arendt
uses the word “collaboration” instead
of “cooperation” when speaking of
the Jewish leaders (chapter 2). Idem,
Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London 1994), 10-11. Council of Jews from
Germany, ‘Die Reaktion der Juden
auf die Verfolgungen der Nazizeit’, in:
Council of Jews from Germany ed.,
Nach dem Eichmann Prozess. Zu einer
Kontroverse über die Haltung der Juden
(London, Jerusalem, New York 1963) 7-9.
Moses, Letter of March 7, 1963, image
14 of 56. Idem, Letter of March 24, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Organisations,
Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965, image 19 of 56.
Hannah Arendt, Letter of July 17, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence
File, General, 1938-1976, Moses Siegfried,
1957-1963, image 29 of 29. Young-Bruehl,
Hannah Arendt, 348-350.
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After her recuperation, and after
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writing On Revolution and Eichmann
in Jerusalem, Arendt needed a holiday.
The trip was made with the insurance
money she received after being wounded in a car crash in 1962. It started in
mid-February, when New York was just
starting to ‘rumble’ over her articles.
At the end of March Arendt left for
Italy; then Greece in April; back to Italy;
Switzerland; and on to France, ending
in Paris. Schwarzschild urged her to ‘[...]
come back soon – I can’t single-handedly preserve you from character and
scholarship defenestration.’ When she
returned at the beginning of July, she
set herself to answering the heap of
letters that had arrived. She kept copies
of many of these letters, and often her
response to them, typed on the back
of the original letter. Hannah Arendt
and Heinrich Blücher, Briefe 1936-1968
(München 2013), 555-556. Hannah
Arendt, Letter of July 19, 1963 (unsent),
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Organisations,
Jewish, A, 1960-1965, image 28 of 69.
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 349-351.
Henry Schwarzschild, Letter of March
6, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, A, 1960-1965, image
44-45 of 69, at 45.

18 Idem, Letter of March 6, 1963,
image 44-45 of 69.

19 Only some readers of Aufbau
defended Arendt’s views on this subject
in this phase, and the editor of the
National Jewish post and opinion. This
editorial also mentions the ‘Jewish
Establishment’ that Arendt later pointed to as the source of her troubles. ‘Für
und wider Hannah Arendt’, Aufbau/
Reconstruction (May 10 1963) 5. Martin
Lederman, ‘This book was not written
too early’, Aufbau/Reconstruction no.19
(May 10 1963) 5. ‘Who sent the Jews to
the camps?’, National Jewish Post and
Opinion (March 8 1963). ‘The editor’s
chair’, National Jewish Post and Opinion
(September 13 1963).

20 Arendt was often associated with
Hilberg and/or Bettelheim. For many
people, any criticism of the victims,
specific or general, was enough label
the critic an enemy. For these people,
Arendt, Hilberg, and Bettelheim were
one. The association with Bettelheim
was always negative. Hilberg by contrast
could also be presented as the better
of the two scholars. The association or
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of Eichmann to his real place in the hierarchy, your emphasis
on grey bureaucratic normality are, of course, greatly valuable contributions.18
Schwarzschild had excellent instincts. Arendt, writing about
matters from a scholarly meta-perspective, had left out what
was well-known, and obvious to her: that the Jews had suffered horribly, that their circumstances were dire. She had dug
into what, to her, was shocking and new: the horrific and fascinating phenomenon of the Nazi Sprachregelung. The contrast
between petty, empty Eichmann and his enormous crimes.
The degree of cooperation the Nazis received; from the peoples they subjected, and even from the people they sought to
destroy. Her presentation of these historical events was perceived as incomplete or warped. It was feared that without the
proper context (‘the choking and pathogenic atmosphere that
prevailed’), without the proper perspective (not the ‘insulating’
words but the reality they stood for), people who had not been
there, who had not studied the subject, would not understand.
In early contributions to the controversy, the main point of
contention was the cooperation of the Jewish leaders. In the
discussion of this subject, full agreement with Arendt was out
of the question.19 Discussants argued the Jewish leaders were
blameless, or morally perfect. Or they argued for a more nuanced view of the Jewish leaders, somewhere between Arendt’s
blanket judgment and an all-out defence. In either complete or
partial disagreement with Arendt, most discussants argued that
she presented an incomplete picture of historical events, and
thus an incorrect judgment of the Jewish leaders.
Problems in the discussion: misrepresentations;
personal attacks
Arendt’s views were often misrepresented in the controversy.
Even before all of Arendt’s articles had been published in the
New Yorker, Arendt’s views became entangled with those of
others.20 This entanglement was characteristic of the American controversy phases. Arendt’s criticism of the Jewish leaders was regularly confused with two other issues. The first was
the issue of a “lack of organised Jewish resistance.” The second issue was that of Jews all over Nazi Europe ‘going meekly
to their deaths, like lambs to the slaughter.” Both issues were
relics of the early post-war discussion of the murder of the
Jews in Israel. 21 In addition, they were two sides of the same
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coin: the (perceived) lack of organised resistance on one side,
and on the other side the (perceived) lack of a more general
resistance to discrimination, deportation and death. According to Hilberg, it was prosecutor Hausner’s fault that these issues were revived: Hausner had consistently asked his survivor-witnesses why they had not resisted. Thus, the view of
the Nazis’ victims as ‘meek lambs,’ as ‘cowards,’ a stale cliché for the Israeli audience, was broadcast to the rest of the
world. This caused some embarrassment in the Diaspora, Hilberg says: the reproach that the Jewish victims had let themselves be murdered without putting up a fight was clearly an
internal Jewish affair, not meant for Gentile consumption. Jewish organisations tried to limit the damage.22
A second reason for the entanglement of these clichés with
Arendt opinions can be found in the book itself: the few comments Arendt does make on Jewish resistance are confusing.
Arendt says it was impossible under the circumstances; that
it was possible only for ‘the very young’; that it was a miracle
Jewish resistance existed at all. 23 Yet when she criticises the
prosecution for including resister-witnesses in Eichmann’s trial, she also remarks that the Jewish resistance was ‘pitifully small [...] incredibly weak and essentially harmless.’ 24 Of
course this was quickly taken as an offence by reviewers already offended. It was easy to inflate this position to the straw
man that “the victims should have resisted.” Ironically, Arendt
was thus taken to task for a standpoint of Hausner’s – a standpoint that she had explicitly attacked in her book. Not only was
Arendt perceived to have blamed the victims for not putting
up more resistance: she was also taken to have reproached
all the victims for cooperation with their murderers. The strict
separation that Arendt made in her moral judgments, between
the “ordinary” Jewish victims and the Jewish leaders, often
disappeared in the controversy.25
A third reason for the entanglement was the preceding discussion of Hilberg’s Destruction. Hilberg’s theory of the ‘reaction pattern’ of the Jews to their persecutors had not landed
well. Angry reviewers claimed that Hilberg thought the Jews
had been cowards. The discussion of Hilberg’s book in Commentary was conducted under the header ‘Jewish resistance.’
This discussion preceded the Arendt-controversy by a few
months. The same goes for the discussion of Bruno Bettelheim’s theory on the ‘ghetto mentality’ of the European Jews
under the Nazis (see footnotes to section 2.1). What is more,
the publication of Arendt’s articles in the New Yorker coincid-

dissociation of Arendt with Hilberg is
one of the crossover arguments in the
controversy: in later phases, apart from
being valued positively or negatively to
support an attack on Arendt, Hilberg
is also valued positively in defence of
Arendt. See for instance Richard W.
Winograd, Letter of October 7, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Organisations,
Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965, image 1-2 of 56.
Trude Weiss-Rosmarin, ‘Hannah Arendt
and Eichmann’, Jewish Spectator, 27 no.4
(April 1963) 6. ‘Flushing, Temple Beth
Sholom’, American Examiner (April
18 1963). Hugo Hahn, ‘Der Jude wird
verbrannt’, Aufbau/Reconstruction no.13
(March 29 1963) 7-8. Adolf Leschnitzer,
‘So war Rabbiner Leo Baeck’, Aufbau/Reconstruction no.13 (March 29 1963) 7, 18.
Council of Jews from Germany, ‘Jewish
dignity and self-respect. A statement by
the Council of Jews from Germany’,
Aufbau/Reconstruction no.13 (March 29
1963) 7.

21 The image of lambs or sheep going
to the slaughter is derived from a 1942
manifesto by the Lithuanian-Jewish
Abba Kovner, a resister who was heard
as a witness at the Eichmann trial: ‘Let
us not go like sheep to the slaughter,
Jewish youth!’ The recording of Abba
Kovner reading his manifesto at the
Eichmann trial can be watched on the
website of the US Holocaust Memorial
Museum. Eichmann Trial. Sessions 27 and
28. Testimonies of F. Masia, M. Dworzecki,
A. Kovner, A. Peretz (May 4, 1961) (United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum)
FILM ID: 2039. For the cliché see for
instance Simone De Beauvoir, ‘Introduction’, in: Treblinka (Paris 1966).

22 ‘And now the repair work was
pursued methodically from Jerusalem
to New York,’ Hilberg writes. ‘The Jews,
it was said in metronome fashion,
had been heroic, had resisted [...].’ Raul
Hilberg, The politics of memory (Chicago
1996), 151-152. Also see Tom Segev, The
Seventh Million (New York 1993), 359.

23 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem. a report on the banality of evil
(New York 1963), 12, 121-123. A year before, Arendt had put these points much
more clearly and succinctly in criticism
of Bettelheim’s infamous “ghetto mentality” article – ironically the article
where Bettelheim had presented the
positions that Arendt’s positions were
now being confused with. Bruno Bettelheim, ‘Freedom from ghetto think-
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ing’, Midstream 8 (1962) 16-25. Hannah
Arendt, ‘Comment’, Midstream 8 no.3
(September 1962) 85-87.

24 Arendt further confuses the matter when she modifies her criticism of
the presence of the resister-witnesses in
the court: ‘Legal considerations aside,
the appearance in the witness box of
the former Jewish resistance fighters
was welcome enough. It dissipated the
haunting specter of universal cooperation, the stifling, poisoned atmosphere
which had surrounded the Final Solution.’ Arendt was clearly conflicted on
the issue. Idem, EIJ, 123.

25 Interesting is that the entanglement can also be found in responses
favourable to Arendt’s views. In a short
column in the National Jewish Post and
Opinion, an unnamed author foresees
a ‘furor’ on Arendt’s treatment of the
‘cooperation of the Jews’ but thinks ‘it
is necessary for the diaspora to know
to what extent refusal to fight to the
last breath, even against all odds, was a
factor in the wiping out of European
Jewry.’ This is the bare-bones entanglement. Arendt’s criticism of the Jewish
leaders is (in this case approvingly) tied
to the image of meek Jews, to the accusation of a lack of resistance. Arendt’s
‘Jewish leaders’ have become ‘Jews’; and
her criticism has morphed from criticism of ‘cooperation,’ to criticism of a
‘refusal to fight.’ ‘Who sent the Jews to
the camps?’.

26 In Aufbau, rabbi Hugo Hahn quoted the expressionist writer Frans Weil:
‘Nicht der Mörder, sondern der Ermordete ist schuldig.’ (Not the murderer, but
the murdered [man] is guilty.) Hahn,
‘Der Jude wird verbrannt’, 8.

27 Mindlin, ‘During the week... as I
see it’. Mindlin’s column can be read
online in the Arendt Papers: Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Organizations,
Jewish, A, 1960-1965, image 54-56 of 69,
there 55-56.

28 Max Nussbaum, ‘Dr Nussbaum
replies to New Yorker article’, The Observer, 48 no.16 (May 2 1963) 1, 4, at 1,4.

29 Weiss-Rosmarin’s no-holds-barred
attack on Arendt was reprinted in
another Jewish newspaper under the
self-explanatory heading ‘Self-hating
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ed with the 20-year anniversary of the Warsaw ghetto uprising, the remembrance of organised Jewish resistance. The entanglement was almost inevitable.
This entanglement added up to one overarching accusation against Arendt: that she blamed the victims for their own
murder.26 In the first phase of the controversy, this accusation was used as shorthand for all the entangled views falsely ascribed to Arendt: that she blamed the Jews for for going to their death like sheep to the slaughter; that she blamed
the Jewish Councils, or the Jewish religion, or Jewish culture,
for the Nazi massacres. An early protagonist of this accusation was Leo Mindlin, executive editor of the Jewish Floridian.
His column was published in the Jewish Floridian on March 15,
1963. It gained a wide readership, because it was attached to
the second ADL memorandum. Mindlin was the first to publicly, in writing, accuse Arendt of conducting a ‘post mortem
defense of Eichmann,’ and placing ‘the blame for their dying
upon the dead.’ 27 In the controversy, these two accusations
nearly always appeared together: where the first appeared,
the second was never far behind.
Mindlin’s theatrical attack represents one extreme end of
the views in the controversy. He was savage in his condemnation. Arendt, wrote Mindlin, had ‘[sifted] through the tear-sodden ashes of six million Jews,’ and was caught up in ‘agonizing
Jewish self-hatred.’ She ‘gratuitously [insulted] the memory of
the sainted dead,’ and ‘[did] yeoman’s service in digging future Jewish graves to the applause of the world’s unconverted anti-Semites.’ Mindlin’s was not the only hysterical attack
on Arendt at this stage. Max Nussbaum, president of the Zionist Organisation of America, wrote for instance: ‘The superficiality of Professor Arendt’s interpretation is nowhere as
disturbing as in her glib and invidious comments on the submission to death of our helpless brothers and sisters, and in
her effrontery of depicting Eichmann as the small cog in the
large wheel of the Nazi machine. [...] Our Prophets warned
us once that some of the greatest enemies we will encounter will come from the inside...’ 28 Trude Weiss-Rosmarin, the
energetic editor-in-chief of the New York-based Jewish Spectator, herself a German Jewish émigré, described Arendt as
an Uncle Tom: ‘perhaps the most psychopathological reaction of German Jews who could not wear the Yellow star with
pride, is that they will not admit that the Nazis meant and did
murder Jews as Jews and not as members of the human family.’ Arendt’s self-hatred distorted her capabilities as a schol-
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ar on this subject, Weiss-Rosmarin, thought: ‘in fairness to
herself, she should disqualify herself from writing on Jewish
themes to which she bring the pathology and confusion of the
Jew who does not want to be a Jew [...].’ 29
Characteristics of the discussion that help to explain its
problems: unwritten rules
In this first phase of the controversy, not so much the facts
themselves were contested, but how and where they were
presented. The disagreement revolved around whether Arendt
was allowed to discuss these matters at all, and if so, whether she was allowed to discuss them in the manner she did.
Is one allowed to judge these leaders, yes or no? Who may
judge them, and when, and how, and where? Rabbi and political scientist Judah Cahn for instance did not take offence with
a depiction of the moral collapse per se; he took offence with
Arendt’s judgment of the victims who succumbed to it. In his
newsletter The Reconstructionist, Cahn wrote: ‘Hitlerism dehumanised all those who came into contact with it: those who
were killed and those who killed. To sit in judgment on those
who lived during the period of Nazi terror while we enjoy the
security of another age is to besmirch the men and women
whose memories are most dear and precious to our people.’
30
This statement was unequivocal: judgment (or rather: condemnation) of Nazi victims was off limits.
The arguments used against her reveal that Arendt had
evidently broken unwritten rules on the discussion of “Jewish cooperation”: one may not judge the Jewish leaders; one
may judge them only if one experienced the persecution oneself; the Jewish leaders must be judged with empathy; they
must be judged as individuals, one may not judge them collectively. Among those discussants who explicitly named or
alluded to such rules were the discussants who wrote for
the German-Jewish newspaper Aufbau/Reconstruction. As
Schwarzschild wrote in his storm warning, the German Jews
were very active in the nascent controversy. Aufbau was a bilingual newspaper, based in New York. Readers’ letters show
that it was read by German-speaking Jews from all over the
US.31 In a controversy that was strictly inter-Jewish as of yet,
these German Jews were an in-crowd within an in-crowd. For
Arendt, Aufbau was an important forum. She knew many of
her critics there personally: from her life before the war, and
because she had worked for the paper.32

Jewess Writes Pro-Eichmann-Series for
New Yorker Magazine.’ The headers
sum up the gist of Weiss-Rosmarin’s
argument: PITY FOR EICHMANN;
SELF HATRED; JEWRY FAILED;
250.000 SAVED; ABSURD CLAIM.
Weiss-Rosmarin, ‘Hannah Arendt and
Eichmann’. Idem, ‘Self-hating Jewess
writes pro-Eichmann series’, Intermountain Jewish News (April 19 1963). Idem,
‘Strategists of hindsight’, Jewish Spectator, 28 no.6 (June 1963) 3-6, 30.

30 Judah Cahn, ‘The New Yorker series
on Eichmann’, The Reconstructionist, 29
no.3 (March 22 1963) 3-6, at 6.

31 Because of the personal background of the authors, articles in Aufbau were a bit more diverse and informative than many other articles in the
controversy, which simply reproduced
previous arguments and/or the content
of the book. “Jewish cooperation” in
itself was not a foreign or outrageous
subject to these respondents, even if
they disagreed on if and how one may
discuss it. That Arendt’s criticism was
directed against Jewish leaders, not at
all Jewish Nazi victims, was something
most contributors understood. Some
of the responses to Arendt that Aufbau
printed, were included in the German
controversy anthology Die Kontroverse.
These responses thus also became a
part of the discussion in West Germany, namely those of Robert Kempner,
Friedrich Brodnitz, Nehemiah Robinson and Adolf Leschnitzer.

32 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
169-171.
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33 Council of Jews from Germany,
‘Jewish dignity and self-respect. A
statement by the Council of Jews
from Germany’. Leschnitzer, ‘So war
Rabbiner Leo Baeck’. Hahn, ‘Der Jude
wird verbrannt’. Frederick R. Lachman,
‘Ein Meisterwerk ohne Seele’, Aufbau/
Reconstruction no.13 (March 29 1963) 7,
20, 22. Leschnitzer’s article was a calm,
principled defence of one of the German Jewish leaders, Leo Baeck. Baeck
(1873-1956) was remembered as a spotless
hero. But Arendt had attacked Baeck for
withholding information on the nature
of Auschwitz from his people. Moreover, in her New Yorker articles, Arendt
had written that ‘Dr Leo Baeck […] in
the eyes of both Jews and Gentiles was
the Jewish Führer.’ Arendt, EIJ, 105. In
Aufbau, historian Leschnitzer pointed
out that this slur for Baeck was coined
by one of Eichmann’s subordinates,
Dieter Wisliceny. Arendt had plucked
the term from Hilberg’s book, and used
it without mentioning that Wisliceny
was the source. The Baeck-remark was
edited out for the second American
edition of Eichmann in Jerusalem; it
was one of Arendt’s most infamous
transgressions. Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews (Chicago
1961), 292. Historian Leschnitzer was
not the first to point out that Arendt’s
insult had a Nazi origin (Harry Golden
and Judah Cahn noted it before him).
Yet in the controversy historiography
Leschnitzer is identified as the first to
do so, because his article about Eichmann is one of the better remembered
responses to Arendt’s book. Leschnitzer,
‘So war Rabbiner Leo Baeck’. Golden,
‘Hannah Arendt and the Eichmann
trial’, 11. Cahn, ‘The New Yorker series
on Eichmann’. Young-Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt, 362-366.

34 Examples of other discussants who
used this argument in the first phase:
Weiss-Rosmarin, ‘Hannah Arendt and
Eichmann’. Council of Jews from Germany, ‘Jewish dignity and self-respect.
A statement by the Council of Jews
from Germany’. Cahn, ‘The New Yorker
series on Eichmann’. Edwin Samuel,
‘One for six million’, The Saturday Review, 46 no.20 (May 18 1963) 25-26.

35 According to Lachman, Arendt’s
judgment of the Jewish leaders’ acts
alone, without considering their circumstances, was a ‘soulless’ judgment.
The time for such a ‘soulless’ judgment
had not come yet. ‘Vielleicht wird
einmal die Zeit kommen – wenn all
diejenigen die den Nazismus am eignen
Leibe gespürt haben, nicht mehr vor-
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A page with four articles opened the discussion on Arendt’s
Eichmann-series in Aufbau, on March 29, 1963. The articles by
historian and pedagogue Adolf Leschnitzer and Aufbau-editor
Frederick R. Lachman were quite measured. These two were
offset by the accusing tone of rabbi Hugo Hahn, a regular contributor; and an excerpt of the ‘declaration of war’ of the Council
of Jews from Germany, the one Siegfried Moses had discussed
with Arendt.33 Three of the four explicitly presented or alluded to certain rules that Arendt had broken in discussing “Jewish cooperation.” The Council and rabbi Hahn presented the
rule that those who were not there, were not allowed to judge
these historical actors. This argument, that “only those who
were there may judge,” would see heavy use in the controversy.34 It could undercut any judgment by Arendt, since “she was
not there”: she had fled Germany when the Nazis came to power. Editor Lachman presented another rule on judgment that
would become a commonplace of the controversy. To judge the
Jewish leaders, he explained, one must consider the circumstances in which they took their decisions. This was the most
common criticism of Arendt’s judgments of the Jewish leaders:
that she had not considered these circumstances at all. An act
in itself has no meaning, Lachman wrote: did someone act of
his own free will, or was he forced to do it, that is the question.
‘To evaluate the fundamental difference between the two,’ he
wrote, ‘is only possible if one tries more than just depict the act
of the person in question.’ In other words: to judge an act one
must consider the context of that act. Lachman also posited
that a ‘cold’, ‘objective’ discussion of the Jewish leaders such
as Arendt’s was out of bounds. In the future, Lachman said, it
might become possible ‘to research the Nazi-events with calm
matter-of-factness and purely argumentatively.’ But not now,
not as long as those “who were there” – including himself –
were still alive.35
Among the respondents in Aufbau in the first phase of the
controversy was historian Herbert Strauss, whose review is examined in chapters 5 and 6. Typical of the first phase, Strauss’
criticism of Arendt concerned only the (German-)Jewish leaders – not a word about Eichmann.36 Strauss also alluded to
rules that Arendt had broken: there was a ‘proper context’ in
which to evaluate the acts of the Jewish leaders, Strauss wrote,
a context that Arendt ‘refused’ to see. Strauss also criticised
Arendt’s ‘style,’ arguing that polemics were out of bounds on
this subject: ‘history is not a bag of tricks we play on the dead,’
he warned.37
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Conclusion
Although the massive criticism of Arendt in the US seems uniform in hindsight, the earliest public responses to Arendt were
not. The first responses to Arendt’s articles and book were
actually quite varied. They were mostly negative, yet their
tone was still diverse, ranging from calm rebuttal to outraged
dismay. For instance, although Arnold Forster of the ADL
urged his readers to counter Arendt’s upcoming book, he presented this message in a polite, even praiseful tone: Arendt’s
report was ‘masterful’ and she herself was of ‘eminent respectability.’ In the second phase such a nuanced approach became
incompatible with countering Arendt, responses became monotonous.38
The first phase of the controversy can be considered an
inter-Jewish debate. Eichmann was rarely discussed at this
time; this phase was dominated by the victim theme. This discussion of “Jewish cooperation” can be divided into several
entangled sub-issues: that Arendt’s judgment of the Jewish
leaders was unfair; that she underestimated the Jewish resistance; and that she reproached the victims at large for going
meekly to their deaths. These three issues were soon summed
up in the double accusation that Arendt “blamed the victims”
and “exculpated the perpetrators.” Even at this early stage,
attempts were made behind the scenes to influence the direction of the discussion. Another interesting feature of the
controversy that is already present at this stage is the proclamation of rules for the discussion of “Jewish cooperation.”
Arendt’s book was published mid-May 1963. While in several Jewish media the in-crowd discussion of Arendt’s New Yorker articles continued, reviews of the book started appearing in
non-Jewish media. These first few reviews were mostly calm,
nuanced and brief. Their focus was on Eichmann’s responsibility and German responsibility. The theme of the Jewish leaders was sometimes mentioned, but hardly discussed. Over
the first three weeks of May, a steady stream of reviews appeared in mainstream newspapers and magazines, of varying
length and depth. Most of them were faithful reproductions of
Arendt’s argument.39 The controversy remained limited to the
Jewish media; in non-Jewish media the book was not considered controversial. Until a review in the New York Times broke
the barrier.

handen sein werden – um mit ruhiger
Sachlichkeit und rein argumentativ
dem Nazi-Geschehen nachzugehen. Vorläufig ist es noch nicht möglich – und
die Artikelserie van Hannah Arendt,
gerade weil sie sachlich so hervorragend
ist, beweist es.’ Lachman, ‘Ein Meisterwerk ohne Seele’, 21-22.

36 Overall, over forty articles and
letters on Arendt’s book were published
in Aufbau (from March 1963 to February 1964). Quite a few articles defended
German Jewish leaders unequivocally,
often from personal experience. By
contrast, the correspondence published
was more in favour of Arendt. The
accompanying editorials noted that
readers kept sending in letters with
their own points of view. ‘Für und
wider Hannah Arendt’. ‘Die Diskussion
um Hannah Arendts Eichmann-Buch’,
Aufbau/Reconstruction (May 24 1963) 11.
‘Die Diskussion um Eichmann’, Aufbau/
Reconstruction (December 20 1963) sec.
Der Zeitgeist, 17.

37 Herbert Strauss, ‘The thesis of
Hanna Arendt’, Aufbau/Reconstruction
no.20 (May 17 1963) 13-14.

38 Another illustration is Harry
Golden’s review. Golden (pseudonym
of Herschel Goldhirsch), founder,
publisher and single editor of the cult
magazine The Carolina Israelite, was
one of the first to treat Arendt’s claims
in detail. Golden had attended the
Eichmann trial himself, as a reporter
for LIFE magazine. He too shows that a
light tone was still possible in the first
phase: Golden reviewed Arendt’s New
Yorker articles with his characteristic
blend of humour and gravitas. More
importantly, he held views that would
appear fundamentally opposed a few
months later. According to Golden,
Arendt was wrong about the Jewish
leaders. However, he added, Jewish
cooperation should not be a taboo
subject. He even explicitly wrote that
some Jewish leaders could be called
collaborators(!).

39 At this stage, only Edwin Samuel
in The Saturday Review, Henry W. Levy
in the Baltimore Morning Sun and Eugene V. Rostow in the New York Herald
Tribune, all three of Jewish origin,
brought background knowledge to
their reviews, and were thus able to
discuss the book much more critically. Note that the only response in a
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non-Jewish medium before the book’s
publication is Donald Mcdonald, ‘The
Final Solution – a new look’, Pittsburgh
Catholic (April 11 1963).

40 Denver Lindley, Letter of March
14, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking
Press – 1963-1964.’Tim’ is Frederick
Mortimer Clapp, art historian, first
director of the Frick collection in New
York. Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 391.

41 Director of the YIVO (Yidisher
Visnshaftlekher Institut) at the time was
Nehemiah Robinson, brother of Jacob
Robinson. The Robinson brothers
were vocal opponents of Arendt in the
controversy.

3.2 SECOND PHASE, US:
controversy becomes mainstream (May 1963 - Spring 1964)
The second phase contains the reviews and responses that
appear when Eichmann in Jerusalem is published as a book.
It begins with the May 1963 review of Arendt’s book in the
New York Times, and ends about a year later. The discussion
reached its zenith in the summer of 1963. By midsummer,
more urgent discussions took over the pages of the newspapers, and in the winter of 1963-1964 the discussion in Jewish
media ended. Magazines and journals lagged behind somewhat; here the discussion came to an end in the spring of 1964.
This section first examines the controversy’s breakthrough to
the mainstream, as the response of the Arendt-camp behind
the scenes to this “win” for those lobbying against Arendt. It
also nuances the importance of the New York Times-review,
pointing out two other controversy participants who had more
influence on the content of the discussion. Then this section
discusses the controversy’s central arena in the second phase,
summarises the content of the discussion and illustrates the
damage it did. Finally this section examines problems of the
discussion in the second phase. It uses the analyses of the
discussants themselves to help explain these problems.
Development of the discussion in the second phase;
power play in the second phase
The rumble over Eichmann in Jerusalem was not unexpected.
In a letter dated March 14, 1963, Arendt’s editor and friend
Denver Lindley at Viking Press wrote: ‘As I am sure you remember, Tim thinks that almost anything can happen when
your work descends upon the unsuspecting public.’ 40 With
amusement, Lindley related that the YIVO Institute for
Jewish research had called Viking, to voice their suspicion that
Arendt was anti-Semitic.41 He also mentioned that the marketing department was quite pleased with the controversial
attention Arendt’s New Yorker articles were getting. Lindley’s
amusement was not to last.
On Sunday May 19, 1963, the controversy burst its banks.
That day, the New York Times Book Review printed a
devastating review of Arendt’s book: ‘Man with an unspotted
conscience.’ That night, in New York, Gideon Hausner
addressed the Bergen Belsen Survivors Association; as did
Nahum Goldmann, president of the World Jewish Congress.
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Both speakers had Arendt’s book on their mind. According to a
reporter in the New York Times, Hausner pejoratively labelled
Arendt a revisionist historian. He reassured his audience that
‘the Eichmann trial shook the conscience of the world because
the bare facts were exposed for all to see... and they cannot be
twisted and distorted [...].’ Goldmann in turn entangled Arendt
with those ‘who engage today in throwing stones at the victims of the Nazis, charging them with cowardice and lack of
will to resist.’ 42 In his gossip-column for the New York Daily
News, television personality Ed Sullivan summarised the Sunday’s lessons as follows: ‘Israel’s prosecutor of Adolf Eichmann
flew here to answer Hannah Arendt’s bizarre defense of Eichmann in her book, “Eichmann in Jerusalem”. The author would
have you believe that Eichmann really wasn’t a Nazi, that the
Gestapo aided Jews, that Eichmann actually was unaware of
Hitler’s evil plans. The record, to the contrary, that Eichmann
shipped 434,351 Jews to the Auschwitz gas chambers...’ 43
The New York Times had chosen Michael Musmanno to review Arendt’s book. Musmanno’s expertise seemed guaranteed: he was not only a Supreme Court justice, but had also
been a judge at three Nuremberg successor trials. More importantly, he had been a witness at the Eichmann trial.44 In
his review, Musmanno positioned himself as a man moving
in ‘responsible circles, where there is a true understanding
of the sanctity of law and the conscientious calm of evenhanded justice.’ However, the content of his review stood in
shrill contrast to the promised conscientious calm. A predictable response to Arendt’s scorn of Musmanno as a witness
in Eichmann’s trial.45 Or maybe not, because Arendt’s publisher had corresponded extensively with the judge before
the book appeared. Considering Arendt’s disparaging comments of the man, Viking feared a libel suit. Musmanno had
asked for and was granted corrections, to his stated satisfaction.46 Thus, Musmanno’s revenge came as a surprise. Arendt’s
editor Lindley wrote to Arendt, assuring her he was taking
countermeasures:

42 Irving Spiegel, ‘Hausner criticizes
book on Eichmann’, The New York
Times (May 20 1963) 12.

43 Ed Sullivan, ‘Little old New York.
Men and maids’, Daily News (May 20
1963) 41.

44 Musmanno was president at the
Einsatzgruppen-trial. Birn, 2011 Ruth
Bettina Birn, ‘Fifty years after. a critical
look at the Eichmann trial’, Case Western Reserve Journal of International Law 44
no.1 & 2 (2011), 469-470

45

Arendt, EIJ, 210.

46 Denver Lindley, Letter of April 1,
1963, Library of Congress, Washington,
Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence File, Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking
Press – 1963-1964. Idem, Letter of May
3, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking
Press – 1963-1964.

You will find this hard to believe, as I do even after seeing it. The Sunday Times gave your book to Musmanno to
review. The result is a bare-faced and malicious distortion of
what you say. [...] I protested privately to Francis Brown [editor-in-chief of the New York Times Book Review] about the
irresponsibility of his conduct; Shawn [editor-in-chief of the
New Yorker] is going to have an article written – possibly by
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47 Idem, Letter of May 17, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence
file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking Press
– 1963-1964.

48 This was a letter to Partisan Review,
to complain of their treatment of
Arendt (namely the review by Lionel
Abel). Dwight Macdonald, Letter of
July 16, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Publishers, 1963, image 60- 61 of 82.
About the influence on sales also see
Saul Friedman, ‘Is Eichmann really
dead? No, argues Hannah Arendt – he
was an ordinary man, and more like
him lie innocently in wait for mankind’, Houston Chronicle (1963).

49 According to historian Michael
Ezra there were over a hundred letters
Michael Ezra, ‘The Eichmann polemics; Hannah Arendt and her critics’,
Democratiya no.9 (Summer 2007) 141-165,
at 144. Irving Howe, ‘The New Yorker and
Hannah Arendt’, Commentary, 36 no.4
(October 1963) 318-319, at 318. Roughly
half of these can be found in Arendt’s
personal archive: Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Letters to the
editor, New York Times, 1963.

50 On the 20th of July 1963, when
the controversy in the US reached its
peak, the magazine did publish an
editorial defending their publication
of Arendt’s pieces, and offered Arendt
room for a rebuttal of her critics (she
declined). Musmanno tried to get his
say in the New Yorker as well, but Shawn
replied that they would not publish
him, seeing as he had gotten enough
coverage. Michael A. Musmanno, Letter
of July 25, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Shawn, William and Michael A. Musmanno, 1963, image 9 of 18. Idem, Letter
of July 26, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Shawn, William and Michael A. Musmanno, 1963, image 14 of 18. William
Shawn, Letter of July 29, 1963, Library
of Congress, Washington, Hannah
Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File,
Correspondence, Shawn, William and
Michael A. Musmanno, 1963. For comments on this duelling of two powerful
media see J Suhl, ‘Hannah Arendt’s
“Eichmann”’, Contemporary Issues/Dinge
der Zeit no.48 (Spring 1964) 9-12. Harri-
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Dwight [Macdonald, publicist]. The Forces of Just Cause are
being deployed and will have their effect. Just the same, it’s a
nasty incident.47
Lindley’s anger was not an overreaction. What Musmanno
presented in the New York Times, were the views of the enraged discussants of the first phase. Even in the context of
what was fast becoming a heated controversy, Musmanno’s
opinions were on the fringe. The review was brimming with
misrepresentations of Arendt’s positions. Without a trace of
irony, he ended his review with the claim that Arendt ‘in effect says it was a terrible mistake to punish Eichmann at all!’
It was this revenge piece then, that introduced a large audience to the controversy. The response was impressive. ‘I
was told by Denver Lindley that sales in NYC stopped dead
for two weeks after Musmanno’s review appeared,’ publicist Dwight Macdonald wrote in a letter, ‘though in the rest
of the country no drastic effect was felt.’ 48 Letters were pouring in at the New York Times offices, most of them defending
Arendt.49 True to the magazine’s tradition, the New Yorker had
published none of the many letters they had received during
the Eichmann-series. Thus the magazine had left it to a rival
to open the mainstream debate.50 The question remains why it
took two months for the controversy to reach the mainstream.
Prominent critics of Arendt’s wrote (unpublished) letters to
the New Yorker long before Musmanno’s review appeared.
These famous intellectuals had many media at their disposal.
Why did they hold back until the controversy burst its banks
in the New York Times? 51
At Lindley’s urging, Arendt sent a reply to the New York
Times. It was her first public response in the controversy. It
was published with a rebuttal by Musmanno, five weeks after his review. Several readers’ letters were printed alongside.52 The exchange between Arendt and Musmanno had the
distinct flavour of bickering. Arendt first unloaded her anger
at the New York Times, for choosing as their reviewer someone she severely criticised in her book. Then she claimed
that Musmanno criticised ‘a book which, to my knowledge,
was never published or written.’ She concluded with a rhetorical question, to counter Musmanno’s suggestion that she
defended Eichmann: ‘do you really think it very likely that
the New Yorker would have run a series in defense of Eichmann of all people, or that the Viking Press would have published it as a book?’ In his rebuttal, Musmanno defended
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himself by bluntly stating that ‘miss Arendt errs as to what
her book contains.’ He denied having misrepresented Arendt’s
views in any way, treasuring the view of himself as calm and
conscientious judge of the book: ‘I merely picked up a long
ruler and pointed to the blackboard of evidence and showed
where Miss Arendt departed from the facts.’ Musmanno also
denied having claimed that Eichmann in Jerusalem sympathised with and defended Eichmann. Indeed, in his review
Musmanno only suggests that Arendt sympathises with Eichmann in her book. ‘But,’ Musmanno wrote, acting as if Arendt’s
reply had just brought this issue to his attention, ‘I will accept her challenge and assert that is exactly what her book is.’
He promptly added two examples of Arendt ‘sympathising’
with Eichmann.
One must be careful not to exaggerate Musmanno’s importance. His review did two important things. Firstly, it brought
the controversy into the mainstream. The reviews in other
mainstream newspapers clearly became more critical following the New York Times review and started looking, carefully,
at the theme of “Jewish cooperation.” 53 Secondly, it presented criticism of Arendt’s take on Eichmann. Before Musmanno,
Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann was hardly discussed; and when
it was, usually uncritically so.54 On balance however, Musmanno’s influence on the discussion was more procedural than
substantial. He simply reproduced before a larger audience
the inter-Jewish discussion on the Jewish leaders, as well as
Hausner’s view of Eichmann. Arguments Musmanno came up
with himself, were not taken up by reviewers after him.55 By
contrast, there were two other critics who did demonstrably
influence the content of the discussion in the second phase,
and beyond. Their names were Marie Syrkin and Jacob Robinson. Syrkin, a Swiss-born publicist and teacher, an ardent Zionist, was part of the New York intellectual clique that dominated the second phase. One of the first to extensively discuss
Arendt’s views, Syrkin took up Arendt’s challenge on five occasions.56 Syrkin’s article in her own monthly Jewish Frontier was a point of reference for Arendt’s New York critics. Although it was harsh, Arendt herself considered it to be ‘one of
the very few pieces of authentic polemics.’ 57 But with each
new piece, Syrkin grew shriller and more adamant, until she
and Arendt were locked in a stalemate in the New York Review
of Books (section 3.3).
Jacob Robinson, an émigré of Lithuanian-Jewish origin, was
a jurist who had been a legal advisor to the Nuremberg and

et Doar, ‘About writers and readers’,
Charlotte Observer (July 14 1963). Spiegel,
‘Hausner criticizes book on Eichmann’.

51 The New Yorker letters were forwarded to Arendt; her personal archive
shows that people who were later to
publish reviews or other criticism of
her book often sent in a letter at this
stage.

52 If Lindley first felt guilty that he
had to interrupt Arendt’s holiday with
‘the Musmanno affair’, by the 24th of
May he was worried about her absence:
‘The controversy over Eichmann has
exploded more violently and more
painfully than either you or I foresaw.
[...] The enraging aspect of this row is
the degree of misrepresentation involved. The Zionists are engaged in an
active campaign; the Israeli delegation
to the U.N is, we are told, up in arms.’
Four days later Lindley sent another
letter, urging Arendt to take up the New
York Times’ offer to reply to Musmanno.
‘Dear Hannah: No word from you since
you reached Rome. This disturbs me
a little because the controversy over
your book has become very heated. [...]
Brown plans to publish your reply, if
you write it, in the issue of June 16th,
together with some of the letters –
which have been numerically strongly
anti-Musmanno. He will follow this up
the following week with more letters
and a rebuttal by the judge. It pains me
to force this ugly subject on your attention once more, but this time I have
no choice. With love, Denver. P.S. Letters
addressed to you are commencing to
arrive in increasing numbers.’ Denver
Lindley, Letter of May 24, 1963, Library
of Congress, Washington, Hannah
Arendt Papers, Correspondence file,
Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking Press –
1963-1964. Idem, Letter of May 28, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence
file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking Press
– 1963-1964. Among the letter writers
to the Times were friends of Arendt’s.
These letters are a microcosm of the
controversy: the most common standpoints and arguments can be found
here. As a rule, readers were more likely
to defend Arendt than her reviewers (as
the letters in Aufbau already indicated).
Among Arendt’s reader-supporters there
were people who defended her ironic
style and ‘refusal to take refuge in what
might be called concentration-camp
sentimentalism’; people who countered
the claim that Arendt sympathised
with Eichmann; people who agreed
that Eichmann as a normal man was
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much more terrifying than Eichmann
as a monster; and people who agreed
with Arendt that Eichmann’s existence
held lessons for the future. By contrast, Musmanno’s defenders stressed
Arendt’s ‘disregard for, or ignorance
of, historical facts.’ These letter writers
expressed agreement with Musmanno
setting the record straight, hampering
the German apologetics which books
like Arendt’s would be food for. George
Agree et al., ‘Letters to the editor. Eichmann in Jerusalem’, The New York Times
Book Review (June 23 1963) 5, 22. Hannah
Arendt, ‘Letters to the editor. Eichmann
in Jerusalem’, The New York Times Book
Review (June 23 1963) 4. Michael A. Musmanno, ‘Letters to the editor. Eichmann
in Jerusalem’, The New York Times Book
Review (June 23 1963) 4-5. (Rabbi) Gerald
J. Blidstein et al., ‘Letters to the editor.
Eichmann in Jerusalem’, The New York
Times Book Review (July 14 1963) 28-30.

53 See for instance Serena Scheer,
‘Controversial study of Eichmann’s
trial’, Oakland Tribune (July 2 1963).
David Boroff, ‘Eichmann and Miss
Arendt’, New York Post (July 21 1963) sec.
Magazine. David W. Hacker, ‘Echoes
of Eichmann. where the evil lies’, National Observer (July 15 1963). James A.
Wechsler, ‘Re Eichmann’, New York Post
(July 30 1963) 22.

54 Robert Kempner is the only
respondent in the first phase of the
controversy to seriously and critically
discuss the perpetrator-theme. Robert
M.W. Kempner, ‘Der “missverstandene”
Adolf Eichmann’, Aufbau/Reconstruction
no.15 (April 12 1963) 5, 8, at 5.

55 For instance, that the Jewish leaders all had no knowledge of the destination of the deportations, that they all
thought their people were just being
‘resettled’, and that they acted under
Eichmann’s ‘death threats’ – these were
arguments even the most fervent defenders of the Jewish leaders in Aufbau
did not use. Or Musmanno’s pompous
defence of the victims against Arendt’s
alleged accusation of a ‘lack of courage’:
‘[N]one of the author’s arguments can
dim the luster of martyrdom of the defenseless millions who marched bravely
to their doom under the guns of the
most satanic force that ever defiled the
earth.’

56 Syrkin’s reviews appeared in her
own journal Jewish Frontier and in
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Eichmann trials. Robinson was part of the ADL’s thrust against
Arendt’s views, his first criticism of Arendt’s book was distributed by them.58 The ‘hundreds of errors’ that he claimed
to have found in Arendt’s book quickly became one of the
controversy’s commonplaces, repeated by reviewer after
reviewer.59 Robinson’s catalogue of Arendt’s mistakes was
eventually published as a book, And the Crooked Shall be
Made Straight (1965). This book was considered by many
of Arendt opponents as the final, factual answer to her ‘nonsense’ (section 3.3).
In this second phase, the epicentre of the controversy
moved from the Jewish media to an in-crowd of intellectuals
in New York. They started discussing and dissecting Arendt’s
book in their habitual fora. The controversy was certainly not
restricted to this small clique. But the New York Intellectuals were the ones who inherited and fanned the fire that was
started in the first phase. Many of these intellectuals belonged
to the mythical ‘family’ of the New York (Jewish) Intellectuals
– a term coined by one of their members, sociologist and writer Daniel Bell.60 They represent a time in American history of
deep and earnest discussion. The New York Intellectuals were
a group of (mostly) Jewish intellectuals (mostly) based in New
York, (mostly) children of lower middle-class immigrants. They
were left wing, on a spectrum from Marxism to left-liberalism.
The group comprised several generations. It existed from the
end of the twenties to the late sixties, when politics tore them
apart. Arendt’s book was a reason for (or a symptom of) the
group’s disintegration. Eichmann in Jerusalem drew fault lines
in this group of friends, acquaintances and sparring partners.
For instance, one of the most influential and severe attacks
of the controversy’s second phase was written by a member
of the ‘family’: playwright and critic Lionel Abel.61 Abel wrote
on Eichmann for the Summer 1963 issue of the left-wing, anti-communist quarterly Partisan Review. Arendt regularly contributed to PR herself. The fact that the magazine published
this particular review felt like betrayal to her.
The responses of the New York clique show what damage
the controversy wrought. When Dissent organised a panel discussion on October 18, 1963 for example.62 Almost five hundred people showed up, to listen and to be heard.63 Arendt did
not attend, but Raul Hilberg was there to argue her side of the
discussion, as well as Daniel Bell. Bruno Bettelheim had refused the invitation: he had probably had his fill after a disastrous debate in March.64 The opponents were represented by
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Lionel Abel and Marie Syrkin. The debate was led by editor
Irving Howe. In an unpublished report sent to Arendt, a journalist described the evening as a chaotic and quite violent affair, ‘an incipiently pugnacious evening.’ 65 According to Mary
McCarthy, the only audience member who had dared to defend Arendt was ‘shouted down.’ 66 And Raul Hilberg recalled:
‘I was not friendly. I did not yield, and I was oblivious to the
fact that I was tearing open unhealed wounds. I was not allowed to finish. A panelist pounded on the table with his fist.
His banging, magnified by the microphone, was followed by a
cascade of boos.’ 67
These intellectuals, magazine publishers and newspapermen lived in the same neighbourhoods, had often attended
school together: New York City College, Columbia University, the University of New York. They wrote for the same newspapers and magazines. The Arendt-controversy drew hard
battle lines in these circles and broke up old friendships.
Irving Howe called it ‘a civil war’ in his autobiography.68 Correspondence files in her personal papers show that Arendt
knew many of her critics personally, if not always intimately.
Her fiercest opponents were from three of her social circles:
the New York intellectual crowd; German-Jewish émigrés in
the US; and a loose-knit group of cosmopolitan intellectuals,
Jewish and non-Jewish, from the US, Western Europe and Israel. In the Arendt-controversy, polite acquaintance became
animosity. Among the letters of disappointed admirers in
Arendt’s archive are her vocal opponents Norman Podhoretz
of Commentary and Joachim Prinz, president of the American
Jewish Congress.69 Before Siegfried Moses of the Council for
German Jews sent her his declaration of war, their correspondence was very friendly.70 As biographer Young-Bruehl emphatically relates, Arendt lost fans, acquaintances, but also
true friends: Kurt Blumenfeld, Hans Jonas. Some of this damage turned out to be irreparable.71
The New York discussion was the controversy’s most
famous and visible part, but New York was not the only place
where Arendt’s Eichmann was intensely discussed. For instance, the Arendt archive harbours a large number of clippings from Chicago periodicals.72 Nor did the rest of America lag behind: The Milwaukee Journal reviewed the book,
the Worcester Telegram, the Catholic Worker, The Chapel Hill
Weekly, The Louisville Times… Contributions to the discussion
in this secondary arena were generally a bit less heated. As a
result, the issues discussed and the opinions presented were

Midstream, both Zionist monthlies; in
the left-liberal Dissent, Irving Howe’s
magazine; in the left-wing Partisan
Review; and in The New York Review of
Books Marie Syrkin, ‘Hannah Arendt.
the clothes of the empress’, Dissent 10
no.4 (330) (Autumn 1963) 344-352. Idem,
‘Miss Arendt surveys the holocaust’,
Jewish Frontier, 30 no.4 (May 1963) 7-14.
Idem, ‘Arguments. More on Eichmann’,
Partisan Review 31 no.2 (Spring 1964) 253255. Idem, ‘The Jewish establishment’,
The New York Review of Books, 6 (March
17 1966) 4. Idem, ‘Setting the record
straight’, Midstream, 12 no.2 (February
1966) 66-70.

57 Letter Arendt to Herman M.
Porenze, a doctor in Chicago, who
invited her to a debate with Syrkin.
Arendt refused because of Syrkin’s tone
in Dissent. Hannah Arendt, Letter of
January 27, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, English language, N-R,
1963-1964, image 23 of 62. Young-Bruehl,
Hannah Arendt, 361-362.

58 In fact, Robinson had prepared
Dieter Wisliceny, Eichmann’s man,
for the Nuremberg trial. He was also
advisor for the reparations negotiations
between Israel and West Germany, and
to the UN (Human Rights Commission
and the Israeli delegation). During the
war he had founded The Institute of
Jewish Affairs, which he directed until
1947; it had published on ‘Hitler’s war
on the Jews’ while it was going on. At
the time of the controversy he was the
coordinator of research between several
institutes that pioneered in research of
the Nazi persecution and murder of
the Jews: London’s Wiener Library, Jerusalem’s Yad Vashem, the Paris Centre
de Documentation Juive Contemporaine
(CDJC) and the New York YIVO. Robinson published a review of Arendt’s
book in Jewish women’s magazine
Hadassah, and in the ADL publication
Facts. In Robinson’s case, the tone varies,
too: the earlier Hadassah review is much
more shrill than the calm contribution
to ADL’s Facts. His brother Nehemiah,
meanwhile, wrote similar criticism for
Aufbau and the San Francisco Examiner,
as well as a pamphlet distributed by
the World Jewish Congress. Jacob Robinson’s catalogue of Arendt’s mistakes
was to be published as a book. Long
before its publication, Robinson had
already distributed copies of his drafts.
The title of his first draft reflected the
double accusation that Arendt “blamed
the victims and defended Eichmann’”
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59 Jacob Robinson, ‘Miss Arendt’s
Eichmann’, Hadassah Magazine (June
1963). For example Lionel Abel, ‘The
aestethics of evil. Hannah Arendt on
Eichmann and the Jews’, Partisan Review
30 no.2 (Summer 1963) 211-230. Syrkin,
‘Hannah Arendt. the clothes of the
empress’. Norman Podhoretz, ‘Hannah
Arendt on Eichmann. A study in the
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no.3 (September 1963) 201-208. Gertrude
Ezorsky, ‘Hannah Arendt against the
facts’, New Politics 2 no.4 (Autumn 1963)
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Arendt’s Eichmann and Jewish identity.
I’, Studies on the left 5 no.4 (Autumn 1965)
54-66, at 56.

60 Many of the New York Intellectuals knew each other from New York
City College, NYU and Columbia NY.
They wrote for Partisan Review, Commentary, Encounter, The New Leader, New
York Review of Books, Dissent, The Nation,
The New Republic, Politics. Members who
participated in the Arendt-controversy
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Schapiro, Lionel Abel, Mary McCarthy,
George Lichtheim, William Barrett,
Daniel Bell, Irving Howe, Irving Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, and European
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62 Hilberg, The politics of memory,
152-154.
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a bit more diverse. Two of the reviewers examined in chapters
5 and 6 belong to this secondary arena of the discussion: historians George Mosse and Klaus Epstein. Mosse’s criticism of
Arendt was pretty standard. However, he was not angry with
Arendt for holding the views she did – as many of the New York
reviewers were. ‘Miss Arendt has rendered a distinct service,’
he wrote, ‘cutting through the emotionalism of the trial, even
though she has failed to understand those caught by the terror which he served so well and without pangs of conscience.’
Epstein’s review was calm in its defence of Arendt, and Epstein added critical notes of his own in the same calm manner.
‘[Arendt’s] independence of judgment is admirable, though
her individual judgments are sometimes marred by prejudice,
special pleading, and attachment to fixed ideas.’
Content of the discussion in the second phase
Among these intellectuals the discussion acquired length and
sometimes depth. Yet their discussion also quickly became repetitive, each copying arguments from another. For many of
Arendt’s opponents, matters were clear: the Jewish leaders
could not be blamed for anything. Or at least not in the way
that Arendt did. As in the first phase, there were discussants
who defended the Jewish leaders as heroes and saints; and
others who agreed that there had been “Jewish cooperation,”
but posited different criteria for its evaluation. The entanglement persisted: Arendt was more often accused of “blaming
the victims” than of “blaming the Jewish leaders.” Even at the
height of the controversy however, this discussion of the victim theme had more depth than the discussion of the perpetrator theme. Eichmann simply had to be evil, Arendt’s opponents insisted. Interpreting Arendt’s evidence in the opposite
manner usually sufficed as proof: Eichmann lied when she
said he told the truth; he told the truth when she said he lied;
the episode in Hungary proved the opposite of what she said.
Eichmann’s most outrageous statements were true without a
doubt, these critics said. Norman Podhoretz for instance simply “knew” that Eichmann was not banal: ‘[N]o person could
have joined the Nazi Party, let alone the S.S., who was not a
vicious anti-Semite; to believe otherwise is to learn nothing
about the nature of anti-Semitism. [N]o person of conscience
could have participated knowingly in mass murder: to believe
otherwise is to learn nothing about the nature of conscience.
And [...] no banality of a man could have done so hugely evil a
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job so well; to believe otherwise is to learn nothing about the
nature of evil.’ ‘The monster had a very good memory,’ philosopher Gertrude Ezorsky wrote. ‘I take this to be indisputable.’ 73
Problems in the discussion: misrepresentations;
personal attacks
The double accusation that Arendt “blamed the victims and
exculpated the Eichmann” was the most distinctive feature of
the American controversy, and it completely dominated this
second phase. The accusation was disseminated by Arendt’s
exchange with Musmanno; by influential critics such as Syrkin
and Robinson; and by reviewers who drew on Forster’s memoranda. It came in several variants. The most common was
that Arendt blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann,
or the perpetrators generally. Two other, lesser-used variants were that she attacked the victims and defended Eichmann; or that she sympathised with the perpetrators and did
not empathise with the victims. As chapters 5 and 6 will show,
this double accusation was so influential that even those
reviewers who did not explicitly refer to it, argued for or
against it implicitly. In whatever variant, the accusation that
Arendt “blamed the victims and exculpated the perpetrators”
was unfair – at best. One would assume that it was a weapon
of last resort, either for those with a reputation at stake (Hausner, Musmanno); or for those scarred by their experience of
Nazi persecution (Hahn). This, however, was not the case. At
the It illustrates the petrification of the discussion: as the divide between those for and against Arendt deepened, it became increasingly coarse. For instance, in her first article on
Arendt’s Eichmann, during the first phase, Marie Syrkin still
offered a somewhat sophisticated version. Four months later
however, Syrkin bluntly wrote that ‘the only one who comes
out better than he when he came in is the defendant. The
victim comes out worst.’ 74 In a contribution to Partisan Review
ten months later, Syrkin had modulated this even further, to
the dramatic claim that ‘Arendt accuses the Jewish people in
its totality, in every part of the world, of complicity in the holocaust.’ 75 The discussion was rife with misconstructions and
simplifications. Quite a few of Arendt’s sworn enemies resorted to outrageous straw man fallacies. Not surprisingly, two
Arendt-defenders of the second phase began their articles
with the question: ‘what did Arendt actually say?’ 76
The accusation that Arendt “blamed the victims and excul-

63 Ezra, ‘The Eichmann polemics;
Hannah Arendt and her critics’.

64 That debate took place at Hillel
House in New York. Arendt’s friend
Hans Morgenthau wrote to her: ‘After
ten minutes everybody was screaming,
calling each other liar and threatening libel suits.’ Young-Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt, 349.

65 Harris Dienstfrey, a young journalist who at the time wrote reviews
of books, movies and television for
Commentary. Harris Dienstfrey, Letter
of March 25, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, English language, D-F
1963-1965, image 4-24 of 66, at 9.

66 By contrast, Howe wrote: ‘The
meeting was excited and passionate;
there were occasional interruptions
from the floor; but at no point – I repeat: at no point – was anyone, not Bell
or Hilberg or Kazin, “shouted down.”
Everyone who arose to speak was allowed to finish.’ Howe came back to
this phase in his memoirs, in which he
takes a point of view somewhat closer
to the other observers. Irving Howe, A
margin of hope. An intellectual bibliography
(San Diego, New York and London
1982), 273-274. New York Intellectual Alfred Kazin was a friend of Arendt and
stood up to defend her at this meeting,
as one of very few. Mary McCarthy,
‘The hue and cry’, Partisan Review 31
no.1 (Winter 1964) 82-94, at 83. Irving
Howe, ‘Arguments. More on Eichmann’,
Partisan Review 31 no.2 (Spring 1964) 260.
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 360.

67 Hilberg, The politics of memory, 154.
The ‘panelist’ will have been Abel, the
only male panelist on the “against”-side.
Dienstfrey described it as follows: ‘Like
so many who confront the facts and
terror of the Nazi Jewish catastrophe,
Hilberg is in the grip of a passion. His
comments proceeded in no very orderly fashion.’ Dienstfrey, Letter of March
25, 1964, image 4-24 of 66 at 7.

68 Howe, A margin of hope. An intellectual bibliography, 269-275. Laqueur also
talks about this in his review of Robinson’s book. Walter Laqueur, ‘Footnotes
to the Holocaust’, The New York Review
of Books, 6 no.13 (November 11 1965).
Ezra, ‘The Eichmann polemics; Hannah
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Arendt and her critics’, 2. Again, the
Arendt-controversy was not the instigator of this development, but a catalyst.
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the Hannah Arendt controversy’, October no.108 (Spring 2004) 97-111, at 105.

69 Norman Podhoretz, Letter of
September 8, 1958, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Correspondence File, General, 19381976, Podhoretz, Norman, 1958, Image
1 of 1. Joachim Prinz, Letter, November
1961, Library of Congress, Washington,
Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence File, General, 1938-1976, P, miscellaneous, 1951-1975, Image 70 of 82.

70 Siegfried Moses, Letter of January
18, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence File, General, 1938-1976,
Moses, Siegfried, 1957-1963, image 27 of
29. Noteworthy is that their correspondence ends in 1963.

71 See for instance the exchange of
letters with Robert Weltsch, the author
of the line ‘Tragt ihn mit Stolz, den
gelben Fleck!’ that Arendt ridiculed in
her book. Robert Weltsch, Letter of
September 3, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, German and French languages, P-Z 1963-1964, image 30-33 of 46.
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 350-351.

72 Newspapers in other major cities
contributed sizeable reviews as well:
Washington, Philadelphia, San Francisco, St Louis, Pittburgh, Miami, LA,
Kansas City, Baltimore, Boston...

pated Eichmann” was an uncharitable reading or unconscious
misreading of Arendt’s book, triggered by her rough handling
of sensitive subjects.77 The notion that Arendt “blamed the
victims” seemed to stem from the entanglement of her views
with the views of others, as discussed in section 3.1. The core
of the accusation that Arendt “exculpated Eichmann” was that
she diminished his stature, and thus the measure of his guilt.
Thus, this double accusation was a balance: heaping guilt or
responsibility on the victims’ scale meant unburdening Eichmann.
Arendt’s judgments were deplored by many, as well as
her manner of writing them down, her ‘tone.’ This was expressed by returning the insult. Just as Arendt’s acerbic sentences indicated her strong feelings on the subject, so did
the rhetorical excesses of her opponents. They matched
the remarks or style that offended them, an eye for an eye, a
tooth for a tooth.78 As in Arendt’s book, jokes quickly turned
into bitterness and insults. For instance, Arendt’s friend and
staunch defender Mary McCarthy crassly analysed criticism of
Arendt’s book as a strictly Jewish affair. ‘It is as if Eichmann in
Jerusalem had required a special pair of Jewish spectacles to
make its ‘true purport’ visible,’ she wrote.79 The high stakes
in the discussion led to transgressions on both sides. One
reader who wrote to Aufbau complained that Arendt’s opponents sometimes resorted to ‘hateful personal attacks.’ Printed directly beneath was another reader’s letter, inadvertently illustrating the point: ‘where [Arendt’s] mind treads, grass
stops growing,’ this second letter read.80 As in the first phase,
Arendt was accused of being a self-hating Jew; of having written the book with anti-Zionist motive.81
Characteristics of the discussion that help to explain its
problems: The Facts; repetition of arguments; unwritten

73 Podhoretz, ‘Hannah Arendt on
Eichmann. A study in the perversity
of brilliance’, 206. Ezorsky, ‘Hannah
Arendt against the facts’, 62.

74 Syrkin, ‘Hannah Arendt. the
clothes of the empress’, 347. In the first
article she spoke of ‘the guilt of the
Jews and the minor role of Eichmann’
that Arendt portrayed, a guilt that ‘extends to all Jewish organized life [...] in
other words, practically to all Jewry.’ According to Syrkin, ‘in [Arendt’s] dissection of Eichmann the more favorable
of possible interpretations is invariably
offered – perhaps because then his trial
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rules; clashing identities; crossover arguments
Arendt’s opponents and defenders had very different ideas
about the factual content of the discussion. They did not however discuss the boundary between fact and opinion, between
historical fact and the historian’s interpretation and evaluation
of these facts. Instead, both sides argued with absolute certainty that they knew what The Facts were, and that their opponents did not. For Arendt’s supporters, Arendt’s book was
largely “fact.” For Arendt’s opponents, it was mostly “judgment”, or “distortion”. “Judging” held a negative association
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in this discussion: not to merely evaluate, but to condemn,
to blame. One critic wrote for example: ‘what could have
been left as historical fact or evaluation is converted by Miss
Arendt into a moral judgment and opprobrium.’ 82 Conversely,
some of Arendt’s staunchest defendants boldly declared that
she hardly presented judgments at all.83 Frederic Burin, for instance, whose review is examined in chapters 5 and 6. A political scientist with specialist knowledge of the subject matter,
Burin was one of the rare reviewers who completely agreed
with Arendt’s views on “Jewish cooperation.” ‘Miss Arendt
restates well-known facts [...],’ he wrote,
ending up with the single judgment – unprovable in the nature
of things, yet perfectly plausible – that if the Jews had been
unorganized, if chaos had prevailed instead of the Germans’
being able to rely on the efficiency of the “Jewish Councils,”
more Jews would have survived. […] For doing little more than
recounting the facts (which has all too rashly been interpreted
as “judging”) she has been accused of “blaming not the murderers but the victims.” Let it be said here that such imputations are beneath contempt.84
Arendt herself did not deny she had judged the Jewish leaders; indeed, she deemed judging the actors in these events a
necessity. In a famous reply to one of her critics she wrote:
‘And although you may be right that it is too early for a “balanced judgment,” though I doubt this, I do believe that we
shall only come to terms with this past if we begin to judge,
and judge strongly.’ 85
Although discussants often boasted superior knowledge of
The Facts, very few actually brought in new material. Instead,
arguments accumulated and were endlessly repeated. This
repetition created shorthand-arguments. For example, a single sentence about the situation of Jews in “the Soviet Union”
or in “Belgium” sufficed as an argument against Arendt’s main
judgment of the Jewish leaders (namely that less people would
have been murdered without the cooperation of these leaders). Among the German-Jewish émigrés, the mere mention
of the name “Baeck” demonstrated Arendt’s lack of empathy
and distortion of fact. In addition, the discussion of the interpretation of this limited set of historical facts was not very profound. In disagreement with Arendt’s view of Eichmann for
example, many antagonists claimed that Eichmann should
not be believed when Arendt does. And vice-versa: Eichmann

at the hands of “zionists” becomes all
the more culpable.’ Idem, ‘Miss Arendt
surveys the holocaust’, 4, 11.

75 Idem, ‘Arguments. More on Eichmann’, 254.

76 For instance Joseph Maier, ‘Was
hat Hannah Arendt eigentlich gesagt?’,
Aufbau/Reconstruction (December 20
1963) sec. Der Zeitgeist, 17-18. Henry
Kahn et al., ‘Für und wider Hannah
Arendt. Aus Leserbriefen an den “Aufbau”’, Aufbau/Reconstruction (June 14
1963) 5. Bruno Bettelheim, ‘Eichmann;
the system; the victims’, The New Republic, 148 no.24 (June 15 1963) 23-33, at 26.

77 There were a few discussants who
tried to avoid this vortex of increasingly
outrageous accusations. They tried to
find a middle ground, explaining where
Arendt’s views had been misunderstood, and why so many people would
accuse her of something so far-fetched
as “blaming the victims and exculpating the perpetrators.” Political scientist
Konrad Kellen was one of them. In the
Zionist magazine Midstream he wrote
that ‘no sober reader can possibly accuse’ Arendt of being ‘sympathetic’ to
Eichmann. To the contrary, ‘the note
which sounds most regularly throughout the book is one of contempt.’ In
the case of the Nazis then and the
Germans now, ‘anger and contempt do
have their place in the context of the
book,’ Kellen wrote. ‘But is there any
justification in letting them spill over,
as Miss Arendt does, on to those who
had to bear the brunt of the crime –
the Jews.’ Kellen did understand how
readers could get the idea that Arendt
“blamed the victims”: ‘Miss Arendt
suggests that the Jews were guilty of
wilfully sending their fellows to death.’
According to William Phillips, editor-in-chief of Partisan Review, the double accusation that Arendt misplaced
the blame was not so much a response
to what Arendt said, as to how she said
it. ‘[...] at times,’ Phillips wrote, ‘there is
an unfortunate tone, that comes either
from clumsy writing of from some undercurrent of bias, so that one has the
feeling that the Jewish leaders, if not
the Jews as a whole, are somehow being
criticized for things that Hannah never
succeeds in making entirely explicit.’
Psychiatrist Bruno Bettelheim sought
an explanation for the double accusation in what Arendt left unsaid. ‘Because
of her concentration on the injustice
bred by totalitarianism,’ Bettelheim
wrote, ‘Arendt at times creates an ambi-
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guity in her evaluation of guilt. Thus
on cursory reading she seems to plead
that Eichmann was a victim and that
Jewish leaders were heavy with guilt. In
fact, Arendt saw rightly that Eichmann
was not the greatest villain of all. But
to say so leaves her open to the misunderstanding that she did not think him
much of a villain, which she certainly
thought he was.’ Konrad Kellen, ‘Reflections on “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’, Midstream 9 no.3 (September 1963) 25-35, at
29. William Phillips, ‘Arguments. More
on Eichmann’, Partisan Review 31 no.2
(Spring 1964) 278-283, at 283. Bettelheim,
‘Eichmann; the system; the victims’, 29.

78 Although Marie Syrkin had said
Arendt’s comparing Zionists and Nazis was ‘out of the realm of decent
argument,’ that did not stop her from
associating Arendt with Nazis in the
same breath: ‘The smearing of a concept by repeatedly confounding it with
something admittedly evil is a technique with which the student of Nazi
practices is not unacquainted.’ Syrkin,
‘Miss Arendt surveys the holocaust’,
7. Lionel Abel, thinking of Arendt’s
Zionist past, could ‘imagine the leaders
of the Jewish Councils replying to
Miss Arendt from their graves: ‘Are you
attacking us for not having liberated
ourselves from views you yourself
maintained long after we died?’’ Abel,
‘The aestethics of evil. Hannah Arendt
on Eichmann and the Jews’, 228. In
Hadassah Magazine, Jacob Robinson
stressed that Arendt judged historical
actors ‘from the comfort of her Manhattan apartment.’ Robinson, ‘Miss
Arendt’s Eichmann’. He was not the
only one to call forth the image of an
armchair historian to discredit Arendt’s
views; Marie Syrkin and George Mosse,
for example, did as well. In Arendt’s
defence, it was often suggested that her
opponents had not read the book. See
for instance Maier, ‘Was hat Hannah
Arendt eigentlich gesagt?’. Kahn et al.,
‘Für und wider Hannah Arendt. Aus
Leserbriefen an den “Aufbau”’. R. Mitrani, Walter; Schneider, and Ernst Wacker,
‘Hannah Arendts “Eichmann”’, Aufbau/
Reconstruction (June 21 1963) 27. Agree
et al., ‘Letters to the editor. Eichmann in
Jerusalem’. Blidstein et al., ‘Letters to the
editor. Eichmann in Jerusalem’. Arendt
herself used this argument as well, for
instance Hannah Arendt, Letter of
August 29, 1963, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, German and French
languages, P-Z 1963-1964, image 24-29 of
46, at 27.
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should be believed when Arendt thought he was bragging.
The rationale behind the opposite interpretation was hardly
ever given, other than the belief Eichmann “must have been”
a sadist or a monster. On the subject of “Jewish cooperation”,
those “who were there” were put forward as the most authoritative sources.86 Very few critics questioned this authority of
experience. Yet “those who were there” could and did produce
diametrically opposed views – as the letters from survivors
in Arendt’s personal papers testify. One critic did dare to
question this authority of experience explicitly, just as he criticised everyone’s certainty of the facts. He wrote that ‘almost
everybody insists that he knows [the full answers], and the
closer he was to the forest, the more he insists that he knows
all the trees.’ 87
As in the first phase of the controversy, the discussion in
the second phase was not so much about what happened,
but about how Arendt presented the historical events and
judged the historical actors. In the second phase, too, many
discussants explicitly named or alluded to unwritten rules that
Arendt had apparently broken. These rules exposed a spectrum of views on proper history writing and historical judgment on the Nazi era. That moral judgment of the Jewish leaders was off limits, was clear from the overwhelming amount
of angry replies.88 But critics gave different reasons why this
judgment was out of bounds. For one, Arendt had broken that
rule that moral judgment should be left out of a historical reconstruction of events. For another, the cardinal rule was that
“only those who were there might presume to judge.” 89 The
proper judgment of Eichmann was also at issue. In Partisan
Review, Lionel Abel wrote that Arendt had made an ‘aesthetic’ judgment of Eichmann, and this according to him was not
‘appropriate’: Eichmann had to be judged in ‘moral and political terms.’ 90 The editor-in-chief himself, William Phillips, responded this rule of Abel’s on judging perpetrators. He wrote:
‘[T]here are no intellectual rules I know of by which one can
dismiss any view of Eichmann as obviously wrong or distasteful […].’ 91
There were more reviewers who suggested that the discussion of Nazis and their victims was bound by special rules. For
instance: to draw a parallel between Eichmann’s and the Zionists pre-war efforts, as Arendt did, was ‘out of the realm of
decent argument’ according to Marie Syrkin.92 Another critic
warned that ‘the very terms [collaboration and cooperation]
are shockingly improper with reference to the Judenräte.’ 93
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The overwhelming majority of reviewers and respondents, defenders and supporters alike, commented that Arendt’s ‘tone’
was not in order. Her irony and sarcasm were deemed improper, or excessive. Her tone showed a lack of empathy, of historical imagination. Critics often sought the motive behind
Arendt’s un-empathic judgment. For instance, quite a few discussants accused Arendt of lacking (a certain type of) Jewish
solidarity, and viewed this as the cause of her improper treatment of the historical issues. Arendt should have known better than to write in this manner, many discussants stated: she
was Jewish herself. And in The origins she had used the proper tone. 94
Arendt had not only broken rules of propriety, however:
scholars also cited from the scholarly rulebook. Norman Podhoretz for instance, editor-in-chief of Commentary, claimed
that Arendt had broken the cardinal rule of history writing:
that it should try to reconstruct the historical truth. ‘This is in
no sense a work of objective historical research aimed at determining “the way things really were”,’ Podhoretz snubbed,
reminding his readers of arch-historian Von Ranke’s famous
motto.95
A sense of urgency pervaded the second phase. It drove
many of Arendt’s opponents. Apparently it was not enough
that many people wrote an article against Arendt’s book: everyone had to write an article, everyone had to have his say.
Even if they did not have any new arguments to bring forward.
Some people had their say several times.96 Part of an explanation for this sense of urgency can be found in a comment by
one of the New York Intellectuals, Irving Howe. Howe, journalist, literary critic, was editor of Dissent, another ‘family’ magazine. In October 1963, after Arendt had been attacked in all
sorts of publications, Howe expressed the fear that ‘[h]undreds of thousands of good middle-class Americans will have
learned from [Arendt’s New Yorker] articles that the Jewish
leadership in Europe was cowardly, inept, and even collaborationist.’ 97 The response to Arendt’s articles and book had been
overwhelmingly critical. Still, Howe was not convinced it was
enough. He feared that the ‘mass audience,’ ‘almost certainly
unequipped to judge [her articles] critically,’ would retain the
wrong idea of what happened to the Jews in Nazi Germany.
They would be deprived of ‘Lionel Abel’s devastating critique’
or Jacob Robinson’s ‘point by point refutation,’ and all because
of the refusal of the New Yorker to publish letters or rebuttals.
If Howe were to be believed, Arendt had not been attacked in
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McCarthy, ‘The hue and cry’, 82-83.

80 ‘Gehässige persönliche Attacken’
John Maas, ‚Zur Debatte um Hannah
Arendts Eichmann‘, Aufbau/Reconstruction (August 2 1963) 22.’Wo die einmal
hindenkt, wächst kein Gras mehr.’
Harry Zohn, printed directly beneath
Maas’ comment. Harry Zohn, ‘Zur Debatte um Hannah Arendts Eichmann’,
Aufbau/Reconstruction (August 2 1963) 22.

81 For instance Trude B. Feldman,
‘Without value as history’, National
Jewish Monthly, 78 no.4 (December 1963)
13, 40.

82 Daniel Bell, ‘The alphabet of justice. Reflections on “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’, Partisan Review 30 no.3 (Autumn
1963) 417-429, at 423.

83 For example Frederic S. Burin,
Political Science Quarterly 79 no.1 (March
1964) 122-125. Maier, ‘Was hat Hannah
Arendt eigentlich gesagt?’. Hannah
Arendt herself wrote that ‘überhaupt ist
zu sagen, dass man vielfach als Vorwurf
empfunden hat, was in Wahrheit nur
bericht war.’ Arendt, Letter of August
29, 1963, image 24-29 of 46 at 26.

84 George L. Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’, The Progressive, 27 no.7 (July
1963). Klaus Epstein, ‘The Eichmann
affair’, Modern Age 8 no.1 (Winter 1963)
107-110, at 110. Burin, 124.

85 The original German is stronger
than Arendt’s own English translation:
‘Und wenn Sie vielleicht recht haben,
dass es ein “abgewogenes Urteil” noch
nicht geben kann, obwohl ich es bezweifle, so glaube ich, dass wir mit
dieser Vergangenheit nur fertig werden
können, wenn wir anfangen zu urteilen, und zwar kräftig.’ This view on
writing history is also borne out in her
book Past and Future that, as critic Ronald Berman noted at the time, ‘observes
that a characteristically objective interpretation of history results in the loss
of the moral sense, for it implies both
“noninterference” and “nondiscriminination”. Relativism emerges, and we
lose our awareness of the unique identity of all we perceive.’ Hannah Arendt,
‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An exchange
of letters between Gerschom Scholem
and Hannah Arendt’, Encounter 22 no.1
(January 1964) 53-56. Idem, ‘Ein Brief-
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wechsel über Hannah Arendt’s Buch’,
Mitteilungsblatt (MB) no.33 (August 16
1963) 4-5. Ronald Berman, ‘Hostis humani generis’, The Kenyon Review 25 no.3
(Summer 1963) 541-546, at 542.

86 For instance Syrkin, ‘Miss Arendt
surveys the holocaust’, 13-14.

87 Kellen, ‘Reflections on “Eichmann
in Jerusalem”’, 25.

88 For instance, railing against
Arendt’s moral judgment of the Jewish
leaders, one reviewer noted angrily that
‘the living have an opportunity to defend themselves and enlist the support
of others, while the dead obviously
do not.’ Harold Weisberg, ‘Arguments.
More on Eichmann’, Partisan Review 31
no.2 (Spring 1964) 256-259, at 256.

89 For instance Friedrich S. Brodnitz,
‘Hannah Arendt und das deutsche
Judentum’, Aufbau/Reconstruction (May
31 1963) 29, 36. Gerschom Scholem, ‘”Wir
waren beide nicht dabei.” Die Grenze
zwischen Opfern und Verfolgern ist
nicht verwischt’, Aufbau/Reconstruction
(December 20 1963) sec. Der Zeitgeist, 1718. Abel, ‘The aestethics of evil. Hannah
Arendt on Eichmann and the Jews’, 228.
Syrkin, ‘Miss Arendt surveys the holocaust’, 16-17.

90 Abel, ‘The aestethics of evil. Hannah Arendt on Eichmann and the
Jews’, 224. Abel wanted ‘to try to judge
the man myself in the moral and political terms in which it is appropriate he
be judged.’

91 Phillips, ‘Arguments. More on
Eichmann’, 282.

92 ‘Opponents of Zionism may attack
it for any number of reasons which
seem good to them,’ Syrkin writes, ‘– as
illusory, narrowly parochial, contrary
to the long-range interests of the Jews
– but the persistent parallel between
Eichmann’s “dream” of a Devil’s Island
and Herzl’s vision of a Jewish state, of
the Nazi expulsions and concentrations
of their captives for their destruction
with the hope, even if mistaken, of Jewish revival.’ Syrkin, ‘Miss Arendt surveys
the holocaust’, 7.
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mainstream publications – which was pertinently untrue. Justified or not, Howe’s fear is a clear indication of the high stakes
of the discussion. For some of Arendt’s opponents, The Historical Truth was in the balance, and Arendt’s lies might lead to
Gentile moral escapism or renewed anti-Semitism.98 Arendt
had broken unwritten rules on writing about the murder of
the Jews: rules that protected a certain depiction of the past.
If Arendt’s attackers fiercely protected the past, Arendt’s
defenders by contrast were urgently worried about the future. Together with Arendt, they worried what the creation
of this ‘new type of criminal’ might mean for the future.
They expressed fear of renewed genocide in the future, fear
of totalitarianism still existing in the Soviet Union, fear of
unchecked bureaucracy.99 From these contributions it is clear
that Arendt’s views on the subject of state-organised mass
murder were quite fashionable. Many of those enthusiastic
about these views, referred to the ‘lessons’ the book held for
an uncertain future – even if they usually did not agree with
Arendt’s treatment of “Jewish cooperation.” Historian Oscar
Handlin for instance, whose review for the New York magazine The New Leader will be scrutinised in chapters 5 and 6.
According to Handlin, Eichmann’s experience held the key to
our future, because he was like us: we can all be harnessed
to a big machine of evil. Therefore ‘[...] all those who live in
highly organised societies, who do jobs, obey orders, and wish
to get ahead, need desperately to learn when to say no [...],’
Handlin wrote.100 Those who feared the future sometimes
veered towards the ‘Eichmann as everyman’-theory, a position
that Arendt subsequently explicitly distanced herself from in
the Postscript to the second edition (1964).101 Mary McCarthy
suggested that Arendt’s opponents, dwelling in the past, were
ignoring the needs of future fellow men. ‘[T]he question is,’
McCarthy wrote, ‘whether those who merely grieve for their
fellow beings show more compassion or proper feeling than
those who in retrospect seek remedies, since to seek remedies implies a continuing concern that what happened shall
never happen again.’ 102 These worries of Arendt’s opponents
and defenders seemed incompatible.
In defence of Arendt, Mary McCarthy angrily wrote that
many Gentiles simply did not understand what was so offensive about Arendt’s analysis of the Jewish leaders. Dwight
Macdonald, another one of Arendt’s staunch defenders, expressed amazement: ‘This is such nonsense, logically, that I
can’t but see prejudice: to criticize people for not speaking out
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against a crime (the Pope) or for mistakenly trying to moderate by assuming some of the control (the Jewish Councils) is
not to minimize the responsibility of those who actually commit the crime.’ 103 Why, these critics asked, would Arendt have
to elaborate on the dire circumstances of the Jewish leaders?
Why would she have to do more than indicate in passing, when
this was so self-evident, that of course these leaders were all
different people? They did not understand criticism of the way
Jewish leaders handled things, amounted to a ‘tasteless assault on the memory of the six million Jewish victims of the
Nazi terror’ (Alexander Donat). Why discussing “Jewish cooperation” amounted to a diminishment of perpetrator guilt.
Macdonald noted that ‘when discussing the book with Jewish
friends [...] we often disagree even on what the book is about:
Eichmann and Nazism, I’d thought, but they talk, and write
as if it was equally about the Jewish councils. Yet, as Miss
McCarthy, notes, out of 256 pages, less than fifteen are devoted to this question.’ 104 The view of Arendt’s opponents as Jewish and Arendt’s defenders as Gentile also dominates historical
analyses of the controversy. Yet the controversy was not a simple question of “Jews versus Gentiles,” however much it might
have appeared so. Too many discussants do not fit this division.105
At the time, there was one controversy observer who tried
to pin down the source of the trouble in a more precise manner. That was sociologist Daniel Bell, one of the more mildmannered participants in the controversy. According to Bell,
fundamentally opposed philosophies were the root of the
Arendt-controversy. Argumentation theorists have a fitting
name for this phenomenon: ‘deep disagreement.’ 106 Bell wrote
an analysis of the controversy for Partisan Review, just after
the American controversy had reached its peak. It was an attempt at mediation between both sides of the discussion. In
Bell’s eyes, people picked a side in the controversy according
to ‘the root of one’s identity, and one’s root conception of the
world.’ He wrote that the controversy was caused by the ‘tension between the parochial and the universal.’ 107 If one adds
up the adjectives and nouns that Bell uses to describe the opposing camps in the Arendt-controversy, two sets of opposing
words emerge. Set one: parochial, warm, emotion, concrete,
subjective, individual, good and evil, hostile, divided, and love.
Set two: universal, cold, ratio, abstract, objective, distant, disinterested, harsh, human community, justice.108 These oppositions are a more precise tool to define the controversy than
a simple Jew-Gentile division: many more discussants fit this

93 Alexander Donat, ‘Revisionist
history of the Jewish catastrophe. two
examinations of Hannah Arendt. 2. An
empiric examination’, Judaism 12 no.4
(Autumn 1963) 416-435, at 435. More
examples: ‘Hannah Arendt is guilty of
[...] injecting her own anti-Israel and
anti-Zionist biases to an inexcusable degree,’ editor-in-chief Shlomo Katz found
in Midstream. And reviewer David Boroff noted in American Judaism Arendt’s
‘effrontery to establish a parallel
between the Nuremberg laws and the
Israeli proscription of civil marriage.’
Schlomo Katz, ‘Notes in Midstream.
Hannah Arendt and the Eichmann
trial’, Midstream, 9 no.3 (September 1963)
61-65, at 62. David Boroff, ‘A report on
the banality of evil’, American Judaism
13 no.1 (Autumn 1963) 20, 60-61, at 60.

94 Many of the intellectual reviewers
referred to the apparent motive driving
Arendt’s standpoints. Syrkin in Jewish
Frontier for instance analysed the book
as an instance of anti-Zionism; Trude
Weiss-Rosmarin in the Jewish Spectator
as a manifestation of Jewish self-hatred; Lionel Abel in Partisan Review and
Norman Podhoretz in Commentary
viewed it as an egocentric exercise in
intellectual cleverness; Alexander Donat
concluded that Arendt was held ‘captive’
in the ‘spiritual and intellectual bondage’ ‘of the German people.’ Syrkin,
‘Miss Arendt surveys the holocaust’.
Weiss-Rosmarin, ‘Strategists of hindsight’. Podhoretz, ‘Hannah Arendt on
Eichmann. A study in the perversity of
brilliance’. Donat, ‘Revisionist history
of the Jewish catastrophe. two examinations of Hannah Arendt. 2. An empiric
examination’, 435.

95 Podhoretz, ‘Hannah Arendt on
Eichmann. A study in the perversity
of brilliance’, 202. Nineteenth century
historian Leopold von Ranke was a
proponent of history writing that tried
to be as critical and as objective as
possible: one should try ‘only to show
how things actually were’ (bloss zeigen,
wie es eigentlich gewesen).

96 For instance Michael Musmanno,
Marie Syrkin, Trude Weiss-Rosmarin,
Louis Harap, Lionel Abel, Jacob and Nehemiah Robinson spoke against Arendt
several times. In defence of Arendt, only
Mary McCarthy and Bruno Bettelheim
spoke out more than once.
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97 Howe, ‘The New Yorker and Hannah Arendt’, 319.

98 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
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the Aufbau discussion, see for example
Alfred Farau, ‘Die Frage von Schuld
und Mitschuld’, Aufbau/Reconstruction
no.21 (May 24 1963) 11.

99 For instance Bettelheim, ‘Eichmann; the system; the victims’, 25.
Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’. Ernest Van
Den Haag, ‘”Crimes against humanity”’,
National Review, 15 no.8 (August 27 1963)
154-157.

100 Oscar Handlin, ‘Hannah Arendt’s
Eichmann’, The New Leader, 46 no.16
(August 5 1963) 19-21.

101 She wrote: ‘It may be argued that
all the general questions we involuntarily raise as soon as we begin to speak of
these matters – why did it have to be
the Germans? why did it have to be the
Jews? what is the nature of totalitarian
rule? – are far more important than
the question of the kind of crime for
which a man is being tried, and the
nature of the defendant upon whom
justice must be pronounced; more
important, too than the question of
how well our present system of justice
is capable of dealing with this special
type of crime and criminal it has had
repeatedly to cope with since the Second World War. […] All this has often
been argued, especially by those who
will not rest until they have discovered
an “Eichmann in every one of us.” If
the defendant is taken as a symbol and
the trial as a pretext to bring up matters
which are apparently more interesting
than the guilt or the innocence of
one person, then consistency demands
that we bow to the assertion made by
Eichmann and his lawyer: that he was
brought to book because a scapegoat
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Federal Republic, but also for the events
as a whole and for what had made them
possible – that is, for anti-Semitism
and totalitarian government as well as
for the human race and original sin.
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these views.’ [my emphasis MB]Arendt,
EIJ, 286.
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list. After reading the contributions to the first and second
phases, one can add two more oppositions: respecting the
dead versus saving the future of mankind; incomprehensible
versus (trying to) comprehend.
One would be mistaken to think however, that these oppositions that Bell discerned in the discussion were absolute.
If one looks closely, one notices that the concepts he named
could sometimes cross over to the other side. Emotions or lack
of emotion were attributed to Arendt as well as to her opponents; as was “rationality” or “objectivity”; or knowledge of
The Facts. Arendt was considered to be blinded by her theories and/or by irrational passions; her opponents were accused of the same. Arendt’s treatment of the subject was
considered too lofty, intellectual, theoretical, by some; too
popular, hasty, sweeping, scandalising, and not scholarly
enough by others. In Aufbau Arendt’s opponents thought her
approach was her too “cold” or “matter-of-factly” for the subject material. Some discussants considered Musmanno too
passionate, while a reader of the New York Times praised the
judge for being cool and detached.109 Arendt and her opponents claimed their powerlessness, and claimed the other side
held sway over the discussion – while on both sides powerful friends intervened and tried to steer the discussion in the
desired direction.110
The existence of these “crossover arguments” indicates that
discussants were not so absolutely opposed as they professed
to be. Still, Bell’s ‘parochial versus universal’ division is a useful starting point when looking for the roots of the problems in
the discussion. On the surface at least, many discussants used
the opposing concepts that he described. Bell’s description
also captures the opposition between Jewish discussants. Of
all the people Arendt had challenged with her wild collection
of views, the people she had challenged the most were those
who viewed their Jewish identity differently than she did. And
not only in the US, as incensed responses by German Jewish
and French Jewish reviewers demonstrate. Another observer of the discussion at the time, educator Norm Fruchter, analysed this ‘division between Jew and Jew’ in terms similar to
Bell’s: a division between those with more ‘traditional’ Jewish identities, who were ‘more rooted in a Jewish ambiance’;
and those ‘whose concerns, work, direction and commitment
transcends their Jewishness.’ These differing Jewish identities
explain a part of the problems in the discussion. For instance,
there was much complaint about Arendt’s lack of empathy
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with the Jewish leaders. This was not an argument made by
Jewish reviewers alone; quite the contrary. But many reviewers in Jewish media added something: they expected more
empathy from Arendt as a Jew. Meaning: she should judge the
Jewish leaders less harshly, because she was Jewish. Arendt
took the opposite view: because she was Jewish, she judged
even more severely. In her book, she infamously wrote: ‘To a
Jew, this role of the Jewish leaders in the destruction of their
own people is undoubtedly the darkest chapter of the whole
dark story.’ 111
This quote was the source of much consternation in the
controversy. Among those offended was the religious scholar Gerschom Scholem, an acquaintance of Arendt’s. A (now
classic) exchange of letters between the two was printed in
several countries. This exchange is quite frank, and therefore clarifies many of the complex and muddled conflicts in
the Arendt-controversy, such as these clashing Jewish identities. In his famous letter, Scholem replied to Arendt’s controversial ‘darkest chapter’-statement. Scholem wrote: ‘In the
Jewish tradition there is a concept, hard to define and yet concrete enough, which we know as Ahabath Israel: “Love of the
Jewish people…” In you, dear Hannah, as in so many intellectuals who came from the German Left, I find little trace of
this.’ This phrase that has since become one of the controversy’s clichés. It is quoted ad nauseam in modern day controversy lore. What is always left out of the story, is the context in
which Scholem made this claim. In his letter Scholem was arguing for empathy in judging the Jewish leaders. Unlike many
other discussants, Scholem explained why he demanded this
empathy, and why he demanded it from Arendt. This explanation is very helpful when trying to understand the inter-Jewish
aspects of the controversy. Scholem wrote:
A discussion such as attempted in your book would seem
to me to require – you will forgive my expression – the most
old-fashioned, the most circumspect, the most exacting treatment possible – precisely because of the feelings aroused by
this matter, the matter of the destruction of one-third of our
people – and I regard you wholly as a daughter of our people,
and in no other way. Thus I have little sympathy with that tone
– well expressed by the English word “flippancy” – which you
employ so often in the course of your book. To the matter of
which you speak it is wholly inappropriate. In circumstances
such as these, would there not have been a place for what I can

103 Dwight Macdonald, ‘Arguments.
More on Eichmann’, Partisan Review 31
no.2 (Spring 1964) 262-269, at 268. Macdonald is referring to the Hochhuth
controversy that had just crossed
the ocean.

104 McCarthy, ‘The hue and cry’,
85.’What many of her critics hold
against her is that she tries to understand Eichmann and does not make
the same effort for the Jewish leaders,’
McCarthy wrote. ‘But,’ she goes on to
explain why Arendt did need not make
that effort, ‘their behavior is quite understandable, unlike that of the Nazis.’

105 Fruchter, ‘Arendt’s Eichmann and
Jewish identity’, 25. Cesarani concludes
in his book on Eichmann: ‘The camps
for and against Arendt’s characterization of Eichmann did not divide strictly against lines of ethnicity.’ Cesarani,
Eichmann, 350. That these divisions can
be too limiting is demonstrated in historian Richard Cohen’s (otherwise excellent) analysis of the Arendt-controversy.
Cohen’s analysis divides controversy
participants in “Jewish” and “Gentile.”
However, he accidentally placed some
Jewish reviewers on the “Gentile” side
of the controversy: J Suhl, Frederic
Burin and Konrad Kellen (born Konrad
Katzenellebogen). (In the updated version of his article eight years later, Burin and Suhl did not appear, and Kellen
was still placed on the “Gentile” side.)
Cohen, ‘Breaking the Code. Hannah
Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem and
the public polemic. Myth, Memory and
Historical Imagination’, 75,78. Idem, ‘A
generation’s response to “Eichmann in
Jerusalem”’, in: Hannah Arendt in Jerusalem (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London 2001)
253-277, at 272-273.

106 The argumentation theorist
Robert Fogelin introduced the term
‘deep disagreement’ for a discussion
wherein views on the world collide. In
normal argumentative exchange, Fogelin says, ‘the parties to the conversation
share a great many beliefs and (if this is
different) a great many preferences. […]
An important feature of these shared
beliefs and preferences is that they lie
in the background, unmentioned. They
guide the discussion, but they are not
the subject of it. […] They provide the
framework or the structure within
which reasons can be marshaled, where
marshalling reasons is typically a matter of citing facts that others already
know or of arranging facts in a way
that their significance becomes clear.
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This is a high level enterprise, one that
rests upon the thick sedimentary layer
of the unchallenged. I shall say that an
argumentative exchange is normal when it
takes place within a context of broadly
shared beliefs and preferences. I shall
further insist that for an argumentative
exchange to be normal, there must exist
shared procedures for resolving disagreement.’ In deep disagreement, Fogelin says, ‘[t]he language of argument
may persist, but it becomes pointless
since it makes an appeal to something
that does not exist: a shared background
of beliefs and preferences.’ Fogelin
provides an example of a discussion
blocked by clashing background beliefs: the controversy over affirmative
action quota in the United States. What
constitutes the deep disagreement in
this controversy, Fogelin says, is that
‘the parties on both sides might agree
on all historical and statistical matters,
but still disagree. The dispute, in fact,
is one concerning moral standing. […]
The anti-quota argument rests on the
assumption that only individuals have
moral claims. The pro-quota argument
rests upon the assumption that social
groups can have moral claims against
other social groups. But the word ‘assumption’ is too weak. The arguments
on each side are carried within the
framework of such commitments.’
Robert J. Fogelin, ‘The logic of deep
disagreements’, Informal Logic 25 no.1
(2005) 3-11, at 5-6, 8-10. More on deep
disagreement in David Godden, ‘Deep
disagreements. a meta-argumentation
approach’, OSSA Conference Archive
paper 31 (2011) 1-7. Maurice Finocchiaro,
‘Deep disagreements. a meta-argumentation approach’, OSSA Conference Archive
paper 31 (2011) 1-38. John Woods, ‘Public
policy and standoffs of force five’, in:
E.M. Barth and E.C.W. Krabbe eds., Logic
and Political Culture (Amsterdam 1992)
97-108. Arne Naess, ‘Arguing under deep
disagreement’, in: E.M. Barth and E.C.W.
Krabbe eds., Logic and Political Culture
(Amsterdam 1992) 123-131.

107 Bell, ‘The alphabet of justice. Reflections on “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’,
417-418, 428.

108 For a description of the stalemate
also see Fruchter, ‘Arendt’s Eichmann
and Jewish identity’, 40.

109 Albert Hoschander Friedlander,
‘The Arendt report on Eichmann and
the Jewish community. An evaluation’,
Central Conference American Rabbis Journal (CCAR Journal) 9 no.2 (October 1963)
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describe only with that modest German word – “Herzenstakt” ? 112
Just as Scholem’s accusation was more nuanced than the single sentence often quoted, Arendt’s answer to this accusation
was also more nuanced than the single sentence often quoted.
Arendt did not her lacking empathy in her reply to Scholem.
Instead, Arendt presented a different way of being Jewish than
the way Scholem proposed. She wrote:
You are quite right – I am not moved by any “love” of this sort,
and for two reasons: I have never in my life “loved” any people or collective – neither the German people, nor the French,
nor the American, nor the working class or anything of that
sort. Indeed I love “only” my friends and the only kind of love
I know of and believe in is the love of persons. Secondly, this
“love of the Jews” would appear to me, since I am myself Jewish, as something rather suspect. I cannot love myself or anything which is part and parcel of my own person.113
From her answer it is evident that Arendt defined her Jewish identity in a different way than Scholem did. ‘Love’ for the
Jewish people (elsewhere she called it ‘patriotism’) would
not move her to an empathic judgment – love she felt only
for individuals, she emphasised.114 To the contrary, her belonging to the Jewish people moved her to a judgment along the
strictest criteria: ‘that wrong done by my own people naturally grieves me more than wrong done by other peoples,’ she
wrote to Scholem.115 The words that Scholem and Arendt
used in their famous letters fit nicely within Bell’s oppositions.
Arendt on the side of “universal, cold, ratio, abstract, objective, distant, disinterested, harsh, human community, justice.”
And Scholem on the side of “parochial, warm, emotion, concrete, subjective, individual, good and evil, hostile, divided,
love.” What Scholem and Arendt did not discuss however, is
that Arendt did show ‘love’ for the Jewish people in her book.
Namely for the ‘ordinary’ Jewish victims, persecuted and murdered by the Nazis, and betrayed by their leaders according to
Arendt. These ordinary victims are the Jews she identified
with. Moreover, the ordinary victims and the handful of principled opponents to the Nazi regime are the only people she
identifies with in her book – contrary to many accusations that
she sympathised with Eichmann.116 The people that Arendt attacked, were the people Scholem and others defended: the
leaders, the elite.117
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Conclusion
In the second phase, the controversy was brought before a
much larger audience. Arendt’s book was discussed in all
major newspapers and magazines, and in countless fringe
publications throughout the US. However, it was most fervently and prominently debated among a group of New York
based intellectuals, of which Arendt was a member. Behind
the scenes, letters went to and fro between influential media
people and intellectuals, trying to change the direction of the
discussion. Part of this clash of influential New Yorkers was
played out on the pages of one of the most powerful media in
the country, the New York Times. The inter-Jewish beginnings
of the controversy focused on the entangled issues of the Jewish leaders, the Jewish resistance and the response of the Jewish Nazi victims as a collective. As the controversy spread into
a larger arena, Eichmann’s guilt and evil became the controversy’s second discussion theme. The discussion became repetitive very rapidly: a limited set of arguments was repeated by very many people. The double accusation that Arendt
wrongly “blamed and exculpated” became especially pronounced in this phase; as did the opposing claims to possession of The Facts. As protectors of the past and protectors of
the future faced one another, positions turned to stone. This is
also apparent from the many insults traded, as well as the consistent misrepresentations of especially Arendt’s positions.

47-55, at 47. Eugene V. Rostow, ‘Do laws
apply to so great an evil? The uses and
misuses of justice’, New York Herald Tribune (May 19 1963) sec. Books, 1, 7. Agree
et al., ‘Letters to the editor. Eichmann
in Jerusalem’. Boroff, ‘A report on the
banality of evil’. Kahn et al., ‘Für und
wider Hannah Arendt. Aus Leserbriefen
an den “Aufbau”’. Lachman, ‘Ein Meisterwerk ohne Seele’. Farau, ‘Die Frage
von Schuld und Mitschuld’.

110 An example. In July 1963, at the
height of the controversy, New York
media eminence butted heads. Lester
Markel of the Sunday New York Times
had written to William Shawn of the
New Yorker to complain about the New
Yorker editorial defending Arendt’s articles. Shawn replied: ‘I have been told –
though it may only be a rumor – that
the Times Book Review has never before
in its history received so many protests
(protests, not letters of disagreement)
as it did in response to Musmanno’s
review. [...] And now your official letter
to me implies that the Times editors do
not think that the Times Book Review
has made a mistake in publishing the
Musmanno review or that the mistake
was compounded by the manner in
which the subsequent letters were
published; on the contrary, it implies
that the Times editors have misread
the book precisely as Musmanno did.
That is almost inconceivable to me. Is
it possible that Hannah Arendt (along
with the editors of The New Yorker)
and the editors of the Times are on as
different wavelengths as all that, and
that the breakdown of communication
we referred to in our editorial is that
widespread? If so, we’re all in trouble.’
William Shawn, Letter of July 25, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Shawn, William
and Michael A. Musmanno, 1963, image
7-8 of 18. Lester Markel, Letter of July
23, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Shawn,
William and Michael A. Musmanno,
1963, image 6 of 18.
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Arendt, EIJ, 117.

112 Gerschom Scholem, ‘Eichmann
in Jerusalem. An exchange of letters
between Gerschom Scholem and Hannah Arendt’, Encounter 22 no.1 (January
1964) 51-53, at 51. It is instructive to read
the original German: ‘Eine Auseinander-setzung wie die Ihre erforderte,
wenn ich mich so ausdrücken darf, die
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altmodischte Art der sachlichen und
gründlichen Behandlung, gerade wo so
tiefe Emotionen im Spiele sein müssen
und heraufgerufen werden, wie in
diesem Fall der Ermordung eines Drittel unseres Volkes – und ich betrachte
Sie durchaus als Angehörige diese Volkes
und als nichts anderes. Für den Stil der
Leichtherzigkeit, ich meine das englische flippancy, den Sie nur allzu oft in
Ihrem Buche dafür aufbringen, habe
ich keine Sympathie. Er ist auf unvorstellbare Weise der Sache, über die Sie
sprechen, unangemessen. Gäbe es wirklich bei solchem Anlaß nicht Platz für
das, was man mit dem bescheidenen
deutschen Wort Herzenstakt nennen
dürfte?’ Idem, ‘Ein Briefwechsel über
Hannah Arendt’s Buch’, Mitteilungsblatt
(MB) no.33 (August 16 1963) 3-4, at 3.

113 Arendt, ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An
exchange of letters between Gerschom
Scholem and Hannah Arendt’, 54. ‘Sie
haben vollkommen recht, daß ich eine
solche “Liebe” nicht habe, und dies aus
zwei Gründen: Erstens habe ich nie in
meinem Leben irgendwein Volk oder
Kollektiv “geliebt”, weder das deutsche,
noch das französische, noch das amerikanische, nocht etwa die Arbeitsklasse
oder was es sonst so noch gibt. Ich liebe
in der Tat nur meine Freunde und bin
zu aller anderen Liebe völlig unfähig.
Zweitens aber wäre mir diese Liebe zu
den Juden, das ich slebst jüdisch bin,
suspekt. Ich liebe nicht mich selbst und
nicht dasjenige, wovon ich weiss, daß es
irgendwie zu meiner Substanz gehört.’
Idem, ‘Ein Briefwechsel über Hannah
Arendt’s Buch’, 4. For more on Arendt’s
view of Jewish history and Jewish
identity see Sharon Muller, ‘The origins
of Eichmann in Jerusalem. Hannah
Arendt’s interpretation of Jewish history’, Jewish Social Studies 4 no.2 (1981)
237-254, at 252.

114 Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr.
Robinson.” A reply’.

115 Idem, ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An
exchange of letters between Gerschom
Scholem and Hannah Arendt’, 54.

116 Very few critics observed that not
only the Jewish leaders, the Zionists
and the Israelis were severely criticised
in the book – so was about everybody
else, except for the “ordinary victim.”
Partisan Review’s William Phillips was
one of the very few American discussants to take note of Arendt’s all-round
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3.3 THIRD PHASE, US:
controversy ends (Summer 1965 - March 1966)
When measured only by the number of reviews, the controversy reached its peak in June-July 1963. However, responses
and rebuttals continued to appear after that, the pitch increasing even further. The mainstream media lost their interest in
the subject after the summer. The Kennedy assassination (November 22, 1963) certainly contributed to ending the lingering
discussion in Jewish media.118 The New York Intellectuals however continued their discussion well into 1964. Long after the
discussion had ceased to be news to the large newspapers and
magazines, individuals in journals were still shooting at each
other from the trenches.119 From November to March 19651966, the controversy was briefly revived, in the New York Review of Books. Here, Arendt gave one of her rare responses.
The occasion of this revival was Jacob Robinson’s long-awaited counter-book And the crooked shall be made straight. Far
from seeming exhausted, the remaining discussants argued
with tenacity and fervour. At some point however, everyone
had apparently said their piece and had their fill. When in July
1966 Gideon Hausner finally published his counter-book, Justice in Jerusalem, this caused but a few ripples. The sense of
urgency had passed. This section first briefly summarises the
development of the discussion in the third and last American
phase, when Arendt publicly accused her opponents of being
part of a conspiracy against her book. Then it takes a closer
look at Arendt’s contribution as well as that of historian Walter Laqueur, because these contributions reveal more about
the roots of the controversy’s problems.
Development and content of the discussion
in the third phase
As explained in the previous section, Jacob Robinson was one
of Arendt’s most dogged opponents. For years, he worked on
a counter-book that he hoped would smash Eichmann in Jerusalem to bits. The ‘hundreds of errors’ he claimed to have
found in Arendt’s work, became a shorthand counter-argument against Arendt in the controversy. Drafts of his book had
long been circulating among Arendt’s opponents.120 When And
the crooked shall be made straight finally appeared in 1965, it
turned out to be a highly detailed criticism of Arendt’s Eichmann. In essence, Robinson’s book was a defence of the Israeli
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prosecution’s strategy. This was not surprising, because Robinson was prosecutor Hausner’s first assistant at Eichmann’s
trial. Thus, the discussion had come full circle. Arendt’s countered Hausner’s claims one by one. Robinson in turn refuted
Arendt’s claims one by one, reverting the discussion to Hausner’s point of view.
As the book’s title suggests, Robinson aimed at educating a
large public on The Facts. ‘The Jewish Catastrophe was manifoldly complex and could be presented only by an authority
who could report, fact upon fact, what actually occurred,’ the
book’s jacket read. ‘Dr. Robinson does exactly that.’ Each chapter concluded with a paragraph that concisely summarised
why Arendt was in the wrong on this particular issue. In the
first chapter, Robinson opposed Arendt’s ‘false construct’ with
‘the real Eichmann.’ Satisfied with his demonstration, Robinson concluded: ‘From the historical documents available to
us, the real Eichmann emerges [...].’ In the second chapter,
legal expert Robinson aimed to show that Arendt had understood nothing of war crimes trials and international law. His final word: ‘In all discussions that touch on legal problems, Miss
Arendt displays unfamiliarity with the subject.’ In the third
chapter, Robinson considered Arendt’s criticism of the prosecution in the Eichmann trial. His own verdict: ‘The conduct
of the Eichmann trial was entirely correct.’ In the fourth chapter, on the most controversial subject of “Jewish cooperation,”
Robinson again set out to destroy Arendt’s opinion. However, he gave a correct summary of Arendt’s views – which was
rare in the controversy.121 In spite of his impressive command
of historical source material, except where the Jewish leaders
were concerned there was as little room for nuance in Robinson’s account as there was in Arendt’s. He spun out even her
tiniest mistakes. He gravitated between very correct descriptions of Arendt’s opinions, and wilfully wrong or exaggerated
interpretations. He was inclined to believe any incriminating
evidence against Eichmann, even if its source was self-serving post-war testimony from other Nazis. And he, too made
sweeping statements, claiming for instance that ‘when a Jew
accepted appointment to a Council, he did so as a rule out of
a feeling of responsibility to those in his community’; or that
‘the overriding purpose of Jewish activity everywhere in Nazi
Europe was survival with dignity.122
In November 1965, historian Walter Laqueur reviewed
Robinson’s work for the New York Review of Books. Laqueur was
one of the polyglot reviewers who bridged the controversy’s

judgment. ‘She does, of course, use the
same [snide, slightly hostile] tone whenever she talks about the complicity
or innocence of the German people,’
Phillips wrote, ‘but, obviously, most
of our friends are less sensitive to her
anti-Germanism.’ Phillips, ‘Arguments.
More on Eichmann’, 281.

117 She writes for instance that ‘In
Germany today [t]here are more than
a few people, especially among the
cultural élite, who still publicly regret
the fact that Germany sent Einstein
packing without realizing that it was a
much greater crime to kill little Hans
Cohn from around the corner, even
though he was no genius.’ Arendt,
EIJ, 134. In a letter to an acquaintance, Robert Weltsch, Arendt wrote:
‘Sie beginnen [ihre Kritik] mit dem
Ton – “selbstbewusst”, “schnoddrig”,
ich darf hinzusetzen “seelenlos”,
“herzlos”, “taktlos” etc. Dazu kann ich
natürlich wirklich nichts sagen. Aber
ich möchte Ihnen doch zu bedenken
geben, dass diese Einwendungen noch
von niemanden gemacht worden sind,
der nicht unmittelbar zu dem Jewish
Establishment gehört, vorzugsweise
von deutschen Juden; aber auch da
eigentlich nur von “professional Jews.”
‘ In this letter Arendt placed herself
not only in opposition to a ‘Jewish
Establishment,’ whom she suspected
had orchestrated the massive criticism
of her book. She also contrasted herself
with ‘professional Jews.’ In other words,
a type of Jew she did not consider
herself to be. Idem, Letter of August 29,
1963, image 24-29 of 46 at 25. Arendt’s
identification with the ordinary victims is further discussed in the conclusion to this chapter.

118 Aufbau took a break after the
summer, picked the discussion up again
in the Christmas 1963 issue, after which
it petered out. It was replaced in 1964
with the discussion of the failure of the
Catholic Church during the Holocaust,
occasioned by Rolf Hochhuth’s play
Der Stellvertreter. The Hochhuth controversy began in Switzerland and also
raised a lot of dust in Germany and
France. Arendt spoke on Hochhuth’s
behalf on several occasions; although
she did not think much of the play, she
saw parallels between the ways they
were both attacked. Arendt and Jaspers,
Briefwechsel 1926-1969, 575, 581.

119 For example in 1965, the new
left journal Studies on the Left printed
three sizeable articles on Arendt’s book
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and the controversy, plus a reply by
the author of the first article. Fruchter,
‘Arendt’s Eichmann and Jewish identity’. Idem, ‘Reply’, Studies on the left 5
no.4 (Autumn 1965) 74-79. Harap, ‘On
Arendt’s Eichmann and Jewish identity.
I’. Morris U. Schappes, ‘On Arendt’s
Eichmann and Jewish identity. II’, Studies on the left 5 no.4 (Autumn 1965) 66-73.

120 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
355-356.

121 He wrote: ‘Miss Arendt’s argument that Jewish Councils cooperated
with the Germans, were indispensable
in the process of deportation, and had
a decisive influence on the ultimate
outcome of the Final Solution, is negated in the light of available information.’
Documents and testimony of Jewish
Nazi victims featured prominently
in this fourth and largest chapter on
‘Jewish behavior in the face of disaster.’
Robinson stressed the ‘unutterably
tragic’ circumstances of the Jewish
leaders, the Jewish ‘will to live’ and ‘the
overriding purpose of Jewish activity
everywhere in Nazi Europe was survival with dignity.’ Jacob Robinson, And
the crooked shall be made straight. The
Eichmann trial, the Jewish catastrophe,
and Hannah Arendt’s narrative (New York
1965), 59, 100, 141, 223, 225. This chapter
was as much a counter of Arendt as of
the other writers perceived in the same
category of enemies, such as Hilberg
and Bettelheim. This is made explicit in
Idem, ‘A report on the evil of banality.
the Arendt book’, Facts, 15 no.1 (July-August 1963) 263-270.

122

Idem, The crooked, 223, 225.

123 Apart from Laqueur and Robinson, other controversy participants
who bridged the gap between countries
and/or languages include Gerschom
Scholem; Golo Mann; Manès Sperber;
H.G. Adler; Hugh Trevor-Roper; Stephen Spender; Robert Kempner; Hans
Holthusen; Robert Rie between the US
and Germany.

124 Steven E. Aschheim, Beyond the
border. The German-Jewish legacy abroad
(Princeton 2007), 57-58, 153. Other pioneering documentation and research
institutes mentioned in this study are
Yad Vashem, the Wiener Library, YIVO,
CDJC and RIOD.
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different phases and arenas.123 A historian of German-Jewish origin, he lived in the UK. Laqueur had just become director of the London Wiener Library, an archive and research
institute that documented the Nazi era.124 His review of Robinson’s book centred on the meta-issue of historical facts in the
Arendt-controversy. He used his discussion of Robinson and
Arendt to campaign for a serious historical survey of the murder of the Jews, from the victim’s perspective. According to
Laqueur, And the crooked… was still not the ‘major work that
is so badly needed’ on ‘the whole issue of Jewish survival, of
resistance and “collaboration” […].’ 125
Both Arendt and Robinson handled historical facts inadequately, this professional historian claimed. He presented
them as opposites. Arendt was imprecise factually according
to Laqueur. By contrast, Robinson’s work lacked interpretation: he did not succeed in bringing his multitude of facts together in a coherent whole. Laqueur presented Robinson as
a ‘professional’; and Arendt as ‘amateur [...] half philosopher,
half journalist.’ He emphasised the difference between the
two by referring to ‘Dr. Robinson’ as opposed to ‘Miss Arendt’
– although Arendt was a ‘Dr.’, too.
Throughout the controversy in the US, Arendt had rarely
responded. Her private correspondence shows she resisted
pressure by friends, acquaintances and her audience to reply to her critics (this will be discussed in section 3.5). In all,
the only replies readily available to American readers were
Arendt’s 1963 response to Musmanno and her 1964 Postscript
to the second edition of her book. In both replies Arendt did
not help in defusing the controversy: she discussed the issues
that she wanted to discuss, and dismissed the rest as belonging to ‘a book that was never written.’ In January 1966, Arendt
finally broke her silence again, at the occasion of Laqueur’s
review of Robinson’s book. She replied with a lengthy article,
also in the New York Review of Books. This time around, her
tone was furious. She did not point out what she wanted and
did not want to discuss, as she had done before; instead she
dove into the controversial issues head on. At long last, she
addressed many of the controversial issues in detail. However, the controversial issues were not the focus of her reply in
The New York Review of Books. Neither was Laqueur’s attack
on her professionalism its central theme; nor Robinson’s claim
to The Facts. Arendt was mostly concerned with the power
play in the controversy. That is to say, the power play as she
perceived it: she, the underdog, against a mighty steamroller
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that crushed every opinion it thought undesirable for Jewry.
According to Arendt, ‘the Jewish Establishment’ had orchestrated the massive attack on her book.126 She depicted Robinson as an instrument in the ‘organised campaign’ against
her book. She also suggested that Laqueur had ties to this
campaign: at the time, Robinson was research coordinator for
several institutes, the Wiener Library among them. Laqueur
responded and several people sent in a letter, Marie Syrkin
among them. Both Syrkin and Laqueur ridiculed Arendt’s conspiracy thinking. ‘Unfortunately,’ Syrkin wrote, ‘Miss Arendt
equates criticism with cabal; in her script diverse critics become fellow conspirators plotting to suppress the truth and
to silence its teller.’ 127 This discussion of the power play in
the Arendt-controversy concludes its third and last American
phase.
In all, this last leg of the American controversy in The New
York Review of Books was a brief, yet near complete recapitulation of the preceding controversy phases. Laqueur’s article and the subsequent correspondence took “Jewish cooperation” as the most important discussion theme, although
Eichmann was also on the agenda. The now familiar rules
for judgment were presented. Other well-known counter-arguments were also repeated: the ‘Soviet’-argument against
Arendt’s main judgment of the Jewish leaders, for example
(in the Soviet-Union there were no Jewish Councils, and the
percentage of victims was no less). Arendt was once again
accused of a lack of empathy; was wrongfully presented as
propagator of the opinion that the Jewish victims should
have actively resisted their persecutors, et cetera. Although
Laqueur in his review tried to put the controversy in a larger context, as Bell and others had tried to do before him, other contributions seemed more like rehearsals of dogma than
a critical exchange of arguments. Arendt herself now also
resorted to personal attacks, with her angry accusations that
Robinson and Laqueur were part of a ‘campaign.’
Characteristics of the discussion that help to explain its
problems: power play; The Facts; crossover arguments;
conceptual confusion
In the third phase, Arendt put the power play in the controversy on the agenda – but in a very one-sided version. To her
friends Gertrud and Karl Jaspers, Arendt wrote in November
1963: ‘[N]ow all the non-Jews are on my side, and not a single

125 Laqueur was polite but also very
critical about And the crooked shall be
made straight. He found the book unripe and came away with a ‘sense of
imbalance.’ He wrote: ‘the impression
is created that the lawyer in Dr. Robinson too often gets the better of the
historian.’ By contrast, Laqueur’s view
of Arendt’s book had tempered quite a
bit since his initial review in the British
Jewish Chronicle, when he had warned
of the ‘incalculable damage’ that Eichmann would do. In the New York Review
of Books two years later, he found fault
with Arendt’s facts and judgments, but
no longer feared the book’s repercussions. His British review was named in
many American reviews of Eichmann
in Jerusalem. Laqueur, ‘Footnotes to the
Holocaust’. Idem, ‘The shortcomings of
Hannah Arendt’, Jewish Chronicle (October 11 1963) 7, 27.

126 Arendt wrote: ‘No one will doubt
the effectiveness of modern image-making, and no one acquainted with Jewish
organizations and their countless channels of communication outside their
immediate range will underestimate
their possibilities in influencing public
opinion. For greater than their direct
power of control is the voluntary outside help upon which they can draw
from Jews who, though they may not
be at all interested in Jewish affairs, will
flock home, as it were, out of age-old
fears (no longer justified, let us hope,
but still very much alive) when their
people or its leaders are criticized. What
I had done according to their lights
was the crime of crimes: I had told “the
truth in a hostile environment,” as an
Israeli official told me, and what the
A.D.L. and all the other organizations
did was to hoist the danger signal.’
Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr. Robinson.”
A reply’. Idem, EIJ, 282-283.

127 Syrkin, ‘The Jewish establishment’. Laqueur lamely joked: ‘I think
I can assure her that the Elders of
Zion are not yet out to get her.’ Not
wanting to be dismissed as paranoid,
Arendt swung back, in what was to
be her last public reply in the controversy: ‘I stated the fact of an organised
propaganda campaign to manipulate
public opinion.’ She stressed that it was
not the ‘hostility’ of the reactions that
had roused her anger, it was that ‘these
replies concerned fabrications and not
the book I had written.’ Arendt also
presented a discussion of The Facts
very similar to Robinson’s, pointing
out important but also smaller factual
mistakes as all-overriding arguments.
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128 ‘Was ernst ist daran, ist, daß
nunmehr alle Nicht-Juden auf meiner
Seite stehen und daß nicht ein einziger
Jude es wagt, öffentlich für mich einzutreten, auch wenn er absolut für mich
ist.’ Arendt, letter to the Jaspers, November 24 1963. As quoted in Hannah
Arendt, Ich will verstehen. Selbstauskünfte
zu Leben und Werk (2nd edn.; München
2013), 236.

129 In private, Arendt also accorded
the ‘Establishment’ a motive for attacking her. To the Jaspers she wrote: ‘die
ganze Geschichte ist nahezu ausschließlich eine Sache bezahlter Funktionäre,
und diese haben sehr große Schichten
auch des jüdischen Volkes keineswegs
mehr in der Hand. Auch handelt es sich
ausschließlich um die ältere Generation.
Die Parallele zu deutschen Verhältnissen ist nicht zu übersehen.’ Arendt,
letter to the Jaspers, August 9 1963. As
quoted in Ibid., 230.

130 Idem, ‘”The formidable Dr. Robinson.” A reply’. Idem, Verstehen, 229-230.

131 Cohen, ‘Breaking the Code. Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem
and the public polemic. Myth, Memory
and Historical Imagination’, 46.

132 Examples of articles with different arguments: ‘Eichmann’, American
Statesman (July 7 1963). Martin Agronsky, ‘New view of Eichmann trial. mere
vengeance and political show’, The
Washington Post (May 26 1963) 8. William
Barrett, ‘Reader’s choice’, The Atlantic
Monthly, 211 no.6 (June 1963) 129. Berman, ‘Hostis humani generis’. Marver
H. Bernstein, The American Political
Science Review 58 no.1 (March 1964) 151-
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Jew dares to stand up for me in public […].’ 128 This was highly exaggerated. But Arendt had become convinced that the
negative response to her Eichmann had been orchestrated by
‘the Jewish Establishment.’ 129 As in her book, she differentiated between those in charge and those not in charge; between Jewish leaders and ‘ordinary Jews’. In Arendt’s eyes only
the Jewish elite was attacking her; ordinary Jews and Jews
independent like herself had nothing against her book. They
had written to tell her so, she said: but they were too afraid to
speak up against the mighty establishment.130 Some of the letters in her private papers confirm this claim. Her correspondence also shows that people who were nuanced or even supportive in private letters to her, later spoke out against her in
public. There is another side to this story, however. Arendt herself, too, was not nearly as stubborn in her private correspondence as she was in her public replies.
From Arendt’s point of view, the onslaught on her book
seemed well organised from the start. The fact that the ADL
tried to channel responses before the book was even published seemed to confirm this suspicion. Hostile reviewers often echoed the ADL’s talking points or Robinson’s ‘four hundred mistakes’ (in the final book the number became six
hundred). Where their influence began and ended is hard to
reconstruct: there was enough in the book to be offended by
even without organisational coaching. Nor does the repetitiveness of the responses necessarily indicate successful enemy
campaigning, as Arendt thought it did.131 Indeed, there was
much parroting, but articles deviating from the mean were
certainly not restricted to marginal media.132 In addition, not
all of the repetitive arguments were directed against Arendt:
many of the reviews favourable to Arendt were just as uniform. One might conclude that parroting was partly due to
propaganda; and partly due to most people’s lack of detailed
knowledge on the subject. Meaning: those in agreement with
the thrust of Arendt’s argument took her presentation of the
facts on faith; and those in disagreement simply provided an
opposite interpretation of the same facts.
Arendt’s anger at ‘the Jewish Establishment’ is the mirror
image of Irving Howe’s fear that the ‘mass audience’ of the
New Yorker would be ‘deprived’ of all the fundamental criticism against Arendt, and thus remain in the dark forever more.
This mutual underdog-presentation of the two warring sides
created two competing controversy tales – tales that endure
to this day, as explained in chapter 1. In reality, there was no
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underdog in this story. Arendt was not battling a big Establishment machine on her own, she herself was part of a competing
Establishment. The Arendt-controversy in the US was a battle
of two mighty spheres of influence. The attack in the New York
Times brought not only a wave of spontaneous protests from
readers, but also the rallying of what Arendt’s editor at Viking
called ‘The Forces of Just Cause’: influential intellectuals who
defended her. What is more, Arendt was briefed on the ADL’s
moves from inside the organisation.
Arendt’s perception of the situation might have been exaggerated, but she was not crazy. She had challenged the official owners of the discussion of “Jewish cooperation,” and
they responded forcefully. Laqueur took Arendt’s accusation
of an ‘organised campaign’ more seriously than many others
did. In his response to Arendt, he explained what had happened. He denied her claim that the ‘Jewish Establishment’
was conspiring to ‘hide the truth’ on the Jewish leaders: the
‘great reluctance to pass judgment’ was not more than logical, Laqueur wrote, considering the predicament these historical actors were in. Laqueur presented a different perspective of the matter. ‘The Jewish Establishment’ had not tried to
hide the truth, but they had tried to control the research and
presentation of these historical events. Some of Arendt’s opponents claimed ownership of these historical events, and this
was counter-productive, Laqueur said. Trying to control the
research, he argued, meant important research was not being done. Coming from the director of one of the few research
institutes in the world that were researching the murder of
the Jews at the time, the legendary Wiener Library, this was a
weighty accusation. Laqueur wrote:

152. Robert H. Glauber, ‘The Eichmann
Case’, The Christian Century, 80 no.21
(May 22 1963) 681-682. Ibid.. W.J. Igoe,
The Critic (August-September 1963). Jack
Kroll, ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem – can one
know the “whole” truth?’, Newsweek, 61
no.24 (June 17 1963) 93, 95. Leroy Leatherman, ‘Homage to the secret-bearer’,
Sewanee Review, 72 no.2 (Spring 1964)
329-334. Alice Ellen Mayhew, ‘The lesson
of the “normal man’”who helped kill
millions’, The Commonweal, 78 no.16
(July 12 1963) 429-430. Hans J. Morgenthau, ‘The Nazi horror caught in a
double spotlight’, Chicago Tribune (May
26 1963). Maie E. Perley, ‘Eichmann case
examined as product of its era’, The
Louisville Times (May 27 1963). Ernest
S. Pisko, ‘Afterword on Eichmann’,
Christian Science Monitor (May 23 1963).
Kathryn Proby, ‘Eichmann was bored.
Tired being nobody’, Miami News (June
6 1963). Richard Rhodes, ‘The difficult
questions posed by genocide’, Kansas
City Times (June 10 1963). Time Staff, ‘No
better? No worse?’, Time (May 24 1963)
72. Edwin M. Yoder, ‘The banality of
evil’, Greensboro Daily News (June 9 1963).
Hans Zeisel, The Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 353
(May 1964) 197-198.

133 Laqueur, ‘A reply to Hannah
Arendt’.

The real sins of omission committed by what Miss Arendt calls
‘the officers of interest groups’ she does not mention: perhaps
she is not aware of them. Some tried to monopolize the historiography of the catastrophe in their own hands; they did valuable work in collecting source material but discouraged “outsiders” and all the more ambitious projects to write the history
of the period in one of the world’s main languages; they failed
to enlist younger historians and make them partners in their
work. (Mr. Robinson’s book was apparently meant to be the
final word on this subject – at least for the time being.) This
was a mistaken policy and has resulted in a serious crisis: the
whole future of this official historiography it now in the balance. Common human failings underlie this crisis; its causes are less dramatic and sinister than Miss Arendt believes.133
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134 To elevate her own stature, she
attacked Robinson’s credentials, and
presented herself as more knowledgeable than Robinson on historical matters. She wrote: ‘The best way to settle
this difficult question of who is the
amateur and who the professional is
perhaps to consult the Guide to Jewish
History under Nazi Impact [...] published
under the co-authorship of the late
Philip Friedman and Jacob Robinson.
[...] at that time Mr. Robinson must have
thought that I was much more “professional” than he himself, for I appear
there with four items, one of them a
book more substantial and relevant
to modern Jewish history and to the
period in question than anything by
the two authors.’ Arendt was referring,
of course, to The origins, the book that
made her famous in the US. However,
Arendt maintained the “genre-defence”
of her Postscript: hers was not the
judgment of the historian, but ‘the
judgment of the reporter’ (section 3.5).
Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr. Robinson.”
A reply’. What Arendt had missed, was
that Laqueur had also carefully avoided
calling Robinson a historian. Instead, Laqueur pegged Robinson as ‘an eminent
authority on international law,’ with
a broad knowledge of Jewish history.
Historian Laqueur made understated
fun of Robinson’s amateur-historian’s
obsession with The Facts. ‘The relevance of all these corrections is not,
however, always immediately obvious,’
Laqueur wrote. ‘For example, Dr. Robinson […] devotes four pages – exactly
as much space as he devotes to the fate
of French Jewry – to the question if
whether, from a constitutional point of
view, the crown of Hungary went with
that of the Holy Roman Empire.’ Laqueur, ‘Footnotes to the Holocaust’.

135 Arendt, ‘The Jewish establishment. Hannah Arendt replies’.

136

Ibid.

137 In the controversy, Arendt was
identified as an anti-Zionist, pro-assimilationist Jew. In reality, Arendt’s identity was more complex. Having once
worked actively for the Zionist cause,
once fiercely critical of assimilationism,
Arendt deemed herself a critical Zionist. This was something she did not
mention in Eichmann, but was explicitly noted in her reply to Musmanno
in the New York Times. Opposing and
even friendly readers took her for an
anti-Zionist because of her criticism of
Zionism in the Eichmann-book. Idem,
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Laqueur explicitly put the question of ownership on the table: he wanted the ownership of the subject to pass from ‘interest groups’ to historians. He denied that he would want to
restrict the discussion of the murder of the Jews ‘to professional students of the period.’ However, he also said that ‘the
whole issue of Jewish survival, of resistance and “collaboration” […] ought not to be the happy hunting ground for amateurs or those eager to write a roman à thèse.’ The subject, he
urged, ‘must at last be tackled.’ Professional historians had
left a gap, and the result was that amateurs had jumped in: ‘It
is precisely the absence of [major historical works] that provoked Miss Arendt’s book and the great debate around it.’ Laqueur underlined this new claim to ownership by excluding
both Arendt and Robinson from the historians’ club. Arendt
did not take this exclusion lightly.134 Stabbing back, she put the
historians in second place as Guardians of Historical Fact, after the reporters such as herself. She wrote:
The methods used in the pursuit of historical truth are not the
methods of the prosecutor, and the men who stand guard over
the facts are not the officers of interest groups – no matter how
legitimate their claims – but the reporters, the historians, and
finally the poets. 135
In her book, Arendt had challenged the owners of the subject
of “Jewish cooperation” by turning the matter on its head. For
Hausner and Ben Gurion, Eichmann was a vehicle to tell the
story of the murder of the Jews, the story of their suffering. For
Arendt, Eichmann was the subject. She affirmed this in her reply to Laqueur, where she wrote:
[Laqueur] accepts Robinson’s basic distortion, contained in
the subtitle of his book, “The Jewish Catastrophe and Hannah Arendt’s Narrative,” which implies that I recounted part of
“Jewish contemporary history”, while in fact I have criticized
the prosecution for taking the Eichmann Trial as a pretext for
doing just that. (Needless to say, I would never have gone to
Jerusalem if I had wanted to write a book on “contemporary
Jewish history”).136
These competing claims to ownership resulted from the different world views and identities of its claimants, and resulted
in different views of history.137 Arendt, on Bell’s ‘universal’ side,
wanted to discuss “Jewish cooperation” with the whole world.
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She did not aim to wash dirty linen in public; she wanted to
raise issues that she thought were important for everyone.
Many of her opponents, on Bell’s ‘parochial’ side, thought the
history of the murder of the Jews should be presented in different ways to different audiences. “Jewish cooperation” was
an internal Jewish affair, they thought, not fit for general public consumption. Therefore, they wanted to control what was
discussed where, and how. In a letter to the Jaspers, Arendt
explained the difference:
The Israeli consul [in Chicago] came to me after a lecture,
and we talked for several hours. He kept saying: of course
everything you say is true: we know [all] this. But how can you,
as a Jewess, say these things “in a hostile environment.” I said:
as far as I know I am not living in a hostile environment here.
And he: you do know, that every non-Jewish environment is
hostile. […] It is both the age-old odium humani generis and
the terrible old fear [of anti-Semitism], that has become virulent again through Hitler and Auschwitz.138
Arendt’s views were neither new nor radical, at least not where
the victim theme was concerned. The discussion of cooperation by the Jewish Councils had been conducted with ardour
and candour by survivors in Israel and beyond.139 Not the criticism itself was taboo, but who criticised, and where. In sum,
the Arendt-controversy in the US began and ended as a territorial fight.
If Arendt opened a discussion on the controversy’s power
play in the third phase, Laqueur’s contribution by contrast focused on the discussion of historical fact. The two were connected: The Facts were a much used weapon in the battle over
ownership of historical events. The facts often brought to bear
in the controversy were not so much historical facts, as The
Facts: meaning a certain interpretation, a certain presentation
of the historical events that was considered the correct one.140
Robinson’s claim of finding ‘hundreds of errors’ in Arendt’s
work, was the basis for the much-used attack on Arendt that
most of her claims had been “disproven” and her distortions of
fact ‘made straight.’ Laqueur was among the few discussants
who criticised the parading with historical facts on both sides
of the controversy. Moreover, Laqueur said (criticising Arendt
and possibly Robinson, too) the historical method is not a listing of facts: facts need to be interpreted. ‘Not only knowledge,
but imagination are needed,’ Laqueur wrote, ‘to decide post

‘Letters to the editor. Eichmann in Jerusalem’. Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 119.
Muller, ‘The origins of Eichmann in
Jerusalem. Hannah Arendt’s interpretation of Jewish history’, 249.

138 ‘Der hiesige Israeli-Konsul kam
nach einem Vortrag hier an mich heran, und wir unterhielten uns mehrere
Stunden. Er sagte immer wieder: Natürlich ist alles, was Sie sagen, wahr; wir
wissen das. Aber wie konnten Sie als
Jüdin dies sagen “in a hostile environment”. Ich sagte: Ich lebe hier meines
Wissen nicht in einer feindlichen Umgebung. Und er: Sie wissen doch, das
jede nichtjüdische Umgebung feindlich
ist. [...] Es ist beides, das uralte odium
humani generis und die furchtbare
uralte Angst, die durch Hitler und
Auschwitz wieder virulent geworden
ist.’ Arendt, letter to the Jaspers, November 24 1963. As quoted in Arendt,
Verstehen, 236-237.
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Segev, The Seventh Million.

140 One discussant claimed that
‘most of Arendt’s errors were actually
her reinterpretations of events and
persons which the hostile Jewish critics
had ordered into a species of historical
“fact” both intransigent and immutable.’
Fruchter, ‘Arendt’s Eichmann and Jewish identity’, 27.
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141 Laqueur, ‘Footnotes to the Holocaust’.

142 Fruchter, ‘Arendt’s Eichmann and
Jewish identity’, 27, 32.

143 Lederman, ‘This book was not
written too early’.

factum whether in given circumstances a certain leader or
Judenrat did the only thing they could do or whether they
should have acted differently.’ 141
Laqueur was not the first to try to redirect the controversy to
a discussion of historical facts and their interpretation. In the
New Left journal Studies on the Left for instance, editor Norm
Fruchter had pointed out there were no ‘facts’ to objectively
and finally decide the discussion, in spite of what many participants claimed.142 Often those matters on which the discussion hung, were in the realm of the purely speculative: Eichmann’s mindset for example, or the inner motives of members
of the Jewish Councils. Historical facts are indeed rarely absolute. They have to be interpreted, put in a framework. For
counter-examples there are counter-counter-examples, and
for contexts there are always other contexts.
That The Facts could not decide who was right, was most
distinctly demonstrated by the recurrence of crossover-arguments: arguments that were used both for and against Arendt,
and had often even been used by Arendt herself in her book.
A simple example: if the discussant “had been there” himself, he could use this personal experience to underline any
view for or against Arendt. Another example: Arendt’s critics
argued that there were good and bad guys among the Jewish leaders, to prove that her criticism of Jewish leaders was
not allowed, was unfair or pointless. However, the same argument could be used to argue that criticism should be allowed,
was justified or relevant.143 The Facts were a crossover argument, too: claims to possession of The Facts and The Historical Truth were made by Arendt’s defenders and opponents,
as well as by Arendt herself. In her discussion with Laqueur,
she spoke of the ‘historical truth’ and ‘facts’ that needed to
be ‘guarded’ by people such as herself. On several occasions,
Arendt boldly claimed her book was filled with facts, not theories; a claim echoed by her most devoted defendants. In January 1964 for instance, in an interview for German television,
Arendt claimed her theory of the moral collapse was fact, and
the counters of her opponents were evasions of fact. She said:
The fight over the book is unfortunately largely about facts
and not about theories or opinions, about facts that are restyled as theories, to rob them of their factual character. At the
centre of the book, as of the trial, stands the person of the accused. What came to light when his guilt was discussed, was
the totality of the moral collapse in the heart of Europe, in all
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its frightening factuality. This factuality one can evade in many
different ways – by denying it, by responding to it with pathetic, meaningless confessions of guilt, in which all that is specific is drowned, by speaking of a collective guilt of the German
people or buy claiming that what happened in Auschwitz, was
only the consequence of the age-old hatred of Jews – the biggest pogrom of all time.144
All these claims to decisive factual knowledge notwithstanding, historical facts played a marginal role in the controversy. Few participants had enough historical knowledge to
thoroughly criticise the factual content of Arendt’s historical
opinions. The result was an endless repetition of the same limited set of facts. Laqueur pointed out that ‘a minimum of factual knowledge is needed to make a genuine contribution to
the debate if it is not to turn, as it has done on occasion, into
a controversy about moral (or political) dilemmas in general, without reference to time, place, and circumstance.’ This
comment goes for large parts of the controversy. It was a lack
of factual knowledge, not a surplus, that ruled the discussion.
The issues discussed were so complex, that profound historical knowledge was needed to discuss them meaningfully.
Those few discussants that did have such profound knowledge unfortunately rarely transformed this knowledge into
clear and concise contributions to the discussion – if clear and
concise answers to these complex questions were possible at
all. More often than not, multiple answers were possible to the
same question, depending on the historical perspective chosen. This complex reality could not be married to the blackand-white discussion in the Arendt-controversy. Laqueur insisted that ‘the Arendt debate [...] generated more heat than
light.’ 145 Indeed, the controversy did not illuminate the historical events that were being discussed.
If the discussion was not about facts, then what was it
about? The third phase also shed some light on this, when
Arendt unwittingly exposed the conceptual confusion on moral issues in the controversy. In her book, Arendt did not elaborately discuss the ‘moral problems’ she raised; they were
sidelines in the larger argument she was trying to make (chapter 2). The discussion of the first two controversy phases did
not do anything to clarify matters in this regard. To the contrary, the entanglement and the double accusation that she
“blamed and exculpated”, blurred matters even more. Finally, in her reply to Laqueur, Arendt clearly discussed one of the

144 ‘Der Streit um das Buch geht
leider großenteils um Tatsachen und
nicht um Thesen oder Meinungen, um
Tatsachen, die zu Theorien umfrisiert
werden, um ihnen ihren Tatsachencharakter zu nehmen. Im Mittelpunkt
des Buches wie des Prozesses steht die
Person des Angeklagten. Was an den
Tag kam, als über seine Schuld verhandelt wurde, war die Totalität des moralischen Zusammenbruchs im Herzen
Europas in ihrer ganzen furchtbaren
Tatsächlichkeit. Dieser Tatsächlichkeit
kann man auf die verschiedensten
Arten ausweichen – indem man sie
leugnet, indem man auf sie mit pathetischen, zu nichts verpflichtenden
Schuldbekenntnissen reagiert, in denen
alles Spezifische untergeht, indem man
von einer Kollektivschuld des deutschen
Volkes spricht oder indem man behauptet, was in Auschwitz geschah sei nur
die Konsequenz des uralten Judenhasses – das größte Pogrom aller Zeiten.’
Arendt, television interview with Thilo
Koch, as quoted in Arendt, Verstehen,
39-40.

145 Laqueur, ‘A reply to Hannah
Arendt’.
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146 Unfortunately, this clarity was
immediately lost when Arendt raised a
new side-issue: the behaviour of European rabbis under the Nazis. True to
style, she raised this new issue in her
rebellious shorthand; the “tone” that,
the controversy had proved, was so fatal
to the discussion of complex historical
events. This inevitably lead the subsequent discussion into the quagmire of
The Facts.

147 Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr.
Robinson.” A reply’. Robinson, The
crooked, 159.

148 Arendt, ‘”The formidable Dr.
Robinson.” A reply’.

149 ‘Es gab keine Möglichkeit des
Widerstandes, aber es gab die Möglichkeit, nichts zu tun. Und um nichts zu
tun, brauchte man kein Heiliger zu
sein, sondern man brauchte nur zu
sagen: Ich bin ein einfacher Jude, und
ich will nicht mehr sein. Ob diese Leute
in allen Fällen verdient haben, gehängt
zu werden, ist eine ganz andere Frage.
Was hier zur Debatte steht, sind die
Argumente, mit denen sie sich vor sich
selbst und vor andern gerechtfertigt
haben. Über diese Argumente steht uns
ein Urteil zu. Diese Leute standen auch
nicht unter dem unmittelbaren Druck
des Terrors, sondern nur unter dem
mittelbaren. Über die Gradunterschiede
in diesen Dingen weiss ich Bescheid. Es
gab da immer noch einen Raum des
freien Entschlusses und des freien Handelns.’ Arendt, letter to Scholem, July 20
1963, as quoted in Idem, Verstehen, 35.
This passage is slightly adapted in Idem,
‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An exchange of
letters between Gerschom Scholem and
Hannah Arendt’.

‘moral problems’ she saw in the behaviour of the Jewish leaders.146 Because she went into specifics here, the third phase
(partly) answered the question why Arendt judged the Jewish leaders so severely. Firstly, she condemned the presumption of some leaders to decide over other peoples’ lives. Robinson had written that ‘legally and morally, the members of the
Jewish Councils can no more be judged accomplices of their
Nazi rulers than can a store owner be judged accomplice of an
armed robber to whom he surrenders his store at gunpoint.’
Arendt shot back: ‘The worst reproach one could level at the
Jewish Councils would indeed be to accuse them of disposing
of Jewish lives and properties as though they owned them, and
no one to my knowledge has ever dare to go that far before.’ 147
Secondly, Arendt condemned the Jewish leaders because they
had made the wrong choices in several moral dilemmas that
they had faced. The moral problem with the Jewish Councils
was not that they were ‘forced at gunpoint’ to do something
they did not want, Arendt explained. It was that Jewish leaders
chose to sit in the Councils.148 In her letter to Scholem Arendt
explained her position on this choice most clearly:
There was no possibility of resistance, but there was the possibility to do nothing. And to do nothing, one did not need to be
a saint, but one needed only to say: I am a simple Jew, and I do
not want to be more. If these people deserved to be hanged in
all cases, is a wholly different question. What is at issue here,
are the arguments with which they justified themselves before
themselves and before others. We are allowed to judge these
arguments. Moreover, these people did not stand under the direct pressure of terror either, but only under the indirect [pressure]. I know about the gradations in these matters. There still
was room for free choice and free action there.149
In her contribution to the New York Review of Books, Arendt
accused Robinson and other opponents of a ‘moral obtuseness (like tone deafness).’ What she meant was that Robinson
and others could not understand her judgments of the Jewish
leaders, because, according to her, they could not sense the
weight of the wrong choices these leaders made. However,
apart from the brief illumination in her reply to Laqueur and in
her letter to Scholem, Arendt herself did not help much with
the moral education of the obtuse. To the philosopher Arendt,
others were ‘tone deaf’ on moral issues so obvious to her, that
she rarely deigned to explain. For instance, she did not clear-
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ly differentiate between moral and legal responsibility in her
book. When she judged the actors in the moral collapse, the
people that made Eichmann’s crimes possible, Arendt was not
concerned with legal but with moral responsibility. Her analysis of Eichmann’s guilt was legal as well as moral; her judgment of the Jewish leaders was only moral. She only explicitly
explained this at the end of her 1964 Postscript:

150

Idem, EIJ, 297.

151 Miller, ‘Creating unity through
history. the Eichmann trial as transition’, 142.

And although we can understand the reluctance of those immediately affected by the disaster – Germans and Jews – to
examine too closely the conduct of groups and persons that
seemed to be or should have been unimpaired by the totality of the moral collapse – that is, the conduct of the Christian churches, the Jewish leadership, the men of the anti-Hitler
conspiracy of July 20, 1944 – this understandable disinclination is insufficient to explain the reluctance evident everywhere to make judgments in terms of individual moral responsibility.150
As their use of words like ‘guilt’ and ‘complicit’ suggests,
Arendt’s opponents often took her to mean legal responsibility where she meant moral responsibility, or they did not
specify either. They were not entirely mistaken, perhaps: in
Arendt’s book, ‘cooperation’ could mean ‘collaboration’; and
in a private letter, she used the word ‘exoneration’ with reference to the Jewish Councils, a word that also has a legal connotation.151 However it may be, a lack of explicit and common
definition of the concepts of ‘guilt’, ‘responsibility’, ‘cooperation’, and ‘collaboration’, enabled discussants to consciously
and unconsciously distort each other’s viewpoints.
Conclusion
In the third phase, the discussion had become inter-Jewish
again: all discussants were Jewish. In contrast to the first
phase however, in the third phase these Jewish critics fought
their battle on the pages of a non-Jewish medium, and the
discussion did not limit itself to the Jewish leaders. This last
phase of the American controversy revolved around The Facts
and who owned them. Time had not brought wisdom to most
of the discussants; if anything, positions had hardened even
further. The passage of time had one interesting effect however: the controversy itself had become a discussion subject.
Arendt put the power play in the controversy on the agenda,
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editor-in-chief of the Süddeutsche Zeitung, spoke of the controversy on the
radio as early as April 1963. He too was
among those who feared that layman
readers would conclude that ‘the Jews
have themselves to blame’ (‘die Juden
sind Schuld’) Hermann Proebst, Zu Hannah Arendts Bericht über den Eichmann
Prozess in New Yorker (Hessischer Rundfunk, April 28. Also see for instance
Kurt May, ‘Hannah Arendts Eichmann
und Wiedergutmachung’, Aufbau/Reconstruction (July 26 1963) 23-24. When
the German translation was published,
Arendt’s foreword was printed in the
intellectual weekly Die Zeit. Its headline:
‘Schuld bleibt Schuld.’ This headline
can either be read as a pre-emptive
response to the double accusation that
she misplaced the blame, or as an expression of the often voiced fear that
Germans might misread the book.
Robert Kempner, a jurist who already
said his piece in Aufbau, wrote a letter
to the Frankfurter Allgemeine. Kempner thought that Arendt’s accusations
against Ben Gurion, Hausner, Servatius,
the German people and the resistance
would ‘call forth most unpleasant
discussions, and achieve the opposite of
an understanding. Had the book been
written by a known right-wing radical,
it would undoubtedly be confiscated in
the Federal Republic and never see the
light of day – given the constant abuse
of the dead, namely the Jews that perished.’ Robert M.W. Kempner, ‘Jüdische
Dolchstoßlegende’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (November 11 1963) 10.
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while Laqueur questioned the role of facts in the discussion.
Laqueur’s and Arendt’s discussions shed some light on what
was at stake in the controversy. They show that the power play
in the US was part of a battle for absolute dominance over
public opinion on these issues. The controversy was not about
facts, but a claim to possession of The Facts was an important weapon in this battle. Another aspect that contributed to
the problematic character of the discussion, was the lack of
explicit definitions of certain key concepts.
3.4 FOURTH PHASE, GERMANY:
controversy imported (Summer 1963 - September 1964)
The Arendt-controversy in West Germany can be split in two
parts: before and after the German edition arrived. The German discussion slowly started up when the American controversy was reaching its apex, in the summer of 1963. The fourth
controversy phase spans a period of about a year, before the
publication of the German translation of Arendt’s book. The
fifth phase began more than a year later, in September 1964,
when the German translation was published. The German discussion peaked that autumn, but a steady number of reviews
kept appearing well into 1965. The last cluster of (short) reviews appeared in the spring of 1966. Phase four and five thus
coincide with phases two and three. This section examines
the fourth phase, when the pro- and contra-Arendt camp were
battling to prepare the ground for the German edition. It describes some of their anxieties and lobbying efforts. Then this
section considers the content of the first German contributions, highlighting two influential discussants. Most discussants copied the positions of American critics, but some contributions foreshadow the independent German discussion of
the book.
Development of the discussion in the fourth phase; power
play in the fourth phase
In the historiography of the Arendt-controversy, the German
controversy does not exist. However, Arendt’s book was extensively discussed in West Germany, both before and after the
German translation was published. That these contributions
to the discussion have been overlooked by historians, demonstrates how short our memories sometimes are. Because at
the time, the German discussion of Arendt’s book was closely
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watched. In November 1963, a report of the American controversy in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) concluded
that ‘whatever the German reaction to ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem’ may be: abroad it will be seen as a test of character
for the Germans.’ 152 Not everybody was convinced that German people should read Hannah Arendt’s book. Some critics
abroad predicted disaster. These fearful observers imagined
a German people prepared to grab every chance for apologetics. In his review of the book for the British Jewish Chronicle,
Walter Laqueur wrote: ‘[...] the damage caused by the halftruths of Eichmann in Jerusalem is incalculable; simplifying
books like this are usually further simplified by ignorant reviewers and readers with an axe to grind. I shudder to think of
some of the reviews in British periodicals and I can well imagine the reception of the German edition, which, I understand,
is to appear soon.’ 153
Not only foreign reviewers were apprehensive. Germans
themselves also feared the book’s influence on other Germans.
In his notes for a radio interview with Arendt, young journalist
Joachim Fest wrote: ‘Many times people have advised strongly
against publishing Eichmann in Jerusalem in Germany. People
spoke of a negative influence on the public consciousness.’ 154
Historian Golo Mann became most notorious in this regard.
Historians as well as Mann’s contemporaries recount that he
thought the book should not be published in Germany.155 However, this famous piece of controversy lore roots in an exaggeration by another reviewer, writer Rolf Schroers.156 One of
the people who did strongly warn against the book’s publication in Germany, was Heinrich Grüber. Grüber was a protestant minister and a former resister, a witness at the Eichmann
trial, who was reproached by Arendt in her book (chapter 2).
In January 1964, Grüber wrote a review of the English edition
of Arendt’s book, for the weekly Jüdische Allgemeine Zeitung.
He opened with the remark that he had kept his silence until now, because he did not want to draw more attention to a
book that ‘in my eyes should have been left unwritten.’ According to Grüber, those to profit from a shrap discussion to
the book would be ‘those people who used to be, and in the future might still be, our common enemies and adversaries.’ 157
In August Grüber even sent a letter to Arendt’s German publisher Piper. He was disappointed that they had published the
translation, he wrote, and voiced his fear of the book’s influence on the German people, especially ‘the young.’ 158

155 For instance Cohen, ‘A generation’s response to “Eichmann in
Jerusalem”’, 272. Carl Raqué, ‘Die
Diskussion um Hannah Arendt’, Israel
Forum. Zeitschrift für israelisch-deutsche
Beziehungen no.1 (January 1965) 30-33, at
30. H.G. Sellenthin, ‘Der Fall Hannah
Arendt. Im Brennpunkt einer jüdischen
Kontroverse’, Telegraf-Illustrierte, 32 no.20
(February 7 1965) 16.

156 Mann concluded his review with
warning words about the influence
of Arendt’s book, which writer Rolf
Schroers interpreted as a negative advice
against publishing the book. Both reviews were published in Die Kontroverse,
and a myth was born. Even without
the advice against publication, Mann’s
review was negative enough: in a letter
to Joachim Fest, Arendt wrote that her
friend the poet WH Auden, who was
married to Mann’s sister Erica, refused
to speak to Golo any longer because of
the review. Erica Mann wrote a letter
in defence of Arendt in Commentary
in May 1964, responding to Howe’s
piece on the influence of the New
Yorker. Golo Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt
und der Eichmann-Prozess’, Neue
Rundschau 74 no.4 (1963) 626-633. Rolf
Schroers, ‘Der banale Eichmann und
seine Opfer’, Merkur. Deutsche Zeitschrift
für Europäisches Denken 18 no.6 (June
1964) 578-583. Hannah Arendt, Letter of
August 13, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Correspondence File, General, 19381976, Fest, Joachim C., 1964-1973, image
2 of 28.
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157 ‘[E]in Buch, daß m.E. besser
nicht geschrieben worden wäre.’ ‘Ich
bin mir darüber klar, daß bei einer so
leidenschaftlichen Reaktion die sich
“freuenden Dritten” diejenigen sind,
die früher unsere gemeinsamen Feinde
und Gegner waren [...].’ Heinrich Grüber, ‚Zu Hannah Arendts „Report in
Jerusalem“‘, Allgemeine Wochenzeitung
der Juden in Deutschland (January 3 1964)
4. ‘Our’ refers to his Jewish audience
and himself as a former resister.

158 ‘[D]aß ausgerechnet Ihr Verlag das
Buch von Hannah Arendt herausbringt.
Über dieses Buch sind sich die Fachleute ja klar. Sie erweisen damit nicht
nur Ihrem Verlag einen schlechten
Dienst, sondern auch dem deutschen
Volk. Gewiß wird das Buch einen
buchhändlerischen und verlegerischen
Erfolg haben, genauso wie das Buch von
Hoggans, aber gerade diese Schriften,
die die Vergangenheit verfälschen oder
verniedlichen, leisten und vor allen
Dingen der Jugend einen sehr schlechten Dienst.’ In Arendt’s papers there
is a copy of this letter. Idem, Letter of
August 24, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, German and French
languages, B-G 1963-1968, image 67 of 67.

159 The book was edited by Friedrich Arnold Krummacher at Nymphenburger Verlag. Krummacher at the
time worked as an editor at Germany’s
second national television channel, the
Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen (ZDF)
where, among other things, he made
documentaries about Weimar and the
Third Reich. Die Kontroverse carried
the controversy’s shrill tone across
the ocean. It brought to the German
audience three contributions from
Aufbau; the articles from Nach dem
Eichmann-Prozess (protests the Council
of Jews from Germany had gathered
and published); three British reviews;
four American critics; four German
pre-publication reviews; one Swiss and
one French contribution; as well as
Gerschom Scholem’s letter to Arendt.
This violated the agreement Arendt
had with Scholem that their letters
would always appear together. Only
Bruno Bettelheim, A. Alvarez and Rolf
Schroers were included on Arendt’s
side. All three did not blindly defend
her but took a middling role, trying
to explain what had caused the controversy, how Arendt’s theses had been
misunderstood, and how they should
be understood. F.A. Krummacher ed.,
Die Kontroverse. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
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In view of these anxieties, it is not surprising that both
Arendt’s camp and the opposing camp tried to influence
the discussion before the book was out. The most remarkable lobbying efforts of this fourth controversy phase were
the publication of a counter-book at the same time as Eichmann in Jerusalem; and the transmission of a pro-Arendt broadcast on public radio some months before publication, arranged
by Arendt’s German translator. The German counter-book to
Arendt’s Eichmann was an anthology of international reviews
and comments, titled Die Kontroverse – Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die Juden.159 It amply introduced the German audience to the commonplaces of the controversy so far, as well as
to its heat. For the largest part these articles concerned themselves with the issue of “Jewish cooperation.” The tone ranged
from judge Musmanno’s outrageous straw men to German philosopher Martin Buber’s dry, schoolmasterly corrections. Only
three of the twenty-three contributors to Die Kontroverse spoke
on Arendt’s behalf.160 This biased selection was not random: editor F.A. Krummacher and his publisher Nymphenburger were
on a mission to sway readers against Arendt. Die Kontroverse
would be published at the same time as Eichmann in Jerusalem
in Germany, to ensure that German readers had the right tools
to form a “proper” opinion on Arendt’s book.
Before the book’s translation, West Germans learned of the
controversy from their newspapers. It is unlikely many will have
read any of the foreign contributions to the discussion. Even
those rare readers who read English, will have had trouble obtaining the newspapers and magazines that Arendt’s critics had
written for. For the same reason, not many people except German-speaking Jews will have read the contributions in Diaspora publications such as Aufbau. Hence one must not underestimate the magnitude of Die Kontroverse as a counter-move
to Arendt’s book: for the West German audience it was the
only source for these hard-to-obtain articles. Yet, as in the US,
Arendt was far from helpless. For one, Arendt’s publisher Piper
was preparing a more welcoming atmosphere for the book.161
And while Die Kontroverse was still in the making, Arendt’s German translator Brigitte Granzow had produced a radio documentary on the Eichmann trial and the Arendt-controversy thus
far, including the first German responses to the book. It was
broadcast mid-May 1964 by the WDR (Westdeutsche Rundfunk
Köln), one of West Germany’s public radio networks.162
Several skirmishes between the pro- and contra-Arendt
camp occurred before the publication of the German transla-
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tion. For example, Robert Weltsch, an acquaintance of Arendt’s,
was worried about Granzow’s programme. Ten days before the
broadcast, Weltsch wrote to the Israeli mission in Cologne,
where the WDR was stationed. He was certain it was too late
to ‘have a certain influence’ on the programme, but maybe the
makers could be persuaded to include some of the critical responses to the book in their introduction? Granzow was contacted and successfully assuaged Weltsch’ fears.163 More people were working against Arendt’s book behind the scenes.
After failing to dissuade Arendt’s publisher Piper from publishing the book, Heinrich Grüber wrote to the WDR in June, apparently unaware that the programme had been broadcast already.
Arendt’s book was a great danger to Germany, Grüber wrote. It
would be ‘gefundenes Fressen’ for, as he called them, the ‘minimisers’ of Nazi guilt. Grüber wondered if the WDR broadcast
could help to neutralise dangerous responses. He mentioned
speaking to Jacob Robinson, who was writing a ‘counter-book’
showing ‘over 600 hundred falsifications’ of Arendt’s. 164
The fear that matters would be presented with the wrong
slant or in an improper context, or that the “Arendt-camp”
would get too much exposure, was no less present in Germany than in the US. In a radio interview with historian-journalist
Joachim Fest, Arendt waved the fears of her opponents away.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘the Jewish organisations [...] believe that people could abuse my arguments. “Aha, there we have it,” they
think the anti-Semites will say, “the Jews themselves were to
blame.” [But] that is what [anti-Semites will] say anyway. [...]
Also, many people believe that the German people are not ready
[for this book]. Well, if the German people are still not ready,
then we will probably have to sit on it until Judgment Day.’ 165
Both Eichmann in Jerusalem and Die Kontroverse were
officially introduced by their publishers at the Frankfurter
Buchmesse in September 1964. On the 17th of September
1964, Arendt was at the book fair to answer questions.166 One of
Arendt’s devoted opponents showed up unannounced: Robert
Kempner, prosecutor at Nuremberg and expert-witness at the
Eichmann trial, whose criticism of Arendt had been included in
Die Kontroverse.167 Sitting in the audience, Kempner submitted
Arendt to a crossfire of critical questions – this to the amusement of the newspaper reporters who witnessed a clash of ‘two
books personified.’ 168 Arendt answered Kempner calmly; his
views were well known to her. According to the Münchner
Merkur she had more trouble with the young historians present, which the reporter interpreted as a positive sign of the
changing times: ‘they were not there and they know more.’ 169

und die Juden (München 1964)

160 The American Bruno Bettelheim,
the British A. Alvarez and the German
Rolf Schroers.

161 Ursula Ludz and Thomas Wild,
Hannah Arendt im Gespräch mit
Joachim Fest. Eine Rundfunksendung
aus dem Jahr 1964’, HannahArendt.net.
Zeitschrift für politisches Denken/Journal
for political thinking 3 no.1 (2007). <http://
www.hannaharendt.net/index.php/han/
article/view/114/193>

162 The WDR programme was
broadcast on the 16th and 17th of May
1964. The programme was broadcast simultaneously by the NDR and Sender
Freies Berlin and thus covered a large
part of West Germany. The manuscript
is in the Arendt Papers. The broadcast
on 16 May was Granzow’s contribution.
Granzow sent some of the positive
responses to Arendt. Listeners asked for
a manuscript of the broadcast as well
as a list of the articles that were mentioned in it; to study in private, or for
teaching purposes. Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and French languages,
B-G, 1963-1968, image 57-62.

163 Robert Weltsch, Letter of May 5,
1964, Library of Congress, Washington,
Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and French languages,
B-G 1963-1968, image 54 of 67. Idem,
Letter of May 11, 1964, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and
French languages, B-G 1963-1968, image
56 of 67. Brigitte Granzow, Letter of
May 5, 1964, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and French languages,
B-G 1963-1968, image 55 of 67.

164 Heinrich Grüber, Letter of
June 15, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, German and French
languages, B-G 1963-1968, image 63 of 67.
In another skirmish, Nymphenburger,
the publisher of Die Kontroverse, wrote
to the WDR staff, accusing Granzow
of plagiarising their material. Granzow
considered the reverse to be true: not
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returning the translations of reviews
they had loaned her and plagiarising
them. She had been working on her
broadcast longer than they had on Die
Kontroverse, she claimed. Nymphenburger also complained that Granzow’s
broadcast had been biased in Arendt’s
favour – whilst freely admitting that
Die Kontroverse was made with the
opposite goal. Berthold Spangenberg,
Letter of November 18, 1964, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and
French languages, B-G 1963-1968, image
64-65 of 67. Hannah Arendt, Letter of
December 17, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Miscellaneous, German and French
languages, B-G 1963-1968, image 51-52 of
67. Brigitte Granzow, Letter of December 3, 1964, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and French languages,
B-G 1963-1968, image 49-50 of 67.

165 ‘Nun, die jüdischen Organisationen haben ja ganz offenbar eine merkwürdige Sorge: Sie glauben, dass man
die Argumente von mir missbrauchen
könnte. ‘Da haben wir’s ja’, [denken
sie,] werden die Antisemiten sagen, “die
Juden waren selbst schuld.” Das sagen
die sowieso. Aber wenn man mein Buch
liest, können die Antisemiten damit
überhaupt nichts anfangen. Nun, manche Leute glauben, das deutsche Volk sei
noch nicht reif. Na, wenn das deutsche
Volk jetzt noch nicht reif ist, dann
werden wir wohl bis zum Jüngsten
Gericht damit warten müssen.’ The
interview was made for the Südwestfunk (SWF). It was taped September 19,
1964 and broadcast November 9, 1964.
Ludz and Wild, ‘Hannah Arendt im
Gespräch mit Joachim Fest. Eine
Rundfunksendung aus dem Jahr 1964’.

166 Arendt, Letter of August 13, 1964,
image 2 of 28.

167 Robert M.W. Kempner, ‘Der
“mißverstandene’ Adolf Eichmann’, in:
F.A. Krummacher ed., Die Kontroverse.
Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die
Juden (München 1964) 82-84. Röder
and Strauss eds., Biographisches Handbuch
der deutschsprachigen Emigration nach
1933, 360-361.
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‘Streit in Frankfurt. zwei Paper-

Content of the discussion in the fourth phase
The fourth phase of the controversy was largely an affair of
views imported from the American controversy. Translated
articles from overseas or reviews written by polyglot critics
bridged the language and information gap when the German
translation was not available yet. Many of the opinions presented in this first phase of the German controversy were the
commonplaces of the first two American phases: the double
accusation that she misplaced the blame; the defence of the
Jewish resistance; Arendt’s lack of empathy; her inappropriate
tone; that Arendt should not judge because she was not there,
et cetera.170 A July 1963 report on the American discussion in
the Rheinischer Merkur, presented these commonplaces directly from the source. The reporter, Kurt Grossmann, worked
for the World Jewish Congress, and was one of the German
émigré Jews who were Arendt’s most vocal opponents in the
US. His report was not so much a description of the controversy thus far, as an attempt to warn German readers against
Arendt’s book. The subtitle of his article ominously announced
the accusation that Arendt “blamed the victims”: ‘Gegen
den Versuch, die Ermordeten schuldig zu sprechen.’ Grossmann wrote:
[The] literature that distorts the Hitler-tragedy has recently
been augmented by publications that accuse the Jews of having gone as sheep to the slaughter. [...] For weeks now, the
German-language magazine Aufbau, printed in New York,
publishes one article after the other, which criticise or correct
Hannah Arendt’s theses of the guilt of the Jewish leadership,
the lacking resistance of the Jewish masses and her view of
the historical contexts.171
By contrast, there were also reporters who did their best
to explain the American controversy to their German audience. One of them was the editor-in-chief of Aufbau, Manfred George.172 George reported for the Berliner Tagesspiegel,
in December 1963. George, of course well versed in the discussion, introduced the issues precisely, with all the nuances of Arendt’s opinions and those of her opponents. George’s
own point of view was that Arendt’s positions on the Jewish
leaders were rash generalisations, rooting in a lack of knowledge on the subject. He explained the double accusation that
Arendt “blamed and exculpated” and the sentiments of Aufbau’s readers in the same concise but careful manner. Arendt
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did not glorify Eichmann, George wrote, but ‘the sentiments of
Arendt’s opponents are certainly understandable. They have
the feeling that the author treats the horrible suffering of the
Jews not only with a cool “matter of factness”, but that she
also tries, in passing, to master the whole problem of the German-Jewish catastrophe, in her sparse and therefore inadequate wording.’ 173
Although it was dominated by imported American views,
not all contributions in this fourth phase were a repetition of
what had gone before. A handful of contributions at this stage
foreshadow the discussion of Eichmann in the controversy’s
fifth phase. This discussion was richer and more complex
than the American discussion of the perpetrator theme. Jurist and historian Paul Arnsberg for instance tried to help German readers to better understand Arendt’s positions. He did
so by placing them in the context of her earlier thought (The
origins), and by connecting them to the ideas of others (Bettelheim, Hilberg). In addition, he linked Eichmann to Höss and
the perpetrators in the dock at the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials,
that had begun on December 20, 1963. This was a connection
other German reviewers would also make. Arnsberg’s extensive contextualising of Arendt’s views was a singular undertaking in the controversy. His review was widely read: it was
published twice before, and once after publication of the German edition of Eichmann. The third version is among the texts
examined in chapters 5 and 6.174
Two of the German reviewers of the fourth phase of the
controversy had a marked influence on the fifth phase: Golo
Mann and Rolf Schroers. Their arguments resounded in the
later discussion, just like Syrkin’s and Robinson’s in the US.
Mann’s contribution exhibited misrepresentations and personal attacks that were such prominent features of the American discussion, whereas Schroers’ was a prototype of the
calmer German discussion of the fifth phase. Both reviews
were also included in Die Kontroverse. Golo Mann’s ‘Hannah
Arendt und der Eichmann-Prozess’ was first published in the
intellectual journal Neue Rundschau at the end of 1963.175 Today this review is one of the well-remembered classics of the
Arendt-controversy. Mann is among the fifteen reviewers examined in chapters 5 and 6. The bitter-sounding Mann copied
Arendt’s much-maligned “tone” – what he called her ‘metropolitan wit’ – to repay her in kind for the offences he tallied in
his article: attacking the victims; besmirching the resistance;
blurring the boundary between victims and perpetrators.

backs geraten aneinander’, Münchner
Merkur (September 1964) 8. The reporter
could have been referring to Kempner
as a personification of Die Kontroverse,
but could also have been referring to
Kempner’s own book on Eichmann:
Eichmann und Komplizen (1961).

169 ‘[S]ie waren nirgends dabei und
wissen mehr.’ Ibid. Also see Petra
Kiphoff, Rudolf Walter Leonhardt, and
Dieter E. Zimmer, ‘Nirgendwo sonst
wie in Frankfurt. Beobachtungen und
Bemerkungen anläßlich der Frankfurter Buchmesse’, Die Zeit no.39 (September
25 1964) 17-18.

170 For examples see Proebst, Zu Hannah Arendts Bericht über den Eichmann
Prozess in New Yorker. H.G. Van Dam,
‘Der jüdische Widerstand’, Allgemeine
Wochenzeitung der Juden in Deutschland,
18 no.46 (February 14 1964) 1. Lietzmann, ‘Waren die Opfer Komplicen der
Henker? Die Amerikanische Diskussion
um das Eichmann-Buch von Hannah
Arendt’. Kempner, ‘Jüdische Dolchstoßlegende’. Gerschom Scholem, ‘Ein
Briefwechsel über Hannah Arendts
Buch “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’, Neue
Zürcher Zeitung no. 287 (October 19
1963) 20. Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und
der Eichmann-Prozess’. Martin Buber, ‘...
sie hätte ein anderes Buch geschrieben’,
Die Welt (November 11 1963) sec. Das
Forum der Welt, 1. Grüber, ‘Zu Hannah
Arendts “Report in Jerusalem”’.

171 ‘Diese die Hitler-Tragödie verzeichnende Literatur ist jüngst durch
Veröffentlichungen erweitert worden,
die den Juden vorwerfen, wie Schafen
zur Schlachtbank gegangen zu sein.
[...] Seit Wochen veröffentlicht die in
deutscher Sprache in New York erscheinende Wochenschrift “Aufbau” einen
Artikel nach dem andern, die in ihrer
Mehrheit Hannah Arendts Thesen von
der Schuld der jüdischen Führung,
vom fehlenden Widerstand der jüdischen Massen, und ihre Sicht der historischen Zusammenhänge entweder
kritisieren oder richtigstellen.’ Kurt R.
Grossmann, ‘Kein jüdischer Widerstand
im Dritten Reich? Gegen den Versuch,
die Ermordeten schuldig zu sprechen’,
Rheinischer Merkur (July 19 1963) 8.

172 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
169-170.

173

Manfred George, ‘Das Ungeheuer
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mit dem guten Gewissen. Hannah
Arendts Buch über Eichmann erregte
Amerika. Frage nach dem jüdischen
Widerstand’, Der Tagesspiegel (December
15 1963).

174 Paul Arnsberg, ‘Hannah Arendt
stellt die Frage. War Eichmann – ein
Dämon? Die banale Antwort – eine
“Affäre”’, Hessische Blätter für Volksbildung 14 no.1 (January-February 1964)
37-60. Idem, ‘Die jüdische Tragödie. Vom
Wesen des ideologischen Massenmords
– Kontroverse um ein provozierendes
Buch’, Rheinischer Merkur no.32 (August
7 1964) 4. Idem, ‘War Eichmann ein
Dämon?’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte.
Beilage zur Wochenzeitung ‘Das Parlament’
no.B45 (November 4 1964) 3-18.

175 Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess’.

176 Merkur had also pre-published
part of Arendt’s book at the end of
1963. Hannah Arendt, ‘‘Adolf Eichmann’. Von der Banalität des Bösen’,
Merkur. Deutsche Zeitschrift für Europäisches Denken 17 (1963).

177 ‘So wenig es einem Deutschen
ansteht, streitbar in die jüdische Auseinandersetzung über die Rolle der
Juden angesichts des Verhängnisses
einzugreifen, so wenig darf er sich dem
Nachdenken über den deutschen Anteil
an diesem Verhängnis entziehen.’ Schroers, ‘Der banale Eichmann und seine
Opfer’, 580.

178 ‘Allein das Porträt, das Hannah
Arendt von Eichmann liefert, ist es
wert, von uns Deutschen aufs nachhaltigste bedacht zu werden. Weniger
zuständig dürften die Deutschen für
die Beurteilung anderer Partien des Buches sein: aber die dadurch aufgebrachte
Diskussion, das aufgewühlte Leid können uns belehren, daß die Deutschen
eine unbewältigte Vergangenheit nicht
nur sich selbst auferlegt haben, sondern
daß ihre Verbrechen auch anderen zum
schlimmsten Prüfstein geworden sind,
so daß die Gewissen nicht zur Ruhe
kommen.’ Ibid., 578.
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Mann warned of the possible consequences of Arendt’s discussion of “Jewish cooperation”: Nazis and their sympathisers might abuse it for their own gain. This was a variant of the
argument often heard in the controversy, that the exposure of
the internal Jewish affair would rouse anti-Semitic reactions.
Writer Rolf Schroers originally published his review in the
intellectual monthly Merkur, in June 1964.176 Schroers was one
of the forerunners of the independent (meaning non-imported) German discussion, that only took off after the translation of Arendt’s book had appeared. Schroers was the first to
put in print two new rules for the discussion of Arendt’s book,
rules that became commonplaces of the German controversy
in the fifth phase. Schroers’ first rule was that Germans wre
not allowed to enter into the discussion of the Jewish issues.
His second rule was closely tied to the first: Germans were
also obliged to ponder their recent history in shame. Schroers wrote: ‘It does not befit a German to polemically intervene in the Jewish discussion about the role of the Jews in the
face of disaster, and he may not turn away from contemplating the German part in the disaster.’ 177 He explained: ‘Hannah
Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann alone is worth our closest attention [...],’ however, ‘the assessment of other parts of the book
falls outside of German competence.’ By this Schroers meant
that Germans should stay away from discussing the victim
theme. ‘But the discussion that [these parts] have raised,’ he
continued, ‘the suffering [they have] stirred up, can instruct us
that Germans have imposed an unmastered past not only on
themselves, but that their crimes have become the most terrible
touchstone for others as well, leaving consciences in turmoil.’ 178
In this manner, Schroers humbly announced that he would
restrain from discussing the victim theme. Nevertheless, in
what followed he gave several (sharp) opinions on the victim theme.179 In the fourth phase, only Schroers does this: announcing that he will restrain himself from discussing the victim theme, and then discussing it anyway. However, in the fifth
phase these announcements become a controversy commonplace. As previously noted, Schroers was also responsible for
the widespread rumour that Mann had advised against publishing the book in Germany.
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Conclusion
The German edition of Eichmann in Jerusalem was anticipated by many and dreaded by some. As the FAZ reported,
Arendt’s book was a test case for West Germany. The discussion was watched by interested parties both inside and outside of the country: how would the Germans respond? Would
the book provoke mass apologetics, would it help them shrug
off their burden of war and murder? Ample noise before the
book came out made sure it did not land in unprepared territory. The pro-Arendt camp wanted to explain the heavy criticism the book had received in the US, and to defend the worth
of Arendt’s work. For those devoted to countering Arendt, it
was not sufficient that the coming of the book was heralded by
loud warning sirens. Just as in the US, a great power of sway
over readers was attributed to the book. The Jewish-Gentile
knowledge gap was exaggerated: as if the criticism had not
penetrated beyond the Jewish media, and basic factual knowledge of the historical events discussed had never penetrated
the non-Jewish world. An almost unanimously negative reception was deemed necessary to destroy the book’s influence.
People truly feared the book playing into the hands of stubborn old or neo-Nazis and turning wobbly German minds, especially those of ‘the young’ (Grüber) in the wrong direction.
The most tangible result of these fears was Die Kontroverse,
which imported the damaging atmosphere of the American
controversy into West Germany.

179 Schroers wrote: ‘Und wie immer
in solchen Fällen steht die Tendenz
zur Mythologisierung jener aufklärerischen Entmythologisierung entgegen,
die Hannah Arendts Sache ist.’ The
message: Schroers would not discuss the
subject, but thought Arendt was on the
right side, and her opponents in these
matters were not. Schroers also contradicted his second rule more explicitly,
because he did discuss the victim theme.
He disagreed with Arendt, wrote of
her conflicting opinions on the Jewish
leaders; and even the entanglement
popped up. Ibid., 578, 581-582.
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180 Several bibliographies place the
American appearance of this ‘revised
and enlarged’ edition in 1965. This is
incorrect: Viking Press brought out
a (hardcover) ‘revised and enlarged’
edition in 1964, including Arendt’s
Postscript. In 1965, Compass Books
presented a paperback version of this
edition in the US.

181 Arendt and Jaspers, Briefwechsel
1926-1969, 585.

182

Arendt, EIJ, 280.

183 Arendt wrote: ‘[T]his book contains a trial report […] The problems
faced by the writer of a report may
best be compared with those attendant
on the writing of a historical monograph. In either case, the nature of the
work requires a deliberate distinction
between the use of primary and secondary source material. Primary sources may only be used in the treatment
of the special subject – in this case the
trial itself – while secondary material
is drawn upon for everything that
constitutes the historical background
[...] The report of a trial can discuss
only the matters which were treated in
the course of the trial, or which in the
interests of justice should have been
treated. [...] This book, then, does not
deal with the history of the greatest
disaster that ever befell the Jewish people, nor is it an account of totalitarianism, or a history of the German people
in the time of the Third Reich, nor is
it, finally and least of all, a theoretical
treatise on the nature of evil. The focus
of every trial is on the person of the
defendant [...]. All the things that the
defendant did not come into contact
with, or that did not influence him,
must be omitted from the proceedings
of the trial and consequently from the
report on it. Ibid., 280, 282 285-286. In
her letter to Scholem she explains that
as a reporter she was obliged to include
the Jewish leaders. Idem, ‘Ein Briefwechsel über Hannah Arendt’s Buch’.
Also see her letter to the Jaspers of December 23, 1960, where he talks about
going to the trial as a ‘modest reporter’.
As quoted in Idem, Verstehen, 226.

184 Each sentence in this long foreword/afterword answered an attack
made against Arendt in the controversy:
the ever-recurring straw men of the
entanglement; the double accusation
that she misplaced the blame; the rules
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3.5 FIFTH PHASE, GERMANY:
controversy calms down (September 1964 - Spring 1966)
The fifth controversy phase spans one and a half years, from
the publication of the German translation in September 1964,
to the spring of 1966. In contrast to the other controversy
phases, this fifth phase was dominated by Arendt herself.
The contrast with her strategy of silence in the US is striking:
Arendt was present and accessible in the German discussion.
The German edition in itself shows that Arendt attempted to
take control of the discussion. This section first discusses how
Arendt’s contributions and appearances influenced the development of the German discussion. It then takes a close look at
the content of the discussion in the fifth phase, which in many
respects was very different from what had gone before. Finally this section considers covert opinions, unwritten rules and
crossover arguments in the discussion of the victim theme,
as well as the rare personal attacks, and non-Jewish Germans
who openly discussed the victim theme (also rare).

Development of the discussion in the fifth phase;
power play in the fifth phase
The German edition of Arendt’s book was quite different from
the first American edition. The most obvious change was the
addition of a Postscript, which was also added to the second
American edition (1964).180 Revealing the pedagogic goals and
fear of apologetics that marked the German controversy, this
Postscript appeared as a Vorrede (foreword) in the German
edition, so before the actual text, to steer the reader in the
right direction. In other words: Arendt’s Vorrede was a preparation of the discussion arena, just like Die Kontroverse was.
The Vorrede was Arendt’s German publisher Piper’s idea.181
In it, she responded to some of the issues raised in the controversy (Jewish resistance), clarified some matters (Eichmann’s evil, the novelty of his crimes); and further confused
others (her moral judgments, legal aspects of the trial). An
important move in this reply was her genre-defence: Arendt
stressed that the genre she had chosen was that of the journalistic report, ‘a trial report.’ 182 Hence, she wrote, it could only
be read and criticised within the rules set for this genre – she
listed a number of rules and limitations.183 By means of this
“genre”-defence Arendt declared irrelevant all the criticism
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that she did not want to discuss, and reprimanded enthusiasts
who had misconstrued her positions.184
A number of mistakes had been edited out for the first German and second US edition. Arendt emphasised that ‘the revisions for this edition concern about a dozen technical errors,
none of which has any bearing on the analysis or argument
of the original text.’ 185 However, reading closely, one discovers some sentences in the German translation were expanded. These changes apply only to the German edition;
they were not included in the later English editions or in the
French translation. Most striking in this regard is the appearance of Arendt’s infamous main judgment of the Jewish leaders. In the German edition this judgment was longer and more
nuanced, and took into account some of the factual arguments
that had been made against it.186 There were a few differences between the American Postscript and the German Vorrede,
too. For example, Arendt’s biting references to the ‘Jewish Establishment,’ and to the accusations that she was possessed
by ‘Jewish self-hatred,’ do not appear in German.187 Arendt
corrected the translation herself. What the intended goal of
these explanations and omissions was, is unclear.188 Was she
simply more precise when writing in her mother tongue? Did
Arendt deem some information relevant or irrelevant for her
German audience?
Many German readers will have read the exchange of letters between Arendt and Gerschom Scholem: both letters
were published in two major German language newspapers,
in October and November 1964. In addition, Scholem’s letter
appeared in Die Kontroverse without Arendt’s reply – another sign of the power play between the pro- and contra-Arendt
camp, because it violated the agreement Arendt had with
Scholem that their letters would always appear together.189
These letters were influential in the discussion of Arendt’s
book, and they are still famous.190 Scholem’s letter contained
many of the controversy’s commonplaces: that those who
were not there should not judge; the disappointment over
between Eichmann as opposed to Arendt’s earlier work The
origins; the indignation over her treatment of Leo Baeck. As
many before him, Scholem berated Arendt for her ‘malicious
tone,’ for her lack of tact on a subject so tragic and complex as
that of the Jewish Councils. Scholem did not think a balanced
judgment of these events was possible (yet), because they
were too recent. Certainly those “who were not there” should
tread extra carefully, Scholem wrote, alluding to a rule familiar

on judgment used as arguments against
her. The (entangled) question of why
the Jews had hardly resisted? Arendt
had not asked that question, she replied,
Hausner had. She herself had explicitly
written that it was irrelevant, because
non-Jews would have behaved in the
same way: ‘I had dismissed that question as silly and cruel […],’ she wrote.
Confusing Jewish leaders and ordinary
victims in a moral judgement; blaming
the victims for their own murder? That
was something only her opponents
did, Arendt wrote. She herself as well
as survivors of the destruction kept
the two strictly separate. She quotes a
survivor: ‘The Jewish people as a whole
behaved magnificently. Only the leadership failed.’ To refrain from judgment
of the Jewish leaders altogether? Arendt
saw no reason to: ‘As though there were
no difference between helping Jews
to emigrate and helping the Nazis to
deport them.’ Not being allowed to
judge if you ‘were not there’? A ‘fantastic’ notion, Arendt thought. Not only
did Arendt answer the most common
attacks, she also turned against enthusiasts who took a high theoretical flight
with her views on Eichmann. A discussion of the meta-issues, of the man
in the system, instead of the crimes of
the man at hand, that was not something that Arendt herself had done, she
assured the reader: ‘If the defendant is
taken as a symbol and the trial as a pretext to bring up matters which are apparently more interesting than the guilt
or the innocence of one person, then
consistency demands that we bow to
the assertion made by Eichmann and
his lawyer: that he was brought to book
because a scapegoat was needed [...] for
the events as a whole and for what had
made them possible.’ For the remainder,
Arendt expanded on the issues she had
wanted to discuss, but were bypassed in
the controversy: the emptiness of Eichmann’s evil, his ‘sheer thoughtlessness’;
the nature of his ‘unprecedented crime’
and how it should be punished and, of
course, judged. Idem, EIJ, 284, 287-288,
290-298.

185

Ibid., V.

186 It took into account the “Soviet”-argument for instance, that goes:
there were no Jewish Councils in the
Soviet Union, and just as many Jews
died. Curiously, this change was only
made in the German edition, even
though the “Soviet”-argument was also
made by Arendt’s American and French
critics (the argument originated with
Jacob Robinson, and got wider coverage
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through Lionel Abel’s use). Compare
the 1964 German edition at pages 161162; the 1964 Viking at page 125; the
1966 French edition at page 140-141.

187 The American Postscript sharply
denounced the notion of ‘the collective
guilt of the German people […] or the
equally absurd assertion of a kind of
collective innocence of the Jewish
people.’ In the German Vorrede this is
softened, and anonymised to ‘Einer
Kollektivschuld bzw. Kollektivunschuld
der Völker.’ Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (1st German edn.;
München 1964), 24-25. Idem, EIJ, 284,
297. The German edition also was a bit
more elaborate on the resisters, including the Scholls as examples of “correctly
motivated” resisters. Arendt extensively
discussed the resistance passages with
Jaspers. Arendt and Jaspers, Briefwechsel
1926-1969, 579-589.

188 According to Arendt, Piper hardly changed anything. Letter to Karl
Jaspers, July 23 1964. Idem, Briefwechsel
1926-1969, 594.

189 Hannah Arendt, Cable of March
12, 1964, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Scholem,
Gershom Gerhard, 1963-1964, image 32
of 58. Idem, Letter of December 17,
1964, image 51-52 of 67 at 51.

190 These letters also illustrate the international character of the controversy.
Written in June and July 1963, they
were first published in the Israeli Mitteilungsblatt (MB) on August 16, 1963; then
in the Swiss, widely read Neue Zürcher
Zeitung (NZZ) on October 20. Excerpts
from both letters were included on a
page of responses in the West Berlin
paper Die Welt on November 10; and a
similar page appeared in the American
Aufbau a month later. They appeared
in English in the January 1964 issue
of Encounter (UK), a magazine edited
by the poet Stephen Spender, who
had positively reviewed Arendt’s book
for the New York Review of Books. Idem,
‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An exchange of
letters between Gerschom Scholem and
Hannah Arendt’. Scholem, ‘Eichmann
in Jerusalem. An exchange of letters
between Gerschom Scholem and Hannah Arendt’. Stephen Spender, ‘Death
in Jerusalem’, The New York Review of
Books, 1 no.2 (June 1 1963) 9-10. The original letters can be read in the Arendt
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from the American controversy: ‘I do not presume to judge. I
was not there.’ However, immediately after this solemn declaration that he would abstain from judgment, Scholem posited a harsh judgment of his own. ‘Certainly, [...] the Viennese
rabbi Murmelstein in Theresienstadt would have deserved to
be hanged by the Jews,’ he wrote, ‘as all camp inmates whom
I have spoken to, confirm, but,’ he added, ‘judgments differ
vastly about many others.’ 191 In an interesting turn of affairs,
Murmelstein himself replied in the widely read Neue Zürcher
Zeitung. Murmelstein thought both Arendt and Scholem were
people who presumed authority of judgment over affairs they
were wholly ignorant of.192
The Scholem-Arendt letters helped to create an independent, non-imported discussion in Germany in the fifth phase.
In reviews of the German edition, one finds the recurring notion that the Arendt-controversy in the US was ruled by misunderstandings, Missverständnisse. This notion is derived
from the Scholem-Arendt letters. One of Scholem’s standpoints was that Eichmann was full of ‘misunderstandings and
errors.’ Arendt replied that Scholem himself might have ‘misunderstood’ some of her statements, and attributed these
misunderstandings to the ‘campaign of distortion’ against her
book. In the West Berlin paper Die Welt her letter was headlined ‘Sie haben mich missverstanden’ These Misverständnisse became a commonplace among German reviewers: the
idea that the American controversy was dominated by ‘misunderstandings’ became a shorthand for (an argument against)
the double accusation that she “blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann.” 193 This double accusation was among the
views exported from the US to Germany; it was ardently defended by the contributors to Die Kontroverse for example. But
it did not gain a foothold in the independent German discussion of the fifth phase. Many reviewers of the German edition
referred to it however. Not as an opinion they held, but as the
mark of a broken down discussion: a discussion between parties who ‘misunderstood’ each other. These reviewers sought
to explain as well as prevent such ‘misunderstandings’ in the
German discussion.
The Vorrede and the Scholem-Arendt letters may have contributed to the much more favourable German reception of
Eichmann. Most important however, was Arendt’s change of
media strategy: in the US she had kept her silence, whereas in
Germany she became accessible. In first year of the controversy, Arendt had refrained from responding publicly, apart from

3: Eichmann in Jerusalem, the controversy

the reply to Musmanno in the New York Times. She had refused media appearances and most other invitations to speak
when they concerned the Eichmann book.194 The fact that she
was on holiday during the controversy’s beginnings may have
contributed to her silence. By the time she got back to New
York, matters had escalated in such a way that they seemed
completely bizarre to her. So she isolated herself. She was
‘disgusted’ by the ‘spectacle’ the controversy had become in
the US, and convinced that any response of hers would only
make matters worse.195 When Scholem managed to publish
their two letters not only in Israel, but in Switzerland and the
UK as well, Arendt felt she had run into a ‘trap.’ Her answer to
Scholem, where she was as candid as she was elsewhere in
her private correspondence, Arendt deemed appropriate for
the Tel Aviv Mitteilungsblatt, a small German-Jewish publication in Israel. But publishing that letter in the Neue Zürcher
Zeitung and in British Encounter, that to her felt like ‘shouting
it from the rooftops.’ 196
An exception was made for discussions with students, but
on strict conditions: she demanded that discussants would
have read the book. In July 1963, at the height of the US controversy, Arendt requested of her student audience at Columbia University that the discussion remain indoors, so to speak.
It was not to be repeated in print, lest more ‘misunderstandings’ rise.197 Still, these student discussions were very important to her: ‘[T]he universities have saved me,’ she wrote to
Gertrud and Karl Jaspers. ‘Wherever I go – Yale Law School
last week, a neighbouring college this week, etc. –, I am received with ovations, and the demand [for my book] under students and also for courses is so great, that we have to speed
up the paperback-edition.’ 198 Her public appearances were not
only important to her; they were important to her audience as
well. Sadly, Arendt did not see this. She thought herself weaker in person than on paper, less precise.199 Yet she did not give
herself enough credit in this regard. Her physical presence inspired awe. In person, she could modulate where she had been
too rigid and take into account the mistakes that had been already pointed out to her. In personal appearances she could
steer the discussion towards the issues she wanted to discuss.
In addition, the rage that spawned personal attacks on her,
a rage that was fortified in the more artificial atmosphere of
the print media, only became stronger when she kept her silence. What is more, the candour that she deemed appropriate
only for private correspondence, did much to clarify her views

Papers, Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Scholem Gershom Gerhard, 1963-1964.

191 Scholem, ‘Ein Briefwechsel über
Hannah Arendt’s Buch’, 3. Note that in
the Encounter version, this passage was
removed.

192 Benjamin Murmelstein, Neue
Zürcher Zeitung (December 14 1963).

193 See for example Schroers, ‘Der
banale Eichmann und seine Opfer’.
Bernd Nellessen, ‘Über die Banalität des
Bösen’, Die Welt (November 11 1963) sec.
Das Forum der Welt, 1. Peter Jochen
Winters, ‘Ein Massenmörder, der niemals gemordet hat’, Christ und Welt, 16
no.41 (October 11 1963) 28. Skizze (February 1965). Hans E. Holthusen, ‘Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann und die Kritiker’,
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 13
no.2 (April 1965) 178-190. Hans Siemons,
‘Der gehorsame Mörder’, Aachener
Volkszeitung (December 4 1965). Reinhard Baumgart, ‘Mit Mördern leben?’,
Merkur. Deutsche Zeitschrift für Europäisches Denken 19 no.206 (5) (May 1965)
482-485. ‘Literatur zur Israelfrage’, (Verband der Geschichtslehrer) (Spring 1966).
Also see the Koch interview Arendt,
Verstehen, 40-41.

194 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
349, 392-393. After much pleading by
her editor and others Arendt replied to
the Musmanno review. Arendt did try
to intervene in the discussion in Aufbau
in the summer of 1963, when she was
offended by the contribution of Kurt
May. May, ‘Hannah Arendts Eichmann
und Wiedergutmachung’. The editors
asked her to rewrite her reply, to treat
the issues raised instead of the insults
received, but this did not materialise.
Hannah Arendt, Letter of July 29, 1963,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Organisations,
Jewish, H-W, 1963-1966, image 38-39 of
61. Frederick R. Lachman, Letter of July
30, 1963, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, A, 1960-1965, image 62 of
69. Arendt, Verstehen, 229-230. (Letters between Arendt and Manfred George (the
editor of Aufbau) on the coverage of the
Arendt-controversy in Aufbau can be
found in the Correspondence File, General, 1938-1976, Ga-Ge miscellaneous,
1942-1975, image 69-73.) Arendt’s famous
exchange with Gerschom Scholem was
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published in the British journal Encounter in January 1964; excerpts in Aufbau
(in German) in the US in December
1963. So although the letters influenced
many of Arendt’s critics who did have a
wide reach, the letters themselves were
not accessible to many American readers. Most of the (numerous) invitations
to interviews, debates or lectures Arendt
declined. (Some of these requests and
refusals can be found in the Eichmann
File, Correspondence, Publishers, 1963.)
Speaking engagements about other
books she did not refuse: for instance
a talk on the WDR in May 1963, about
On Revolution; and as discussion at the
same broadcaster in July 1963, a discussion with Eugen Kogon, topic ‘Nationalstaat und Demokratie’. Arendt and
Blücher, Briefe 1936-1968, 556, 556n553,
560-561, 560n554. In the US she appeared
on CBS’ Camera Three, for a (televised)
interview/discussion with Rolf Hochhuth, aired Sunday, March 15, 1964.
Arendt spoke out in defence of Hochhuth several times, including in her
Postscript. Hannah Arendt, ‘”The Deputy”. Guilt by silence?’, New York Herald
Tribune (February 13 1964). ‘Debatte
Arendt-Hochhuth’, Aufbau/Reconstruction (March 13) 6. Young-Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt, 393-395. Arendt, EIJ, 295, 297.

195 An unsent reply to the American
Council for Judaism, who offered to
back Arendt in the controversy, testifies of this sentiment. Arendt writes:
‘Naturally, nothing of this is new to me
as a student of politics. What is new is
only that I, through some accident, got
into the center of such a conflict. Still,
I shall not [sic] upon my old insights.
I will do nothing, so long as an organised campaign is going on.’ Idem, Letter
of July 19, 1963 (unsent), image 28 of 69.

196 ‘Du sagtest, es sei, als sei ich in
einen Hinterhalt geraten. Und das ist
vollkommen wahr. Jede Sache erweist
sich nachträglich als Falle. So der Briefwechsel mit Scholem, dem ich noch in
gutem Glauben antwortete – und der
dann auszog, um diese ganze sordide
Geschichte an die Große Glocke zu
hängen, Zürcher Zeitung und Encounter.’
Letter to the Jaspers, October 20, 1963,
as quoted in Idem, Verstehen, 234-235.

197 This talk was held on July 29,
1963. On October 30, 1963, Arendt gave
a talk at the University of Chicago,
where she imposed the same restriction:
‘If there are among you representatives
of the press, except the Student’s papers,
I would ask you not to report on this
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on the controversial issues. In interviews and letters she took
the time to explain what in writing her book she had thought
self-evident, matters she haughtily (and un-strategically) left
out of her written public responses.200
By the time the German edition was published in September 1964, Arendt had made several media appearances on
the subject of Eichmann in Jerusalem. 201 Apparently, she had
changed her mind.202 The German controversy phases demonstrate that Arendt’s different media strategy changed the reception of her book in her favour. High point of this successful
change in strategy was a television interview with journalist
Günter Gaus, on October 28, 1964. The day after, the print media were raving about Arendt: ‘Das Fernsehen hatte am Mittwoch eine Sternstunde.’ 203 The interview also resonated in
the German reviews of Arendt’s book. Her change of mind did
not last, however. Before the interview with Fest, taped in September, Arendt was still adamant that the controversy be but a
sideline; that any interview should be about the issues that she
had wanted to raise in her book. She did not need defending,
and she did not want to defend herself against straw men or ad
hominem accusations.204 By the time this interview was aired
later however, in November, her mood had changed dramatically. The sharp, yet calm and approachable scholar of the university appearances and the interviews had morphed into a tornado
of wrath. Now Arendt herself put issues on the table that she had
previously refused to discuss.205 The trigger was an ‘expert discussion’ of Arendt’s book, at the Free University of Berlin (FU).206
The experts present were Israeli historian Schlomo Aronson,
and Germans historians Friedrich Zipfel and Wolfgang Scheffler
(whom we shall meet again in chapters 5 and 6). According to a
report of the event, it was not much of a discussion.207 The three
historians agreed that Arendt asked ‘courageous questions,’ but
answered them in an unscholarly manner.
Arendt’s change of mood from approachable to angry appears
in the furious letters she sent to the organiser of this debate, philosopher Michael Landmann. Her anger concerned not the historians’ criticism of her book, but a personal issue: according
to a report of the evening, historian Aronson had speculated on
Arendt’s (presumed assimilationist) Jewish identity as the source
of her criticism. Aronson himself wrote to Arendt in reply. He described in detail what he had said about her and the book. Arendt
was so beside herself that she refused to answer Aronson and replied to Landmann instead, asking where he had found the audacity to forward her letter to Aronson. Nowhere, Arendt wrote,
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not even ‘in the campaign against the book have such brazen lies
been told as in the Berlin university.’ That was an obvious overstatement: the issue of Arendt’s Jewish identity had been on the
agenda from the start of the controversy, she just had never responded to it. Ironically, in her letters to Landmann Arendt used
the sort of damaging accusations her fiercest critics were using
against her. And she demanded the same accuracy in facts about
her own person that her critics demanded she use when writing
about historical actors. More serious was the fact that in her anger, Arendt refused Aronson’s invitation to discuss the content of
her book. She even refused the discussion of issues that – as she
had adamantly insisted shortly before, in preparation for the interview with Fest – were the only issues she wanted to discuss.208
Content of the discussion in the fifth phase
As one can already tell from the titles of the reviews in the
fifth phase, Eichmann was the main topic of discussion in Germany, not the Jewish leaders. 209 Here the German reviewers
clearly felt at ease in the discussion, much more so than on the
victim theme. An ordinary man speaking of monstrous deeds
in court was no novelty for the German audience. Thus, in the
fifth phase, very few reviewers defended the view that Eichmann must have been a monster, ‘Ungeheuer’ in German; they
agreed with Arendt that he probably was not. Three issues
kept returning in the German discussion of Eichmann: Eichmann as a man instead of a monster; Eichmann’s conscience;
and the feared second coming of a mass murdering society.
The worry that this banal evil could manifest itself again in
the near future, voiced by Arendt’s supporters in the US, was
also often expressed by German reviewers. A journalist for a
Frankfurt paper, Horst Köpke, wrote for instance: ‘The crimes
the Nazis committed can be repeated. [...] Truly a reason to
deal with the banality of evil.’ 210 As American reviewers did,
Köpke reasoned that not only past but future murderers are
‘among us.’ 211 So did historian-journalist Albert Wucher, one
of the fifteen historian-reviewers in chapters 5 and 6. Wucher,
and many others with him, thought that understanding Eichmann would help to understand how crimes such as his were
made possible – and hopefully prevent or stop them in the future.212 Wucher and others who had been present at the Eichmann-trial themselves, added their own observations of the
man to their discussion of Arendt’s book. In addition, the similarities between Eichmann and the perpetrators in the dock

discussion.’ Her talk was taped: Arendt’s
restrictions only served to prevents
more ‘misunderstandings’ of her views
in reports, not the literal recording of
them. Idem, Notes for a talk on Eichmann at Columbia University, Library
of Congress, Washington, Hannah
Arendt Papers, Adolf Eichmann File,
Private reply to Jewish critics – 1963,
image 5-6 of 12. ‘500 hear Arendt talk
on “banality of evil”’, Columbia Daily
Spectator (July 29 1963). Hannah Arendt,
Notes for a talk on Eichmann at Chicago University, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Private reply to
Jewish critics – 1963, image 9-12 of
12. Sharon Goldman, ‘500 hear Arendt
discuss book’, Chicago Maroon, 72 no.15
(November 1 1963) 1, 8. For other talks
in this period see the file Speeches
and Writings 1923-1975 in the Arendt
papers. http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/
arendthtml/mharendtFolderP05.html.
Folder Essays and lectures – Eichmann,
Adolf – Lectures, various venues –
1962-1964.

198 ‘Wo ich hinkomme – letzte Woche Yale, Law School, diese Woche ein
College in der Nachbarschaft usw. –,
werde ich mit Ovationen empfangen,
und die Nachfrage unter Studenten
und auch für Kurse ist so groß, daß wir
die Paperback-Ausgabe beschleunigen
müssen.’ Letter to the Jaspers, February
19, 1964, as quoted in Arendt, Verstehen,
237.

199

Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 393.

200 After the discussion behind
closed doors at Columbia University
in July 1963, rabbi Albert Hoschander
Friedlander added a postscript to his
very critical commentary on her book.
Judging by this postscript, Arendt had
defused all the controversial issues
with her appearance: ‘For more than
two hours,’ Friedlander noted, ‘she
answered all questions clearly and
cogently, displaying her knowledge and
awareness of Jewish and general history.
She showed warm feelings towards the
Jewish people and their tragic position
during the Hitler days, and supplemented some positions in her book (viz., she
lauded Leo Baeck highly).’ Friedlander,
‘The Arendt report on Eichmann and
the Jewish community. An evaluation’,
55. In person Arendt had more patience
to deal with her readers’ concerns,
which is also apparent from her private
correspondence with survivors, resistance fighters and others who wrote to
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her from personal experience of the
events she described.

201 German scholar Ursula Ludz,
specialist of Arendt’s writings, compiled
a list of Arendt’s radio- and television
interviews in 2007; it can be consulted
at ‘http://www.hannaharendt.net/index.
php/han/pages/view/liste> (accessed
February 2, 2016). In Germany she
agreed to several appearances, including
(television and radio) interviews with
Thilo Koch (January), with Joachim
Fest (September) and with Günter Gaus
(October). Transcripts of the Fest, Koch
and Gaus interviews in Ludz and Wild,
‘Hannah Arendt im Gespräch mit Joachim Fest. Eine Rundfunksendung aus
dem Jahr 1964’. Arendt, Verstehen, 39-72.

202 In her self-presentation, she was
‘demurring’ to Piper’s ‘big propaganda
ideas’. The encouragement of Karl Jaspers might have had more to do with
her decision to agree to these appearances. Arendt and Jaspers, Briefwechsel
1926-1969, 585-586, 589-592, 597-598.

203 For instance Joachim Besser,
‘Das Fernsehen hatte am Mittwoch
eine Sternstunde. Anmerkungen zu
dem “Gespräch des Monats”’, Kölner
Stadt-Anzeiger (October 30 1964). The
Arendt Papers hold a document with
excerpts of raving reviews of the interviews from the Stuttgarter Zeitung; Ruhr
Nachrichten; Münchner Merkur; Abendzeitung München; Hannoversche Presse;
Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung (Essen);
Kölnische Rundschau; Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger; Süddeutsche Zeitung; Allgemeine
Zeitung (Mainz); Die Rheinpfalz; Nachtausgabe (Frankfurt); Der Abend (Berlin). Part
of the interview was published in the
Süddeutsche Zeitung, one of Germany’s
largest newspapers, and not much
later a book of Gaus’ interviews came
out, including Arendt’s. Günter Gaus,
‘Hannah Arendt antwortet’, Süddeutsche
Zeitung (October 31 1964). Idem, Günter
Gaus im Gespräch mit Hannah Arendt
(Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen, October
28, 1964).

204 Hannah Arendt, Letter of September 6, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Correspondence File, General, 19381976, Fest, Joachim C., 1964-1973, image
9-10 of 28.
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Her earlier refusal of these issues

at the Frankfurt Auschwitz trial were often used as extra proof
for Arendt’s theory of the banality of evil. 213 Another Frankfurt-based journalist, Ernst Trip, was one of the few reviewers
who showed some weariness at the world’s belated ‘discovery’
of the banality of evil. He wrote:
Anyone who has ever lived under a totalitarian regime knows
how banal evil presents itself, day by day. […] Nothing demonic, larger than life, of Luciferian greatness became tangible.
No, brutal stupidity was reality. As was the cynical shrewdness
of crooks, who could not for one moment deny their intellectual mediocrity […]. This banality of evil is so often demonstrated in the trials, it is becoming tiresome […].214
In the fifth phase, only a few reviewers wholly disagreed with
Arendt on Eichmann.215 One example is literary scholar Hans
Holthusen, who took a position somewhere between Arendt
and her American opponents. His review appeared in the Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte, the major journal for contemporary history. Eichmann was no one-sided, gruesome monster, Holthusen wrote, but he certainly was evil in the classical,
radical sense of the word. He served an ideology that was, according to Holthusen, ‘the ideal breeding ground for […] the
devil.’ 216 Holthusen’s review is among those examined in chapters 5 and 6.
A theme that was much more elaborately discussed in Germany than elsewhere, was the bystander theme. Paul Arnsberg, one of Arendt’s first German reviewers, had predicted
her ‘anything but pro-German’ book would cause an even bigger controversy in Germany than in the US.217 This prediction
did not come true. The anti-German thrust of the book did not
shock German reviewers, although they took note of it.218 Not
even Arendt’s intimation of collective responsibility of all Germans for the murder of the Jews ruffled them. To the contrary:
many reviewers welcomed Arendt’s assumption of ‘an almost
ubiquitous complicity,’ her blank moral judgment of the bystanders, as well as her harsh criticism of the West German republic. Historian-journalist Wucher credited Arendt with having written ‘the most compelling, the most depressing book
about the Nazi crimes to Jewry,’ because of her demonstration of the far-reaching responsibility in German society under Hitler. He continued: ‘Its positions, its questions, it conclusions can shake up our all too smug, carefree present-day
[existence].’ A ‘necessary disturbance’ according to Wucher.219
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This consideration of complicity and responsibility in German
society took up much of the German discussion of Arendt’s
book: Schuld, Mitschuld, Verantwortung, and Mitverantwortung in the words of the reviewers.220 Only a very few discussants did resist this assignment of collective responsibility.
Journalist Ernst Trip for example wrote: ‘the theory that only a
small minority of Germans was disturbed in their conscience
by the atrocities [is] neither true nor justified,’ he wrote. ‘Anyone who powerlessly endured the lack of freedom at the time,
knows that.’ 221 In the Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte,
Hans Holthusen, too, defended the ‘ordinary bystander,’ specifically those who ‘emigrated into’ themselves. Holthusen
wrote that ‘ “inner emigration” did not have to be that form of
ridiculous self-deception that Arendt justly drenches in the lye
of her wit. […] [There were] cases of “inner emigration” that
ended in death […].’ 222
As in the fourth controversy phase, German reviewers of
the fifth also discussed the question if Arendt’s book was
dangerous: Germans might misread Arendt’s book to acquit
themselves of any feeling of guilt or responsibility. One German-Jewish reviewer, Hans-Gerd Sellenthin, thought there
would be ‘few who are ripe, and pure enough, to conduct this
debate [...].’ But unlike many, Sellenthin did not think that
was a reason to panic. 223 Other reviewers argued, as Arendt
herself had, that her book was hard to misread in this manner. The reviewer of the Allgemeine deutsche Lehrerzeitung
stated that ‘nobody who does not deserve it, will find himself cleansed by this book.’ 224 The claim that Germans would
misread the book was amply disproven by Arendt’s German
reviewers themselves. They did not flinch at Arendt’s harsh
criticism of ordinary Germans in the Reich and in West Germany, they embraced it. Only two unrepentant Nazis in extreme-right publications extrapolated Arendt’s thesis of Jewish collaboration in the manner that was so dreaded, inside
and outside of West Germany: minimising Nazi guilt, blaming
the victims for their own murder.225
The discussion of Eichmann was relatively calm; Arendt’s
criticism of Germany was not very controversial; and a large
part of the German discussion on the Jewish leaders was
restrained, as will be discussed below. There was one issue
that did cause open dismay however: Arendt’s dismissal of
German (and Jewish) resistance efforts. ‘[Arendt] justly dismisses the masochistic and pathetic self-indictments of Germans [...],’ wrote Frankfurt journalist Trip.

is also apparent in her correspondence
with and about an American journalist,
Samuel Grafton. Arendt Papers, Eichmann File, Correspondence, Publishers,
1963, image 16-38 of 82.

206 This panel discussion was organised by the ‘Freunde der hebräischen
Universität Jerusalem in Berlin’ .The
event was reported in the Berliner
Tagesspiegel and the Jüdische Allgemeine.
As at the Buchmesse in Frankfurt, what
struck the reporter of the Tagesspiegel
(TAZ) was the youth of those on the
panel. He meant Scheffler (1929) and Aronson (1932), the other were much older.
O.E.H. Becker, ‘Schatten der Vergangenheit. Podiumsgespräch über Hannah
Arendts Buch vom Eichmann-Prozess’,
Tagesspiegel (November 14 1964).

207 Andrea Altschwager, ‘Podiumsgespräch über das Buch “Eichmann
in Jerusalem” von Hannah Arendt in
der Freien Universität Berlin am 11.
November 1964’, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Organisations, Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965,
image 28-34 of 56. Idem, Letter of November 15, 1964, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence,
Organisations, Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965,
image 26 of 56.

208 Arendt, Letter of September 6,
1964, image 9-10 of 28. The correspondence with Aronson and Landmann
can be read in the Arendt Papers, Eichmann File, Correspondence, Organisations, Jewish, B-F, 1963-1965, image 36-56.

209 To name but a few: ‘Der banale
Eichmann und seine Opfer’; ‘Einfühlung in den Angeklagten’; ‘Die
Nazi-Verbrechen sind wiederholbar’
(compare the titles of US and German
reviews in the controversy bibliography).

210 ‘Die von den Nazis vergangenen
Verbrechen sind wiederholbar. [...] Wahrhaftig ein Grund, sich mit der Banalität
des Bösen auseinanderzusetzen; denn
dann erst käme die große Zeit der Eichmänner, die das alles organisierten. Mit
Hilfe von Elektronenrechnern, versteht
sich.’ Horst Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen
sind wiederholbar’, Frankfurter Rundschau (September 19 1964) 3.
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211 Comparable statements in
Eberhard Rottmann, ‘Wenn das Böse
normal wird... Zum Buch von Hannah
Arendt über den Eichmann-Prozess’,
Weser Kurier (April 21 1965). Baumgart,
‘Mit Mördern leben?’, 482-483, 485. Hans
Krieger, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann, die
Juden und wir. Der mißverstandene
Bericht von der Banalität des Bösen’,
Bayerische Staatszeitung (November 6
1964). ‘Literatur zur Israelfrage’.

212 Albert Wucher, ‘Psychologie des
Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um
Hannah Arendt’, Süddeutsche Zeitung
(January 30-31 1965) sec. Feuilleton, 7-8.
This hope Arendt had not expressed;
more fatalistically, she argued that
understanding Eichmann would help
to try future Eichmanns.

213 Ernst Trip, ‘Zorn und Eifer’,
Frankfurter Neue Presse (September 19
1964) 2. Friedrich Karl Fromme, ‘Die
Banalität des Bösen. Zur deutschen
Ausgabe von Hannah Arendts umstrittenen Buch “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’,
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (September 29 1964) sec. Literaturblatt, 1-2.
Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?’.
Kieler Nachrichten (October 30 1965). Nellessen, ‘Über die Banalität des Bösen’.

214 ‘Wer jemals unter einem totalitären Regime gelebt hat, weiß, wie banal
sich das Böse Tag für Tag präsentiert.
[...] Nichts von überlebensgroßer Dämonie, von luziferischen Große gewann
greifbare Gestalt, sondern die brutale
Dummheit war Realität, allenfalls die
zynische Schläue von Schurken, die ihr
geistiges Mittelmaß keinen Augenblick
leugnen konnten [...]. Diese Banalität des
Bösen wird nachgerade ermüdend oft
demonstriert in den Prozessen, die die
Rechnung begleichen sollen, aber nicht
können.’ Trip, ‘Zorn und Eifer’. Also
see Fromme, ‘Die Banalität des Bösen.
Zur deutschen Ausgabe von Hannah
Arendts umstrittenen Buch “Eichmann
in Jerusalem”’, 1.

215 One example is Dr. Roeder, ‘Mehr
als nur die Banalität des Bösen. “Die
Kontroverse”. Zur Diskussion um Hannah Arendt’, Hannoversche Allgemeine
(February 6 1965).

216 ‘[...] der ideale Nistplatz war [...]
für den Teufel.’ Holthusen, ‘Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann und die Kritiker’,
183.
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She justly criticises the opportunistic amenability of the bureaucrats […]. She justly denounces the laxity in the prosecution of the crimes of the regime. But how can she reproach the
Protestant minister Grüber, who tried his hardest to save people, that he should have […] confronted Eichmann with the immorality of his behaviour? 226
Arendt had corrected some of her statements on the Jewish
leaders and the German resistance for the German edition,
but this was not enough. In several reviews, the two issues
were linked: Arendt’s judgments of both the Jewish leaders
and the resistance were deemed incorrect and unfair. 227 Survivors and former resisters wrote to Arendt to correct her
facts or to defend the honour and memory of those dear to
them.228 Although it was nowhere near as massive, the West
German response to Arendt’s harsh words about the German
resistance echoed the American response to Arendt’s harsh
words about the Jewish leaders. The difference is that in German reviews, the German resistance was not the main discussion theme: the defence of the resisters was added as an
aside, or in concluding remarks.229
The response was near unanimous, be it to her attack on the
noble Jewish leaders or on the noble German resisters: Hannah Arendt’s judgment of these people was wrong and unfair. She lacked background knowledge as well as the experience of “having been there”: obligatory requirements for such
judgment. Arendt had written a story without redemption. The
Jewish leaders had made the wrong choices; the Jewish resistance was insignificant; and the German resistance was not
motivated by the mass murder of their fellow men. Just like
their American counterparts, many German reviewers looked
for a way out of this bleak historical landscape, however small.
They stressed that the resisters’ motives were good. That life
in the Reich, even for those not specifically targeted by the Nazis, was much harder than Arendt made it out to be. And that
she had demonstrated so herself, in The origins.
Characteristics of the discussion that help to explain
its problems: covert opinions; unwritten rules;
crossover arguments
In contrast to their straightforward discussion of the perpetrator and bystander themes, most reviewers in the fifth phase
approached the victim theme quite gingerly. Close inspec-
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tion seemed taboo. They only briefly summarised the issues
on “Jewish cooperation” as discussed in the US, and handed down in Die Kontroverse. They skirted around the matter, showing understanding for the fact that Arendt’s treatment of the subject had hit a nerve with many people. Even if,
some cautiously added, what she said was not always untrue.
Many reviewers did criticise the way in which the discussion
of these issues was conducted, marred by ‘misunderstandings’ and a lack of ‘fairness.’ 230
What is more, many German reviewers explicitly excluded
themselves from the discussion of the victim theme, saying
that it was not a German’s place to discuss these things, or referring to it as an internal Jewish discussion. This unease with
the victim theme was first expressed in the fourth phase, by
Rolf Schroers. Considering the similarity of all of these “we are
not worth”’-arguments, and the fact that his article was widely
read, it could well be that many of these fifth-phase-reviewers
took their cue from Schroers. And just like Schroers, in spite
of their assurances that “Jewish cooperation” could and would
not be discussed, these reviewers did express opinions on the
victim theme. The victim theme was out of bounds, reviewer
after reviewer said: they gave opinions on the subject nevertheless. Sometimes quite sharp ones, too. Consider prominent
journalist Friedrich Karl Fromme, who wrote a review for the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Fromme gave firm opinions
on the double accusation that Arendt misplaced the blame;
the entanglement of Arendt’s views with others’; and the issue of “Jewish cooperation.” He wholly agreed with Arendt:
[H]annah Arendt supposedly declared the murdered guilty.
She certainly does not do this. [Neither] does she, from the
safe haven of hindsight, demand that the Jews should have
resisted, as she was accused of doing. Hannah Arendt only
thinks that without the willing organisational help of the Jewish “authorities,” the destruction could not have attained
such a horrible magnitude. [T]he cooperation of the Jews
with the destruction belongs in the general picture of the
“banality of evil”, of man’s vulnerability to becoming the perverted instrument of totalitarian rulers.
Fromme then concluded that of course, he as a German could
not discuss these matters: ‘to write about that would not befit
someone belonging to the nation which brought the destruction over the European Jews,’ he wrote.231

217 Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein
Dämon?’, 18. The opposite opinion in
Hanno Dahlke, ‘Der Konflikt um den
“banalen” Eichmann’, Rheinische Post
(October 22 1964).

218 Köpke and Arnsberg noted
Arendt’s attack on Germany as proof
against the double accusation that she
misplaced the blame: it demonstrated
that she placed the blame correctly,
with the perpetrators, not the victims.
Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen sind wiederholbar’. Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann
ein Dämon?’, 17-18.

219 ‘[Das Buch] ist, soweit wir sehen,
das beste und großartigste – wenn es
erlaubt ist, angesichts des Themas das
Epitheton großartig zu gebrauchen; es
ist auf jeden Fall das packendste, das bedrückendste Buch über die Naziverbrechen am Judentum. Und seine Thesen,
seine Fragen, seine Schlußfolgerungen
sind geeignet, eine allzu selbstgefälligen,
sorglosen Gegenwart die nötige Beunruhigung über sich selber zu verschaffen.’ Also see for instance Köpke, ‘Die
Nazi-Verbrechen sind wiederholbar’. G.
P., ‘Hannah Arendt und die Juden’, Die
Freiheit. Organ der Sozialdemokratischen
Partei Deutschlands (February 12 1965).
Baumgart, ‘Mit Mördern leben?’.

220 Idem, ‘Mit Mördern leben?’, 484486. Franz Glaser, ‘Sechs Millionen ermordeten Juden - können sie einzelne
sühnen? Eine Auseinandersetzung mit
Büchern zum Eichmann-Prozess’, Echo
der Zeit. Überparteiliche Wochenzeitung
(March 7) 14. DGB-Blatt no.4 (April 1
1965) 16-17. Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt,
Eichmann und die Kritiker’, 188. ‘Literatur zur Israelfrage’, 211. Rottmann,
‘Wenn das Böse normal wird... Zum
Buch von Hannah Arendt über den
Eichmann-Prozess’. S. M., ‘Eichmann
in Jerusalem’, Deutsche Frage (February
1965) 35-36.

221 ‘[...] die These, nur eine kleine
Minderheit von Deutschen sei durch
die Untaten im Gewissen beunruhigt
worden, ist weder richtig noch gerecht.
Das weiss jeder, der damals ohnmächtig
die Unfreiheit duldete.’ Trip, ‘Zorn und
Eifer’.

222 ‘Wer aus eigener Erfahrung über
diese Situation Bescheid weiß, der weiß
auch, daß “innere Emigration” nicht
jene Form von lächerlichen Selbstbe-
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trug sein mußte, über die Hannah
Arendt mit Recht die Lauge ihres
Witzes ausgießt. Er kennt Fälle von
“innerer Emigration” mit tödlichem
Ausgang (durch Selbstmord oder Tod
an gebrochenen Herzen) [...].’ Holthusen,
‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die
Kritiker’, 186.

223 Sellenthin, ‘Der Fall Hannah
Arendt. Im Brennpunkt einer jüdischen
Kontroverse’. Likewise Fromme, ‘Die
Banalität des Bösen. Zur deutschen
Ausgabe von Hannah Arendts umstrittenen Buch “Eichmann in Jerusalem”’.

224 ‘Keiner aber, der es nicht verdient,
wird sich durch dieses Buch salviert
finden.’ Ly, Allgemeine deutsche Lehrerzeitung (January 1966).

225 ‘Eichmann’s Jüdische Helfer:
Frau Arendt enthüllt die andere Seite,’
was the self-explanatory title of former
Nazi Helmuth Härtle’s review writing
under the pseudonym Helmut Steinberg). In the magazine Nation Europa,
an extremist publication founded by
former Nazis, Jochen Arp’s review was
titled ‘Jüdische Skeptikerin’. Arp, a
regular contributor to the magazine,
was enthusiastic about the book. He
posited a ‘Jewish guilt’ next to a ‘German guilt.’ A third, Urda Nornengast
(pseudonym of Klara Lönnies), a mystical Christian with blood-and-race ideas,
wrote a review with vague, yet suspect
conclusions. Helmut (Heinrich Härtle)
Steinberg, ‘Eichmanns jüdische Helfer.
Frau Professor Dr. Hannah Arendt
(USA) enthüllt die andere Seite’, (Deutsche Wochen-Zeitung) (October 23 1964)
3. Jochen Arp, ‘Jüdische Skeptikerin’,
Nation Europa, 15 no.5 (May 1965) 37-38.
Urda Nornengast, ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem’, Gemeinschaft + Politik. Zeitschrift
für soziale und politische Gestalt (September-October 1965) 300-301.

226 ‘ Mit Recht verwirft sie die masochistischen und pathetischen Selbstanklagen von Deutschen, die von vielem
nur von Hörensagen wissen, und redet
von einer Hysterie der Schuldgefühle.
Mit Recht verachtet sie die opportunistische Gefügigkeit einer Bürokratie,
die ihre Armseligkeit heute gar noch
als Widerstand gewertet sehen möchte.
Mit Recht klagt sie die Lässigkeit in der
Verfolgung der Verbrechen des Regimes
an. Aber was ist das für ein Vorwurf
gegen Propst Grüber, der sich bemühte,
Menschen zu retten, es habe zu den
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Not surprisingly, reviewers with Jewish backgrounds did
not feel the need to give their opinions on “Jewish cooperation” covertly, with a caveat attached. They tackled the victim
theme head-on. The German-Jewish responses are too diverse
and too few to be categorised in any manner. German-Jewish reviewers presented a great variety of responses: the expert who could hardly contain his emotion (Adler); passionate
defenders of the Jewish resistance (Van Dam, Grossmann);
an endorsing explainer of Arendt’s theses (Arnsberg); an
Arendt-enthusiast who wanted to liberate a stalemated discussion (Sellenthin); a surviving Jewish leader (Leschnitzer).
In the fifth phase Hans Günther Adler represented one extreme end of the discussion. Adler was an ethnic German Jew
born in Prague, who had emigrated to the UK after the war.
He had survived Theresienstadt, Auschwitz and Buchenwald.
To his chagrin, Arendt had used his work on Theresienstadt
for her book. Adler’s review for the German Jewish newspaper Jüdische Allgemeine presented commonplaces from the
American controversy: the Jews cannot be considered at
fault for their own murder; Eichmann was a monster, a fanatic anti-Semite; Arendt knew nothing of the subjects she discussed. Adler explicitly announced that he would try to keep
it ‘factual’, that he would merely correct Arendt’s facts and assumptions in detail. This intention went out the window rather
quickly however. Adler accused Arendt of intentional distortions of the historical truth; of malevolent intentions; and, as
ever, of breaking discussion rules for this subject matter. ‘[…]
unforgivable are the falsifications, the manipulation of truth,’
Adler wrote. ‘In her attempt to blame the victims of the mass
murder […] she transgresses all permissible boundaries.’ 232
A different German-Jewish voice in the fifth phase was that
of Hans-Gerd Sellenthin. He wrote on Eichmann for the Berlin newspaper Telegraf-Illustrierte. If Adler neatly fits on the
‘parochial’ side one side of Daniel Bell’s controversy analysis, Sellenthin, a director of the newly founded Jüdische Volkshochschule in West Berlin, is among those discussants that
are not so easily pegged.233 In a curious mix of matter-of-factly controversy analysis and personal attack, Sellenthin presented Arendt as a heretic and a self-hating Jew, protesting a uniform view of Jewishness. 234 In addition, Sellenthin
drily observed that the world was not yet ready for Arendt’s
message: ‘Arendt’s book about the Eichmann-trial is written in 1964 as if it were 1984 already. The controversy was
inevitable.’ 235

3: Eichmann in Jerusalem, the controversy

One might get the impression that only Arendt’s Jewish critics in Germany openly discussed the victim theme, and that
all non-Jewish reviewers discussed cautiously. However, as in
the US, the divide between Jewish and Gentile in the discussion was not absolute. There were non-Jewish German critics
who attacked Arendt in a manner that would have warmed
the hearts of her fiercest opponents; or defended her unequivocally; or mingled fearlessly in the discussion of the Jewish
leaders. Historian Wolfgang Scheffler is an example of the latter category. Scheffler had published a book on the murder of
the Jews. This discussant of an extremely rare species, a specialist on the matters discussed, discussed the victim theme
at length. Scheffler dissected not only the factual basis for
Arendt’s arguments, but also pointed to procedural and methodological rules that she had broken in her description and
judgment of “Jewish cooperation.” 236 Another example was
psychiatrist Alexander Mitscherlich. Mitscherlich was (in)famous in Germany for having started the discussion of what he
called the “mastering” of the German past (Vergangenheitsbewältigung). He too discussed Arendt’s moral judgments of
the Jewish leaders without visible inhibitions. Her criticism
only made them more human, he argued, and why would these
German Jews have acted any less obediently than the rest of
Germany did?237 This argument that the Jewish leaders were
‘only human,’ that they behaved no differently from others,
was a crossover-argument: it was used both for and against
Arendt in the controversy.
Just as in the US, there were also a few critics in Germany
who defended Arendt not because they agreed with her on the
victim theme, but because they thought the content of the discussion should not be subject to restrictions. Writer and critic
Reinhard Baumgart is one example. As many before him, he
faulted Arendt for her lack of empathy, in his phrasing, ‘reverence’, for the Jewish leaders. However, Baumgart also noted that this reverence had its drawbacks; here he aptly described the stalemated discussion that the counter-book Die
Kontroverse presented. ‘Reverence seems rather fatal to me,’
he wrote, ‘when reverence just means not to look too closely,
or even not to speak one’s mind. Some pages of Die Kontroverse show traces of such suppression; of a reluctance to even
listen to unfamiliar arguments, [a reluctance] almost grown
to hatred.’ 238
That the discussion was more polite in the fifth phase, does
not mean that the book was uncontroversial. As in the US,

Pflichten des Seelsorgers gehört, die
Nutzlosigkeit von Worten auf die Probe
zu stellen und Eichmann die Unmoral
seines Verhaltens vor Augen zu führen?’
Trip, ‘Zorn und Eifer’.

227 For instance Ibid.. Köpke, ‘Die
Nazi-Verbrechen sind wiederholbar’.
Theo Stammen, ‘Hannah Arendt und
ihre Kritiker’, Bücherei und Bildung no.1
(1965) 33-35, at 35.

228 Survivors’ letters can be found
among the correspondence in the
Arendt Papers in the Eichmann File,
both in the folder ‘Survivors of the Holocaust’ as well as in the folders ‘Letters
to the Editor, New Yorker’ and ‘Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and
French languages.’ In the latter folder
one can also find resisters’ letters, for
instance those of social democrat Emil
Henk, and a letter from Friedrich Graf
Schulenburg, a relation of two of the
July-resisters.

229 For instance Wucher, ‘Psychologie
des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um
Hannah Arendt’. Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen sind wiederholbar’. Arnsberg,
‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?’. Wolfgang
Scheffler, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Mensch im totalitären Staat’, Aus Politik
und Zeitgeschichte. Beilage zur Wochenzeitung Das Parlament no.B45 (November 4
1964) 19-38.

230 Krieger, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann, die Juden und wir. Der mißverstandene Bericht von der Banalität
des Bösen’. Alexander Mitscherlich,
‘Einfühlung in den Angeklagten’, Der
Spiegel no.5 (January 27 1965) 78-79.
Wucher, ‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus.
Zur Kontroverse um Hannah Arendt’.
P., ‘Hannah Arendt und die Juden’.
Baumgart, ‘Mit Mördern leben?’. Ly.
Der Leihbuchhändler. Offizielles Organ
des Deutschen Leihbuchhändler-Verbandes
(November) 160. Rundblick (December 12
1964). Stammen, ‘Hannah Arendt und
ihre Kritiker’.

231 ‘ [...] eine Empörung, die sich bis
zu dem maßlosen Vorwurf steigert,
Hannah Arendt erkläre die Ermordeten
für schuldig. So gewiß Sie daß nicht
tut – sie fordert auch nicht – wie ihr
unterstellt wurde –, vom nachträglichen, sicheren Port aus, die Juden hätten Widerstand leisten sollen. Hannah
Arendt meint nur, daß ohne die bereit-
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willigen Organisationshilfe der jüdischen “Obrigkeit” die Vernichtung nicht
so schreckliches Ausmaß hätte erreichen können. [...] Dennoch gehört auch
die Mitarbeit der Judenorganisationen
an der Vernichtung in das Gesamtbild
von der “Banalität des Bösen”, von
der Anfälligkeit de Menschen für die
Pervertierung zum Werkzeug totalitärer Machthaber. Darüber zu schreiben,
würde allerdings einem Angehörigen
der Nation, die die Vernichtung über
die europäischen Juden gebracht hat,
nicht anstehen.’ Fromme, ‘Die Banalität
des Bösen. Zur deutschen Ausgabe von
Hannah Arendts umstrittenen Buch
“Eichmann in Jerusalem”’, 2. Frankfurter
Rundschau critic Horst Köpke used the
same evasive manoeuvre that Schroers
did: pretending not to discuss what he
was discussing. Köpke wrote: ‘ We Germans have plenty of reasons to practice
restraint at this point in the discussion.’
Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen sind
wiederholbar’. Waterkamp brushed the
issue aside by saying he had not time
to go into her ‘unjustly sharp criticism
of the Jewish Councils.’ Rainer Waterkamp, ‘Der Eichmann-Prozess in Jerusalem’, Europäische Begegnung (June 1965)
398-399. Another well known journalist,
Hans Krieger, had no trouble critically
discussing Arendt’s treatment of the
victim theme in his review. Only where
her statements on Zionist and assimilationist German Jews were concerned,
did he feel unequipped as a non-Jewish reader ‘to correctly judge or even
observe all nuances.’ Krieger, ‘Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann, die Juden und wir.
Der mißverstandene Bericht von der
Banalität des Bösen’. The anonymous
reviewer of Deutsche Frage similarly
listed a forbidden and a permitted issue,
while slipping in an opinion on the forbidden issue anyway. M., ‘Eichmann in
Jerusalem’. Also see Ly.. A reviewer who
did not approach the victim theme so
gingerly was Carl Raqué, who wrote for
Israel Forum, Zeitschrift für israelisch-deutsche Beziehungen. Even so, Raqué also
included the caveat that ‘the German
reporter only has the right to give his
opinion on issues and controversies
that concern Germans and Germany.’
The issues Germans were permitted
to discuss, according to Raqué, were
Eichmann’s guilt and the Arendt’s
main judgment of the Jewish leaders(!).
Raqué, ‘Die Diskussion um Hannah
Arendt’, 30.

232 ‘Viel schlimmer, ja unverzeihlich
sind die Verfälschungen, die Manipulation mit der Wahrheit. In ihrem Bemühen, den Opfern des Massenmordes
samt ihren terrorisierten Befehlsempfängern, doch nicht “Führern”, wie
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German critics pointed to rules that Arendt had broken with
ger judgments of the Jewish leaders. As the reviewer of the
Hannoversche Presse wrote:
Except during a short and comparably harmless beginning period, Hannah Arendt has never had to suffer the torments of
the German and European Jews. Therefore she hardly has an
inkling of the oppressing bodily and spiritual distress of the
victims. Nor of the indescribable anguish of conscience of the
men and women, who were faced with the impossible task of
helping [the victims] [...] If one wants to know how people behave in a truly desperate situation, one must at the very least
have experienced something that remotely resembles [such a
situation] [...] Therefore none of us can say how he would survive such an ordeal.239
“Having been there” was an argument well worn in the American discussion: “having been there” was an argument for authority on the issues discussed; and “having been there” was
a prerequisite for judgment of historical actors. In Germany, with so many reviewers “having been there” themselves
(meaning in the Reich), this argument could be used in various manners. Some of Arendt’s comments on the freedom
of choice under dictatorship, especially where it concerned
its victims, seemed hopelessly naïve to some reviewers who
had lived it.240
The discussants in the fifth phase declared many more rules
for the discussion of Arendt’s book: not rules that Arendt had
broken, but rules that delineated what Germans must and
must not do in this discussion. Firstly, there were rules that
applied to the reviewers themselves. As previously discussed:
non-Jewish reviewers stated explicitly they were not allowed,
as Germans, to discuss the victim theme. The proper response
to these issues, they claimed, was to ponder them in solitude, and feel shame. ‘In this country contemplation and grief
should be called forth instead of a new wave of sterile self-accusations or zealous replies,’ one reviewer humbly wrote. 241
Declaring the discussion of the victim theme off limits was not
only a show of humility. It was also a strategic move: not “officially” discussing the subject enabled a reviewer to express
sharp opinions on the victim theme, without offering much argumentation, or getting dragged into the thorny discussion.
Secondly, there were rules that applied to potential readers
of the book. Reviewer after reviewer held forth on how read-
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ers must think about this book, and why. Often repeated were
the obligations that the book put German readers under: the
obligation to think about, and the obligation to discuss what
happened in the Reich years. In the case of the victim theme,
these rules delineated a very narrow space for discussion indeed: German readers were obliged to discuss this theme,
but were not allowed to not discuss it critically. Several critics
pressed their readers to read both books (Eichmann and Die
Kontroverse) together, to review all sides of the case.242 Interestingly, some reviewers excluded themselves from the scope
of these obligations. They deemed themselves perfectly capable of critically weighing Arendt’s views, but did not think
that all German readers were capable of that. So not everyone
should be allowed to read the book. One recalls the historians
discussing Arendt’s book at the Berliner Free University, the
event which prompted a series of enraged letters from Arendt.
These honourable experts agreed that ‘only with great reserve
should the book be granted a wider publicity in Germany.’ A
Catholic librarian strongly cautioned that the book must only
be given to ‘kritischen, urteilsfähigen Leser’ (his cursive).243
Thirdly, German reviewers presented rules that transcended the discussion of Arendt’s book: these rules concerned the
handling of historical responsibility for the Nazi crimes. Reviewer after reviewer reiterated the rule that “we Germans
must contemplate and discuss our historical responsibility.” Some reviewers wrote in the third person when they discussed posited such a rule: ‘one,’ or ‘they,’ or ‘the German
reader’ should ponder (historical, or even individual) responsibility. Other reviewers humbly included themselves among
these Germans who must ponder their responsibility.244 There
was disagreement on whether this part of history should be
overcome or mastered (bewältigt).245 Some critics emphatically stated that mastering this past was impossible. Or they
presented the claim that “overcoming the past may not be the
goal of considering the past.” 246
In the fifth phase, Arendt’s standpoints were less often misrepresented than in the previous phases. Many German reviewers expressed no shock at seeing Eichmann described as
an ordinary man, and insisted that doing so in no way exculpated Eichmann, to the contrary. They did not approach the
book with the presupposition that Eichmann was a monster.
So the idea that Arendt somehow lessened his guilt by discussing his lack of a guilty conscience, and by making him
more human, could not take hold. Neither could the idea that

Frau Arendt sagt, etwas am Zeuge zu
flicken, überschreitet sie allen erlaubten
Grenzen.’ H.G. Adler, ‘Was weiss Hannah Arendt von Eichmann und der
“Endlösung”?’, Allgemeine Wochenzeitung
der Juden in Deutschland, 19 no.34 (November 20 1964) 8-9, at 8.

233 Sellenthin’s amused, highly critical and independent stance is comparable to that of Harry Golden in the
US> Hans-Gerd Sellenthin, Geschichte
der Juden in Berlin und des Gebäudes
Fasanenstrasse 79/80. Festschrift anlässlich
der Einweihung des jüdischen Gemeindehauses (Berlin 1959). ‘Course in Judaism
attracts Berliners’, New York Times (April
15 1962) 55. Also see <https://www.berlin.de/ba-charlottenburg-wilmersdorf/
ueber-den-bezirk/gebaeude-und-anlagen/kirchen/artikel.111000.php> (accessed February 2, 2016).

234 ‘Hannah Arendts Jerusalemer
Bericht ist für viele in seiner klugen,
eigensinnigen, forschenden, psychologischen Weise, – übrigens doch ein sehr
jüdischer Bericht – Ketzerei. [...] Das
Buch von der “Banalität des Bösen” mit
dem Titel “Eichmann in Jerusalem”
ist ein Überschlag jüdischer Gerechtigkeitswillens, Kritik der Selbstkritik.
Darstellung eines Themas, das Theodor
Lessing als ‘der jüdische Selbsthass’ einstufen könnte, für das uns Hermann
Levin Goldschmidt (Zürich) so noble
Deutungen gab. Aufstand gegen eine
gesammelte jüdische Form aus jüdischer Liberalität.’ Sellenthin, ‘Der Fall
Hannah Arendt. Im Brennpunkt einer
jüdischen Kontroverse’.

235 ‘Das Buch der Arendt über den
Eichmann-Prozess ist 1964 so geschrieben worden, als hätten wir bereits 1984.
Da blieb die Kontroverse nicht aus.’
Ibid.

236 For instance, he wrote: ‘Ohne aus
der gebotenen Zurückhaltung heraustreten zu wollen, muß doch gesagt
werden, daß hier Fakten, Halbwahrheiten und nicht Existentes vermengt
werden, nur um die Generalthese in
aller Schärfe beweisen zu können.
Das ist jedoch nicht nur in einer
“historischen Monographie” unzulässig.’
Scheffler, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Mensch im totalitären Staat’, 27.

237 Mitscherlich, ‘Einfühlung in den
Angeklagten’, 79. Also see Stammen,
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‘Hannah Arendt und ihre Kritiker’.
Proebst, Zu Hannah Arendts Bericht über
den Eichmann Prozess in New Yorker.
Literary scholar Hans Holthusen also
discussed the victim theme. His criticism of Arendt on this point stayed entirely within the American framework.
Yet Holthusen was also aware of the
dangers of a German discussing “Jewish themes.” That is why he began his
article with a paragraph on the horrific
nature of the subject, the obligation to
think about it versus the impossibility
of understanding it, and the impossibility of discussing the subject without
causing new Missverständnisse. Thus
he assured his readers he would be as
careful as he could, demonstrated that
he “felt” how deeply horrible the events
under discussion had been. Holthusen,
‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die
Kritiker’, 178-179.

238 ‘Pietät, wie sie dabei gefordert
wurde, vor den Opfern des 20. Juli oder
der kaum noch einfühlbaren Lage der
Judenräte, ist Hannah Arendts starke
Seite nicht. Durfte sie es sein, da ihr
Buch doch Erkenntnis im Sinn hat und
nicht Gedenken? Soweir Pietät nur bedeutet, nicht so genau hinzusehen, oder
gar: nicht auszusprechen, was auf der
Zunge liegt, scheint sie mir eher fatal.
Manche Seiten der “Kontroverse” zeigen
die Spuren solcher Verdrängung, den
fast zum Haß gesteigerten Unwillen,
fremden Argumenten auch nur zuzuhören.’ The example Baumgart gave to
illustrate the broken down discussion,
was Golo Mann’s review (see chapters
5 and 6). Baumgart, ‘Mit Mördern leben?’, 484. Fromme was one of the few
German reviewers who did not hold
back and called the contributions in
Die Kontroverse ‘often not only one-sided, but also cantankerous and petty.’
Fromme, ‘Die Banalität des Bösen.
Zur deutschen Ausgabe von Hannah
Arendts umstrittenen Buch “Eichmann
in Jerusalem”’. Also see for instance Jan
Hatje, ‘Kulturkommentar’, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Reviews,
Eichmann in Jerusalem by Arendt,
Germany, Miscellaneous, Favourable,
1963-1964, image 37-39 of 49.

239 ‘Hannah Arendt hat, bis auf
einen kurze und vergleichsweise harmlose Anfangsphase, die Qualen der
deutschen und europäischen Juden
unter dem Hitlerregime nicht mitzuleiden brauchen. Sie hat deshalb kaum
eine Ahnung von der erdrückenden
körperlichen und seelischen Not der
Opfer und von der nicht zu beschrei-
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she blamed the victims for their own murder. Unlike her American critics, reviewers of the German edition upheld Arendt’s
distinction between the leaders and the ‘ordinary’ victims.
They took pains to stress that Arendt’s moral judgment applied to the Jewish leaders only, and only where their cooperation with the Nazis was concerned.247
Even so, some of the familiar intransigent oppositions appeared. To name one example: on one side, there were those
who deemed Arendt’s “truthful” depiction of the Jewish leaders to be “imperative” to historical understanding. This side
deemed Eichmann an ‘objective historical reconstruction’ or
at least an attempt at being objective. ‘She does not hand out
moral grades,’ one reviewer said, ‘but tries to understand a
process that could repeat itself under different circumstances.’ 248 In the interview with Günter Gaus Arendt herself presented her search for the historical truth as an imperative: ‘Ich
muß verstehen,’ she famously said, she had to understand.249
On the other side however, people claimed that there were no
“depictions” under discussion. This side saw Eichmann as a
book full of prejudice; full of overhasty, unnecessary, unfair
or even forbidden judgments. As in the US, crossover arguments showed that this opposition of “objective truth” versus “judgmental distortion” was not as absolute as it seemed.
Arendt’s fault, for instance, could be both her striving for objectivity as well as her lack of it; frigidity or too much feeling;
a treatment too scholarly or not scholarly enough.250 Reversely, all of these attributes (objectivity, rationality, moral judgments, empathy or distance) could also be named as positive
features of the book.251
Conclusion
West Germany does not play a role in the historiography of the
Arendt-controversy, nor in controversy lore; one gets the impression that the book was hardly discussed in Germany. Over
a hundred German contributions to the discussion tell a different story. The second controversy phase in the US was clearly
the most spectacular, and it has become the best remembered
part of the controversy. However, as argued in chapter 1, what
is not well remembered is not necessarily unimportant or irrelevant. Adding the German controversy phases thoroughly
changes the perspective on the problematic character of the
discussion, because they show that the discussion could overcome some of its problems.
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The German discussion started out with the type of attacks
that the New Yorker had interpreted as a ‘breakdown of communication’ in the second American phase.252 The discussion
that followed the publication of the German edition of Eichmann however, lost much of this heat. Why? Because discussants were cautious, and because they restrained themselves.
This did not change the controversial issues, but it did change
the discussion atmosphere. Although still very much present
in the fourth phase, in the fifth phase the few ferocious attacks on Arendt seemed anachronistic, as the debate had developed into this more restrained state. 253 One thing many
discussants in Germany seemed to agree on is that the controversy had gone too far. They explicitly stated that the discussion’s two main problems, gross misrepresentations and
personal attacks, were out of bounds. Both Arendt and her
opponents (Golo Mann was often named as an example) had
overstepped the boundaries of reasonableness, and the discussion had strayed far from the thing discussed, namely the
book. The ‘Zorn und Eifer’ of Arendt and her opponents were
understandable, but not conducive to gaining (historical) insight. 254 These German discussants were not haughty about
their own caution, however. Transgressions by other discussants were regarded gently, interpreted as an expression of
the strong emotions the subject caused – emotions quite a few
German reviewers were clearly restraining.255
The caution and restraint of many German reviewers was
beneficial to the discussion: where it lost heat, it gained depth.
That is to say, the discussion of the perpetrator and bystander themes gained depth. A large number of discussion participants had been adults during the dictatorship and war, and
could thus correct Arendt from personal experience, just as
the Aufbau-crowd in the US had done. In spite of this expansion of the controversy’s content, the by now familiar repetitiveness soon set in: in structure, in tone and in content, many
reviews were highly similar. In addition, the discussion of the
victim theme did not gain depth in Germany; most reviewers were so cautious around this theme, they hardly dared to
discuss it. Those who did dare usually offered commonplaces
from the preceding controversy phases.
That the discussion of the German edition of Arendt’s book
would not explode, was not a given. In the fourth phase, the
territorial battle for ownership of The Historical Truth had already begun. Reviews and comments of Arendt’s book were
published in Germany long before the translation became

benden Gewissenspein der Männer
und Frauen, die das Schicksal vor die
unlösbare Aufgabe stellte, zu helfen und
zu lindern, wo es wirkliche dauernde
Hilfe kaum gab [...] Wer wissen will, wie
sich Menschen in einer wirklich ausweglosen Situation verhalten, der muß
allerdings zumindest etwas entfernt
Ähnliches einmal selbst mitgemacht
haben [...] Keiner von uns kann deshalb
sagen, wie er selbst bei einer derartigen
Zerreißprobe [...] bestehen wurde.[...]’
Raqué, ‘Die Diskussion um Hannah
Arendt’, 33. Similar arguments in Friedrich Rasche, ‘Hannah Arendt und die
anderen’, Hannoversche Presse (October
24-25 1964). Roeder, ‘Mehr als nur die
Banalität des Bösen. “Die Kontroverse”.
Zur Diskussion um Hannah Arendt’.
Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
und die Kritiker’, 186.

240 For instance Wilhelm Schreckenberg, ‘Judentum. Schicksal, Wesen und
Gegenwart’, Geschichte in Wissenschaft
und Unterricht 17 no.5 (May 1966) 294325, at 320. By contrast, reviewer Hanno
Dahlke of the Rheinische Post thought
Arendt may write what and how she
like because she was there: he suggested
her forced emigration was just as valid
an experience of the Reich as “having
been there.” Dahlke, ‘Der Konflikt um
den “banalen” Eichmann’. Reviewers
Siemons and Stammen use Arendt’s
“having been there” as an argument for
her expertise on the subjects discussed.
Siemons, ‘Der gehorsame Mörder’.
Stammen, ‘Hannah Arendt und ihre
Kritiker’.

241 ‘Es sollte hierzulande eher Nachdenklichkeit und Trauer als eine neue
Welle steriler Selbstbeschuldigungen
oder eifernde Replik hervorrufen.’ Trip,
‘Zorn und Eifer’.

242 Rasche, ‘Hannah Arendt und die
anderen’. Winfried Scharlau, Hannah
Arendt. Eichmann in Jerusalem (Norddeutsche Rundfunk, February 19,
1965). Irmgard Enderle, ‘Eichmann in
Jerusalem’, Gewerkschaftliche Umschau.
Zeitschrift für die Funktionäre der Industriegewerkschaft Chemie, Papier, Keramik
(January 1965). Raqué, ‘Die Diskussion
um Hannah Arendt’. . Rudolf Pfaderer, Evangelische Verantwortung, 13 no.1
(January 1965) 18-19.

243 ‘Und man war sich darüber einig,
daß dem Buch nur unter den schwersten Vorbehalten eine größere Publizität
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in Deutschland zu wünschen sei.’
Altschwager, ‘Podiumsgespräch über
das Buch “Eichmann in Jerusalem” von
Hannah Arendt in der Freien Universität Berlin am 11. November 1964’, image
28-34 of 56 at 29. ‘Ein kritischen Bericht
über den Eichmann-Prozeß’, Das neue
Buch, 10 no.2 (March 1966) 210-211. The
Hessische Blätter für Volksbildung included an extensive ‘Bibliographie zur
Judenfrage’ with Arnsberg’s educational review.

244 For instance Baumgart, ‘Mit
Mördern leben?’. Rasche, ‘Hannah
Arendt und die anderen’. Fränkische
Landeszeitung (October 28 1964). .
‘Bericht von der Banalität des Bösen.
Umstrittene Thesen Hannah Arendts
zur “Endlösung der Judenfrage”’,
Schwäbische Post (November 10 1964).
Waterkamp, ‘Der Eichmann-Prozess
in Jerusalem’. Enderle, ‘Eichmann in
Jerusalem’. Reviewers of the fourth
episode who set this humble tone were
Schroers and Nelessen. Schroers, ‘Der
banale Eichmann und seine Opfer’,
582-583. Nellessen, ‘Über die Banalität
des Bösen’.

245 Mitscherlich, ‘Einfühlung in den
Angeklagten’. .

246 These reviewers emphasised guilt,
punishment, shame – even if, as some
of them added, the wrongs were too
wrong to be righted or forgotten. In
this vein, Adler wrote: ‘Unforgotten? We
wish it so. Unmastered? As if the past
could ever let itself be mastered!’ Adler,
‘Was weiss Hannah Arendt von Eichmann und der “Endlösung”?’. Baumgart,
‘Mit Mördern leben?’, 482. Trip, ‘Zorn
und Eifer’.

247 See for instance Krieger, ‘Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann, die Juden und wir.
Der mißverstandene Bericht von der
Banalität des Bösen’. Enderle, ‘Eichmann
in Jerusalem’. Ly.

248 ‘Sie verteilt keine moralische
Zensuren, sondern versucht einen
Vorgang zu verstehen, der sich unter
anderen Vorzeichen wiederholen könnte.’ Krieger, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann,
die Juden und wir. Der mißverstandene
Bericht von der Banalität des Bösen’.
Another reviewer wrote: ‘Der Versuch,
über die Faktizität des historischen
Geschehens der Judenverfolgung unter
dem Nationalsozialismus hinaus zu
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available, and the counter-book Die Kontroverse came out
around the same time as the German edition of Eichmann. Behind the scenes, some of Arendt’s most devoted opponents
were working to turn the tide against her, as they had in the
US. And the German audience was nervously watched, from
inside as well as abroad: what would they do with this book?
Hans Krieger, a well-known journalist, worried that the discussion in Germany was over before it had begun: ‘in countless radio commentaries, magazine commentaries and newspaper articles the topic [had been] discussed to death: the
image [had been] fixed.’ 256 Krieger was at pains to explain to
his readers that Eichmann in Jerusalem contained much more
than the issues that were controversial in the US.
All these fears and worries proved wrong however. When
the book did come out in German, the would-be-apologists
behaved very well indeed. The mostly negative reviews of the
book in the fourth phase, gave way to an independent German discussion in the fifth phase: a mixed reception, dominated by relatively nuanced contributions. Die Kontroverse
was usually seen as a necessary addition, not an obliterating
counter, to Eichmann in Jerusalem. Lobbying had not turned
the discussion against Arendt. To the contrary: it seemed to
have contributed to the reviewers’ caution and restraint. Germans did not massively reject the book, the result some in
the contra-camp wished for, but they also did not pounce on
an opportunity to rid themselves of historical responsibility,
as had been feared. Striking is that the paternalist attitude to
Germany and the unconcealed attempts to steer the debate
rarely led to irritation such as Krieger’s.
Whence this more careful, ‘desirable’ German reaction? One
part of the answer is that German reviewers were aware that
they were being watched. This is apparent from the explicit declarations of rules for the discussion: which issues were
off limits for Germans; which issues were obligatory; how
Germans should think about and discuss these issues. Still,
Arendt’s views proved controversial enough for sharp opinions
to break the surface of polite restraint, even if only briefly. The
hide-and-seek discussants that played with their opinions, is
one notable feature of the controversy’s fifth phase; another is
the abundance of discussion rules. These rules weighed down
the discussion, especially that of the bystander theme. One
senses the freight in the wholehearted embrace of Arendt’s
‘ubiquitous complicity,’ and in the endless reiterations that
‘historical responsibility must be pondered.’ Just who had to
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embrace this responsibility and ponder it? The answer was
vague. Some reviewers humbly included themselves. Others
lifted themselves above unidentified ‘Germans’ who were assigned this heavy, moral historical homework.
A second reason for the “desirable” German reaction, is that
German reviewers were aware of what had gone before. From
the start, the German discussion included a broader perspective, thanks to the controversy that had gone before. The Germans learned that the American controversy had been marred
by “misunderstandings.” The book itself was one factor that
contributed to this broader perspective. The German edition
was somewhat more accessible than the first US edition or
the New Yorker articles. This was because of Arendt’s Vorrede, in which she expanded on some of the controversial issues.
There was also Arendt’s her exchange with Scholem, in which
the controversial issues were explained clearer than anywhere
else; there was German newspaper coverage of the American
controversy; there was Granzow’s widely broadcasted documentary; there was the anthology Die Kontroverse.
A third reason is Arendt’s presence in person. In contrast to
her near silence in the first and second phase, Arendt made
several appearances in the fourth and fifth. The one that resonated the most was her interview with Günter Gaus. The fact
that Arendt showed her face in a keen but calm conversation
with Gaus when the book was published in Germany, may have
defused some of the more explosive parts of her book. It certainly made her more human in the eyes of her German reviewers and audience, which in turn made it harder to use her as a
punching bag.

dringen zu einem vollen Begreifen der
menschlichen Wahrheit, der menschlichen Schuld hinter diesen Vorgängen,
mußte notwendigerweise tabuisierte
Vorstellungen verletzen.’ Also for instance Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen
sind wiederholbar’. . ‘Ein objektives
Bild’, Recklinghäuser Zeitung (August 25
1965). ‘Ein kritischen Bericht über den
Eichmann-Prozeß’.
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Arendt, Verstehen, 11, 48.

250 Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt,
Eichmann und die Kritiker’. Trip, ‘Zorn
und Eifer’. Heinrich Grüber, ‘Hannah
Arendt. Report in Jerusalem’, in: F.A.
Krummacher ed., Die Kontroverse. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die Juden
(München 1964) 235-239. Altschwager,
‘Podiumsgespräch über das Buch
“Eichmann in Jerusalem” von Hannah
Arendt in der Freien Universität Berlin
am 11. November 1964’, image 28-34
of 56.

251 Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein
Dämon?’. Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen
sind wiederholbar’. M., ‘Eichmann in
Jerusalem’. Mitscherlich, ‘Einfühlung
in den Angeklagten’. Baumgart, ‘Mit
Mördern leben?’. Enderle, ‘Eichmann in
Jerusalem’.

252 When Musmanno’s review appeared, the editors of the New Yorker
wrote: ‘The refusal to listen, the frightening breakdown of communication,
is nothing new; we have grown accustomed to it in life and in the headlines.
But the very essence of literature is
communication, and to find such a
breakdown in the literary section of a
major newspaper is profoundly disappointing.’ ‘The talk of the town. Notes
and comment’, The New Yorker (July 20
1963).

253 For instance Ilse Blumenthal-Weiss, Wir sprechen über neue Bücher.
Hannah Arendts Buch Eichmann in Jerusalem (Süddeutscher Rundfunk, January
21. Adler, ‘Was weiss Hannah Arendt
von Eichmann und der “Endlösung”?’.

254 Trip, ‘Zorn und Eifer’. Mitscherlich, ‘Einfühlung in den Angeklagten’.
Rasche, ‘Hannah Arendt und die
anderen’. Köpke, ‘Die Nazi-Verbrechen sind wiederholbar’. Dahlke, ‘Der
Konflikt um den “banalen” Eichmann’.
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Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
und die Kritiker’. Baumgart, ‘Mit
Mördern leben?’.

255 Very visible for instance in Trip,
‘Zorn und Eifer’. Dahlke, ‘Der Konflikt um den “banalen” Eichmann’.
Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
und die Kritiker’.

256 ‘In zahllosen Rundfunkkommentaren, Zeitschriftaufsätzen und Zeitungsartikeln was das Thema gründlich
zerredet: Das Bild stand fest.’ Krieger,
‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann, die Juden
und wir. Der mißverstandene Bericht
von der Banalität des Bösen’.

257 Jacob Robinson, ‘Les vertus des
criminels et les crimes des victimes.
Réplique a Mme Hanna Arendt’, Le
monde juif 19 no.1 (36) (January-March
1964) 21-33.

258 Earlier it had appeared in the
German-Jewish newspaper Die Allgemeine in February 1964. H.G. Van Dam,
‘Contribution juive à la résistance
au nazisme’, Le monde juif 19 no.2 (37)
(April-June 1964) 26-28. Idem, ‘Der jüdische Widerstand’.

259 The exhibition was held at the
Tombeau du Martyr Juif Inconnu. The
tombeau, conceived by Isaac Schneersohn of the CDJC in 1950 and finished
in 1956, was the first memorial to be
dedicated to the murder of the Jews by
the Nazis; reportedly Yad Vashem was
quickly erected after. It lies in the heart
of the old Jewish quarter in Paris, the
Pletzl in the Marais. In 1974 its name
was changed to Mémorial du Martyr Juif
Inconnu. Nowadays the tomb is part of a
larger memorial site, the Mémorial de la
Shoah. Henry Kamm, ‘Jews’ resistance to
Nazis depicted. Paris display is a rebuttal to charge of meekness’, The New York
Times (July 2 1965) 20. Annette Wieviorka, ‘Un lieu de mémoire et d’histoire. le
Mémorial du martyr juif inconnu’, in:
Foulek Ringelheim ed., Les juifs entre la
mémoire et l’oubli (Bruxelles 1987) 107-131.

260 Kamm, ‘Jews’ resistance to Nazis
depicted. Paris display is a rebuttal to
charge of meekness’.
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Golo Mann, ‘Le procès Eichmann

3.6 SIXTH PHASE, FRANCE:
controversy flares up (January 1964 - Summer 1967)
The French phase begins long before its French translation,
when the book is discussed in Jewish media, and ends not long
after the translation becomes available. Eichmann in Jerusalem
was published in French in the late fall of 1966. The French discussion is bookended by Jacob Robinson: it starts with the publication of one of Robinson’s articles in January 1964, and ends
with the publication of excerpts from his book in October 1968.
This section first examines the movements of the pro- and contra-Arendt camps before publication of the French edition – especially the attempts of Arendt’s publisher the influence the reception of the book by handpicking reviewers. Then it summarises the
content of the French discussion on the bystander theme, where it
differed from the preceding phases; problems that were especially pronounced in the French discussion, namely personal attacks;
and finally the unwritten rules, that especially the French historian-reviewers were concerned with.
Development of the discussion in the sixth phase;
power play in the sixth phase
Just as in the US and Germany, in France attempts were made
to influence the reception of Eichmann in Jerusalem before
it was published. Le Monde Juif, the journal published by the
Centre de Documentation Juive Contemporaine (CDJC), printed a translation of Jacob Robinson’s ‘Reply to Hannah Arendt’
in their first issue of 1964. 257 Thus, two and a half years before the translation appeared, a French-Jewish audience had
been introduced to Robinson’s Historical Facts and the double accusation that Arendt “blamed and exculpated.” The
same journal imported the entanglement: in their next issue,
they published a translation of an article by Hendrik George
van Dam, the general secretary of the Zentralrat der Juden in
Deutschland. This article was a defence of the Jewish resistance against Arendt’s presumed attack. 258 In February 1965
Arendt was also mentioned, at the opening of a Parisian exhibition on Jewish resistance efforts. 259 Nahum Goldmann,
president of the World Jewish Congress, remarked that the
exhibition represented correctly what Arendt and others had
distorted. The New York Times reported: ‘The organizers [...]
had indicated that their exhibition was “not intended as a rebuttal of Dr. Arendt though it constituted one”.’ 260 One will re-
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call that Goldmann had also spoken out against Arendt in the
US, on the fateful day of Musmanno’s review in the New York
Times had appeared.
As in Germany, the controversy was not only introduced to
a Jewish audience before publication of the translation. In its
first issue of 1964, the Cahiers Pologne-Allemagne made Golo
Mann’s famous review available to a French audience.261 In
March 1964, the liberal, anti-communist, intellectual monthly
Preuves printed ‘Hourban ou l’inconcevable certitude’ by the
Austrian-French-Jewish writer Manès Sperber. 262 Sperber’s
was one of the articles that made the rounds: it appeared in
a German journal and was also included in Die Kontroverse.
When Eichmann in Jerusalem was published in France in 1966,
an excerpt of Sperber’s article was printed in Le Monde, nearly
three years after its first appearance in Preuves.263 This lengthy
piece, a dramatic display of emotion and intellect, became one
of the best-remembered contributions to the Arendt-controversy. Like Arendt’s most devoted opponents, Sperber saw
Arendt’s book as the anti-Zionist criticism of an assimilationist
Jew. Amidst all these heavy attacks on Arendt, there was also
one pro-Arendt voice. In March 1965, the young jurist Roger Errera wrote a lengthy, positive review of Arendt’s book titled ‘Eichmann, une procès inachevé’. It appeared in Critique,
the literary journal founded by writer Georges Bataille. Errera was an ardent Arendt-fan. He repeated his endorsement of
Arendt’s positions on several occasions. This first review concerned itself mostly with Arendt’s legal criticism of the trial, a
rare thing in the controversy.264
The French translation of Eichmann was published in November 1966. It landed in the aftermath of the Steiner-controversy, which peaked in the spring and summer of 1966 (chapter 1). 265 Jean-François Steiner’s Treblinka was a completely
different book. It was a fictionalised, melodramatic account
of the uprising in the Treblinka death camp in 1943. Steiner
set out to counter the cliché that all the Jews went to their
deaths like lambs to the slaughter. He also wanted to challenge the popular notion of the “concentration camp universe,” which did not differentiate between concentration
and death camps.266 What Steiner and Arendt had in common,
was that they both raised the extremely volatile issue of “Jewish cooperation.” Steiner did so by discussing the role of the
Sonderkommandos (camp inmates who had to help murder
their fellow inmates before they were murdered themselves),
as well as with his criticism of the victims’ supposed lack of

vu par Hannah Arendt’, Cahiers
Pologne-Allemagne. Faits et documents
20 no.1 (1964) 34-41.

262 Sperber was born in Eastern Galicia in 1905, grew up in Vienna, worked
in Berlin, Paris and Switzerland. He settled in Paris after the war. Nicole Zand,
‘Le courage de vivre sans illusions’, Le
Monde (September 21 1990).

263 Manès Sperber, ‘Hourban ou
l’inconcevable certitude’, Preuves no.157
(March 1964) 3-15. Idem, ‘Churban, oder
die unfaßbare Gewißheit’, Der Monat
16 no.188 (May 1964). Idem, ‘Churban
oder die unfassbare Gewissheit’, in:
F.A. Krummacher ed., Die Kontroverse.
Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die Juden
(München 1964) 9-32. Idem, ‘Le désastre
incompris’, Le Monde (January 13 1967)
16.

264 Errera appeared in the new intellectual magazine Quinzaine Littéraire,
and side by side with Rabi in Le Mois.
There were two more contributions
to the discussion before the book appeared: the Revue de sociologie française
gave the book a short notice in their
first issue of 1965; and the liberal,
intellectual journal Bulletin SEDEIS,
published a piece by a young Swiss political philosopher called Éric Werner.
The content of these pre-publication
contributions will be discussed further
on in this section.

265 Samuel Moyn, The Treblinka Affair.
A Holocaust Controversy in Postwar France
(Lebanon NH 2005), 8, 124.

266 David Rousset, l’Univers concentrationnaire (Paris 1946). Moyn, The
Treblinka Affair. A Holocaust Controversy
in Postwar France, 52-63.
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267 Not only did Steiner contribute
the passive suffering during the genocide to the ‘Jewish character’: he also
stated that the Treblinka revolt was a
typically Jewish act of resistance. Meaning: it was a fight for life, not an act
of resistance when you know you are
going to die – as was the Warsaw revolt, that he considered ‘goy.’ Idem, The
Treblinka Affair. A Holocaust Controversy
in Postwar France, 4-5, 6-7. Time Staff, ‘No
better? No worse?’.

268 ‘Le livre qui scandalise les juifs
et les non-juifs.’ ‘Faut-il brûler Hannah Arendt?’ In spite of its screaming
headlines, Démeron’s review was a
balanced summary of what Arendt
provoked and how she provoked it. At
the end of the article, the confusing,
screaming headline turned out to be
an ironic response to the infamous ‘Is
she a Nazi?’-headline in the Nouvel Obs.
It was intended to support Démeron’s
conclusion that one should not reject
the content of Arendt’s argument just
because she phrased her arguments in
that ‘grating tone.’ Pierre Démeron, ‘Le
livre qui scandalise les Juifs et les nonJuifs’, Le Nouveau Candide no.290 (November 14-20 1966) 33-35, at 33, 35.
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resistance. Steiner, in fact, was the opponent Arendt’s sworn
enemies often took her for: he thought the victims should have
resisted more, and suggested that something in the “Jewish
character” was responsible for the victims’ “passivity” in the
face of death.267
In France, it was Arendt’s publisher who dominated the efforts to steer the debate. More precisely, it was Arendt’s editor
at Gallimard, historian Pierre Nora. It was Nora who had decided to publish Arendt’s book in France, in his Témoins (Witnesses) series for publishing house Gallimard. But it was not clear
where he wanted to steer the debate: his signals were mixed.
The book was aggressively marketed as ‘controversial.’ At the
same time, however, Nora was busily arranging pro-Arendt reviews; and in an editorial note, he also tried to give a balanced
impression of the controversy so far. Literary critic Pierre
Démeron opened his review for the popular weekly Le Nouveau Candide accordingly: ‘ “Beware, this book is dynamite,”
Pierre Nora [...] warned me [...]’ ’THE BOOK THAT SCANDALISES JEWS AND NON-JEWS,’ the headline of his review shouted, in capitals. And the streamer read: ‘SHOULD HANNAH
ARENDT BE BURNED?’ 268 Léon Poliakov, one of the founding fathers of French research into the murder of the Jews,
had advised Nora to explain the book to its readers. Nora took
his advice, and so the French translation of Eichmann opened
with Nora’s ‘Editor’s Warning.’ In spite of its title, the ‘warning’
was a balanced survey of the controversial issues, steering
the reader through the controversy so far. In this introduction, Nora described what he thought were the three main
topics of Arendt’s book, and why there were controversial. He
accorded most weight to the victim theme, what he dubbed the
‘forced collaboration’ of the Jewish leaders. Note that this was
a loaded description: Nora combined the controversial word
‘collaboration’ with the most used counter-argument against
Arendt’s judgments: that the Jewish leaders were forced to do
what they did. Nora showed himself well read in the controversy. On this first topic he cited some controversy classics: the
reviews by Hugh Trevor-Roper, Gerschom Scholem, Manès
Sperber, Golo Mann, Bruno Bettelheim and Jacob Robinson.
He mentioned Die Kontroverse and Arendt’s reply to Scholem,
as well as her final discussion with Laqueur in The New York
Review of Books. The second topic of Arendt book, according to Nora, was the bystander theme, what he called the
‘collective German responsibility.’ Here he quoted from Hans
Holthusen’s criticism in the Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte

3: Eichmann in Jerusalem, the controversy

(see chapters 5 and 6). The third topic was the perpetrator theme, in Nora’s words the issue of ‘Eichmann’s nature.’
Nora astutely identified Gideon Hausner as Arendt’s principal
opponent on this issue.269
In the French edition, Arendt’s reply was not a Vorrede but
a Postscript again. 270 Instead, Nora’s warning opened the
book. It is telling that Nora’s warning was explicitly placed
before Arendt’s own attempt to guide the reader’s interpretation. As others before him, Nora wanted the discussion to
take a certain course, to close off certain avenues. His well informed and balance ‘Editor’s Warning’ could certainly have
been the beginning of a nuanced discussion. By contrast, the
hyped publicity Nora organised did not provide a neutral start.
Arendt was not happy with this marketing strategy for Eichmann à Jérusalem, to say the least. Her fury was roused especially by a pre-publication in a popular weekly. In the furious
readers’ letters that followed, the heated controversy was revived, to Arendt’s great chagrin.
Before publication of the translation, Nora arranged for
excerpts from Arendt’s book to be published in Les Temps
Modernes, the journal of the Jean-Paul Sartre clique, and in
the news weekly Le Nouvel Observateur.271 In March 1966 Sartre’s journal printed parts of Arendt’s treatment of the general
collaboration in European countries, the subject nearly invisible in the controversy (chapter 2). 272 By contrast, Le Nouvel Observateur hurled itself into the controversy: the editors
chose excerpts from those fatal pages on the Jewish Councils
at the heart of the book. They appeared in the issues of October 5 and 12, 1966, shortly before the book’s publication. Two
weeks later, the magazine ran a page of angry responses from
readers, under the bizarre headline ‘Hannah Arendt, est-elle
nazie? (Is Hannah Arendt a Nazi?). In an accompanying editorial, the editors reported a lively response to the excerpts from
Arendt’s book. Apparently the response had been somewhat
unexpected; the editors felt the need to defend themselves
against their angry readers. They denied having picked from
the most controversial pages on purpose. And they defended Arendt from the double accusation that she misplaced the
blame, an accusation that was put to Arendt by their readers.
They wrote:

269 Pierre Nora, ‘Editor’s warning’, in:
Eichmann à Jérusalem (1st French edn.;
Paris 1966) 5-8.

270 To be precise: the first paragraph
of Arendt’s postscript (countering
Robinson’s claim that she had made
‘hundreds of errors’) was placed before
the text, after Nora’s warning.

271 Interesting is that the marketing
strategy for Arendt’s book was the same
as that for Steiner’s Treblinka, although
the two books appeared at different
publishing houses (Arendt at Gallimard,
Steiner at Fayard). Moyn, The Treblinka
Affair. A Holocaust Controversy in Postwar
France, 142.

272 Hannah Arendt, ‘La banalité
du mal’, Les Temps Modernes 21 no.238
(March 1966) 1569-1602. At this point,
the Steiner controversy was just commencing; excerpts from his book had
been published in the February 1966
issue of Les Temps Modernes, 21 no. 237,
p.1406-1460.

We have been accused of deliberately published passages
where an imaginary Jewish culpability was equated with the
crushing and inexcusable Nazi culpability. This we will not
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273 ‘[N]ous ne saurions laisser dire,
sans indignation, que nous avons
délibérément publié les passages où la
prétendue culpabilité juive était mise
sur le même plan que l’écrasante et
inexcusable culpabilité nazie. Quand
bien même nos correspondants iraient
jusqu’a douter absurdement de nos
intentions, nous pourrions alors leur
répondre que le livre de Hannah
Arendt, si insupportable puisse-t-il être,
ne relève jamais de cet jugement. La
condamnation des nazis et du nazisme
par l’auteur d’ “Eichmann à Jérusalem”
est une condamnation nette, totale, sans
équivoque.’ Le nouvel observateur no.102
(October 26 1966) 38.

274 One, Arendt tries to understand
Eichmann, but refuses to analyse
victims with the same ‘psychological
depth.’ Two, Arendt ignores that Jewish ‘collaboration’ with the Nazis was
enforced by terror and violence. Three,
the word ‘collaboration’ does not fit
what Jews did in the organisation of
the ghettoes. Four, it is not true that
one cannot establish the moral responsibility of Eichmann because of the
fact that his orders were lawful. Five,
Arendt’s claim that without the Jewish
leaders, more Jews would have been
saved, is false. Six, it is outrageous to
throw together Jewish leaders without
differentiation. The letter concluded
cynically, with the accusation that
Arendt “blamed the victims’” ‘it is only
natural836 that for a few years, our lost
world looked for the guilty just about
everywhere. It was less evident that it
would finally find them and that they
would be, of course, the Jews.’ M. Ackermann et al., ‘Courrier. Hannah Arendt
est-elle nazie? Eichmann et six millions
de Juifs’, Le nouvel observateur no.102
(October 26 1966) 37-38, at 37.
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‘[...] la négation de soi.’ Ibid., 38.

take sitting down [...] Hannah Arendt’s book, as insufferable
as it can be, never makes this judgment. The condemnation
of the Nazis and of Nazism by the author of Eichmann in Jerusalem is clear, total and unequivocal.273
The first of the readers’ protests on the page was a collective
letter written by scholars and intellectuals. One of the letter’s
signatories was French-Jewish historian Michèl Borwicz, another pioneer historian of the murder of the Jews. He would
later detail his criticism in an extensive review that is examined in chapters 5 and 6. The tone and content of this collective letter are familiar from the first four controversy phases.
It was not forbidden to speak of “Jewish cooperation,” Borwicz and his co-writers stated: Arendt’s fault lay in ‘emphasising this collaboration.’ The letter summed up six major accusations against her. These accusations were not without
substance, and showed that the letter writers had read the
book well. Therefore it was remarkable that these accusations
were then presented as proofs for the gross exaggeration that
was the double accusation that she wrongly “blamed and exculpated.” 274 In a nutshell, this letter showed how the controversy had evolved: it went from informed, sharp criticism
to outrageous straw man in one breath. The personal attacks
on Arendt were not missing from these readers’ responses either, as for instance in another letter on this page. The author of this letter, psychoanalyst Éliane Amado Levy Valensi,
announced that hers was a ‘hesitant’ criticism; that she had
been asked to respond to Arendt by several colleagues. She
then proceeded to call Arendt a Jew ‘in negation of herself.’ 275
In other words: a self-hating Jew.
For Arendt there was nothing unexpected to the response
in the Nouvel Observateur; it was the same thing all over
again. Nevertheless, it did not fail to infuriate her once more.
This was exactly how she had not wanted the book to be
presented. She wrote to Gallimard: ‘to say that this book is
“dynamite” means already to fall in with the representation of
the book by interested Jewish quarters.’ As in the third phase,
her fear of the ‘organised campaign’ by ‘the Jewish Establishment’ took the lead – fed by the double accusation that she
misplaced the blame – which had reared its head again – as
well as by the accusation of Jewish self-hatred. ‘You will agree
that there is a distinction between a campaign and spontaneous hostile reactions,’ she continued. ‘The Letter Section
of the NOUVEL OBSERVATEUR as well as the selection that
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preceded it fell into the pattern of the campaign. By announcing the book as “dynamite” I feel that the publisher has, certainly without being completely aware of what he was doing,
opened the doors to this regrettable sensationalist reaction.’ 276
Nora ardently defended himself: first in a letter to Arendt’s
editor Lindley, and later to Arendt directly. He argued, perhaps
not entirely consistently, that his intervention had made sure
that the book sold at all, and had served ‘to defuse a campaign which I felt coming from all sides even before the publication of the book.’ 277 Nora claimed that he could not be held
accountable for the unfavourable consequences of his marketing strategy. Yes, he was responsible for the pre-publications in two of the best-read intellectual weeklies in France,
Les Temps modernes and Le Nouvel Observateur, he argued.
However, he was not responsible for the unfortunate ‘Is she a
Nazi’-headline. He did claim to be responsible for the favourable response to the book in other media, and he summed up:
Nora had made sure Le Monde would review the book favourably, a task his friend Vidal-Naquet took upon himself (VidalNaquet’s review was printed next to an excerpt of Sperber’s famous piece). Nora had personally intervened to make sure the
accompanying counter-review would not be written by ‘a famous Catholic personality’: one of the people who had signed
the collective letter in the Nouvel Obs, and who would certainly have channelled the commonplaces of the ‘organised campaign.’ 278 Nora had intervened at Preuves so they would print
a review by Roger Paret, ‘a fanatic admirer of the book.’ Nora
had lobbied to get Démeron, an important critic, interested
in the book at all – in a right-wing magazine no less, Le nouveau Candide. Without his intervention, Nora stated, Arendt
would only have had negative, right-wing criticism of the sort
that she was an anti-Semite. Without his intervention, he argued, the book would have been absorbed by the discussion of
Treblinka.279 Nora’s prime task had been to dissociate Arendt’s
book in the mind of the public from this ‘vulgar production,’ he
wrote. ‘I have done the impossible,’ Nora concluded in his letter to Arendt.280 And in his letter to Lindley he lyrically wrote:
‘If it were not paradoxical, I might even say that the only thing
you can reproach us for, is to have intoxicated the press to the
point that there might not be sufficient polemics to increase
the sale of the book!’ 281

276 Hannah Arendt, Letter of December 23, 1966, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Correspondence file, Publishers, 19441975, Gallimard, 1960-1965, image 12-13
of 27.

277 ‘[...] à désamorcer une campagne
que je sentais de tous côtés venir dès
avant la publication du livre.’ Pierre
Nora, Letter of December 12, 1966,
Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence
file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Gallimard,
1960-1965, image 7-8 of 27.

278 The person he referred to was
Jacques Madaule, of the organisation
L’Amitié judéo-chrétienne de France.

279 As well as by the discussion of
Roger Peyrefitte’s novel Les Juifs. Moyn,
The Treblinka Affair. A Holocaust Controversy in Postwar France, 142-146.

280 Pierre Nora, Letter of January 4,
1966, Library of Congress, Washington,
Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Gallimard, 1960-1965, image 14-15 of 27.

281 ‘J’irai même, s’il n’y avait pas
quelque paradoxe, jusqu’a dire que le
seul reproche que vous pourriez nous
faire, ce serait d’avoir intoxiqué la presse
au point qu’il risque de ne pas y avoir
de polémique susceptible de faire rebondir la vente du livre!’ Idem, Letter
of December 12, 1966, image 7-8 of 27.
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282 Démeron, Poliakov, Sperber, VidalNaquet, and Wormser had reviewed
Treblinka. Only Démeron mentioned it
in his review of Eichmann.

283 Hannah Arendt, Letter of January 24,1966, Library of Congress,
Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers,
Correspondence file, Publishers, 19441975, Gallimard, 1960-1965, image 16 of
27. Later Jean Daniel, editor-in-chief of
Le nouvel Observateur, apologised for the
headline ‘is she a Nazi?’ Jean Daniel,
Letter of March 6, 1968, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Adolf Eichmann File, Correspondence, Miscellaneous, German and
French languages, B-G 1963-1968, image
14 of 67. However, Arendt’s anger had
not only been roused by Nora and
the Nouvel Obs: the French translation
was full of mistakes. One of Arendt’s
French fans, Roger Errera, had alerted
her to this, and many reviewers noted
it as well. Roger Errera, ‘Liste des erreurs
de traduction de l‘ édition française de
“Eichmann à Jérusalem” ‘, Library of
Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt
Papers, Correspondence File, General,
1963-1976, Errera, Roger, 1966-1972,
image 1-4 of 62. It turned out the proofs
had never reached Arendt, because of a
mail strike. Christian Gallimard wrote
to assure Arendt these mistakes would
be corrected. A letter from the French
translator, Anne Guérin, shows that she
had only eight weeks to translate the
book. Anne Guérin, Letter of August
31, 1964, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Correspondence file, Publishers, 1944-1975, Viking
Press – 1963-1964.

284 Albert Memmi, ‘Autopsie d’un
assassin’, Magazine littéraire no.3 (January 1967) 34-35. Démeron, ‘Le livre qui
scandalise les Juifs et les non-Juifs’.
Dominique Jamet, ‘Toutes les vérités
sont bonnes à dire’, Figaro littéraire
(December 1 1966). Pierre Vidal-Naquet,
‘La banalité du mal’, Le Monde (January
13 1967) 16. Roger Paret, ‘Qui n’est pas
Adolf Eichmann?’, Preuves 17 no.191
(January 1967) 8-17. Michèle Cotta, ‘Le
mal d’être juif’, L’Express (November
14-20 1966). Éric Werner, Bulletin SEDEIS
no.924 (July 1 1965) 26-30. Éric Werner
was a young Swiss political philosopher,
who later in life associated with the extreme right in Switzerland. Werner did
not express any clear opinion except an
agreement with Arendt’s anti-Zionist
stance, and a pessimistic view that all of
Europe shared in collective guilt for the
murder of the Jews.
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According to Nora, he had arranged three positive reviews
of the French translation in major mainstream media. Arendt
was only vehemently attacked in Jewish media, which might
well have to do with Nora’s influence. Nora also claimed he had
managed to dissociate Arendt from Steiner. If the latter was
indeed his doing, he was successful in his mission. Although
the comparison with Steiner’s book would have been an obvious one to make, and although many of the Eichmann-reviewers had also reviewed Treblinka, it was rarely mentioned. 282
There might be another explanation for this, though. In the
US, Eichmann seemed frivolous in comparison to Hilberg’s
Destruction. In France however, Eichmann contrasted favourably with Treblinka, as a much more serious treatment of the
subject. In any case, Arendt was pacified after Nora’s profuse
justification.283
Content of the discussion in the sixth phase
What was written on Eichmann in Jerusalem in France before
the book’s translation, was not different from what came after.
The reception in France was quite evenly mixed between positive and negative reviews. The heat in the attacks on Arendt
recalled the first four phases of the controversy. There were
only two outright defenders of Arendt, the jurist Roger Errera
before publication, and the orientalist Roger Paret after. The
other reviews, the positive as well as the more neutral ones,
were all quite critical. In addition, just like in the fifth phase,
the broader perspective of the preceding controversy was a
part of the discussion. All French reviewers showed themselves aware of the discussions in the US and Germany. Unlike in Germany however, this broader perspective did not necessarily lead to restraint.
The French reviews are hard to group or summarise in any
manner; they were as diverse in tone as they were in content. Only one obvious division presents itself: the attacks on
Arendt all came from Jewish reviewers; the more nuanced and
positive reviews were written by both Jewish and non-Jewish reviewers. The reviews in non-Jewish media were written
by intellectuals, Jewish and non-Jewish: Albert Memmi, Pierre
Démeron, Dominique Jamet, Pierre Vidal-Naquet and Roger
Paret, and the (then) less well known Michèle Cotta and Éric
Werner, as well as the aforementioned Roger Errera.284 Paret,
Jamet and Errera wrote enthusiastically in Arendt’s favour. The
other reviewers approached the discussion with caution. They
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summarised the controversy so far; weighed pros and cons;
usually highlighted one of the three major discussion themes;
most often leaned towards Arendt’s side of the debate. All
lauded Arendt’s treatment of the perpetrator theme. As in the
preceding phases, disagreement with Arendt’s views on “Jewish cooperation” was near universal: all except Cotta agreed
that Arendt was too harsh on the victims.285 On the inappropriateness of Arendt’s ‘tone,’ much discussed in the preceding
controversy phases, the French critics (Jewish or non-Jewish,
vehemently attacking or more nuanced) seemed to agree: it
was. Only the enthusiasts defended her on this score, and only
Memmi omitted a discussion of Arendt’s ‘tone.’
Just like their German counterparts, French critics discussed the responsibility of the bystanders in Arendt’s moral
collapse, as well as the boundary between perpetrators and
bystanders. The obvious subject to relate this to, Vichy France,
was only alluded to in this discussion, by journalist Michèle
Cotta. Cotta, schooled as political scientist, wrote for the popular weekly L’Express. She took the approach many German
reviewers chose: a careful description of the controversial argument back and forth, without clearly positioning herself.
She had recently written a book on Vichy, and concluded her
review with a careful reflection on the responsibility of the bystanders. Cotta added an implicit reference to this period in
French history, a highly volatile subject:
[Arendt] indicates, in passing, how the inhabitants of the occupied countries witnessed the deportation of foreign Jews
with indifference, while they reacted strongly when their fellow countrymen were beginning to be arrested. Evidently, in
doing so, she touches wounds that are still too fresh for one to
be able to read her calmly.286
By contrast, reviewers did explicitly tie their discussion of bystanders and perpetrators to political issues of the time. Historian Vidal-Naquet for instance, an avid activist against French
presence in Algeria, explicitly referred to current French affairs. He wrote: ‘How many Frenchmen have let themselves
be reassured about [...] the interrogations in the overseas territories just because they put the word [“interrogation”] [...] in
quotation marks?’ He was referring to the French ‘police actions’ in Algeria, where torture was called ‘interrogation’.287
Another critic who used the discussion of the moral collapse
to criticise the politics of his day was Roger Paret, orientalist

285 On the victim theme, VidalNaquet sided with the heavyweights in
the Jewish media when he remarked
that Arendt ‘tells us nothing we did not
know already.’ Roger Errera poured his
overwhelming enthusiasm for the book
onto numerous pages of no less than
three reviews. This young French-Jewish jurist went into Arendt’s legal
criticism of the trial at length, which
was very rare in the controversy. He
agreed with her that the trial had failed
to demonstrate the moral collapse. On
the victim theme, Errera sided with
Arendt’s moral judgment of the Jewish
leaders for assuming to know what was
best for their people, instead of letting
them decide over their own lives. However, even this avid fan criticised Arendt
for omitting the Jewish resistance,
with reference to the aforementioned
exhibition in the CDJC. Roger Errera,
‘Eichmann. un procès inachevé’, Preuves
(March 1965) 262-274, at 269.

286 ‘Et elle indique, en passant, comment les inhabitants des pays occupés
ont laissé avec indifférence déporter
les Juifs étrangers, alors qu’ils ont vivement réagi lorsque leurs nationaux ont
commencé à être arrêtés. Ce faisant, elle
touche évidemment à des plaies trop
vives encore pour qu’on puisse la lire
avec sérénité.’ Cotta, ‘Le mal d’être juif’.

287 ‘Qui dira [...] [c]ombien de
Français se sont tranquillisés sur les
camps soviétiques, simplement parce
qu’on les appellait “camps de réeducation”, sur les interrogatoires outre-Méditerranée, simplement parce qu’on
assortissait les mots, les simples mots, de
guillemets?’ Both Memmi and VidalNaquet were fascinated by Arendt’s
description of the mechanisms of evil,
and how those mechanisms could
help to recognise evil in the here and
now. ‘[C]ette aventure peut se répéter,
demain un autre peuple peut devenir
un assassin collectif,’ novelist Memmi
wrote. There was one explicit reference
to Vichy, made by Démeron. Démeron
largely agreed with Arendt’s harsh judgment of the occupied peoples as well as
with her ‘reaffirmation of the collective
responsibility of the Germans.’ But he
did not link this issue to Vichy France;
his reference to Vichy was an argument
for his standpoint that Arendt expected
too much ‘lucidity and courage’ of the
victims: ‘il n’est pas si facile d’être un
héros.’ Vidal-Naquet, ‘La banalité du
mal’. Memmi, ‘Autopsie d’un assassin’,
35. Démeron, ‘Le livre qui scandalise les
Juifs et les non-Juifs’, 34.
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288 ‘Hitler nous a montré notre visage. “L’homme”, c’est aussi, irréparablement, “cela”.’ Paret, ‘Qui n’est pas Adolf
Eichmann?’, 16.

289 ‘Aucun des deux critiques n’a eu
de contact personnel avec Eichmann.
Pour eux, Eichmann était un accusé sur
le banc des accusés. Ils écoutaient ses
paroles avec un profond receuillement.
Eichman devint donc à leurs yeux “le
pauvre petit fonctionnaire insignifiant
qui n’avait que son devoir” (car sinon,
d’autres s’en seraient chargés), “et qui
se trouvait assis dans cette cage de
verre, telle une personification de la
banalité du mal.” Ils n’ont pas encore
compris jusqu’à maintenant que c’était
justement le role qu’Eichmann s’était
proposé de jouer au cours de son
procès.’ Avner Less, ‘Lettre d’Avner Less’,
Preuves no.193 (March 1967) 93-95. Roger
Paret, ‘Post-scriptum sur Eichmann’,
Preuves no.195 (May 1967) 92-93.

and journalist. His review appeared in the intellectual journal
Preuves, which had also printed Sperber’s article and Errera’s first review. Paret’s text is among the fifteen examined in
chapters 5 and 6. Just like Vidal-Naquet, Paret compared Eichmann’s state of mind to that of the men who had “policed” Algeria. He also used the discussion of Eichmann’s conscience
(and the role of the bystanders in soothing this conscience)
to attack fashionable “anti-fascist” thinkers such as Sartre,
whom he evidently loathed. More importantly, Paret took the
perpetrator and bystander themes to a whole new level. He
located the responsibility for the murder of the Jews beyond
Eichmann, beyond the bystanders even. We are all Eichmann,
he argued – an opinion Arendt herself abhorred. ‘Hitler has
shown us our face. [From now on] mankind also, irreversibly,
has that [face],’ he wrote.288 If we want to prevent such crimes
from happening again, he wrote, we must dare to face that
dark side of ourselves. We must dare to admit that we have
more in common with Eichmann and the Nazis than we dare to
admit now. This lengthy reflection on evil in mankind prompted a reply from none other than Avner Less, the police captain
who had interviewed Eichmann, Eichmann’s ‘father confessor.’
Less wrote that Paret and Arendt had completely misunderstood the nature of this man. Eichmann had fooled them with
his cunning act, Less wrote:
Both critics have not had personal contact with Eichmann. For
them, Eichmann was [simply the] accused [...] They listened
to his lines with a profound reverence. That is how they came
to view Eichmann as “the poor little insignificant official who
had done nothing but his duty” (because if he had not done it,
others would have been ordered to do it) “and who found himself seated in this glass cage, such a [perfect] personification
of the banality of evil.” To this day they have not understood
that this was exactly the role that Eichmann had decided to
play during his trial.289
Problems in the discussion: misrepresentations;
personal attacks
In Jewish media, Arendt was also attacked by intellectuals:
Manès Sperber, Michel Borwicz, Léon Poliakov, Olga Wormser
and Wladimir Rabi. Borwicz’s review cited Nora’s introduction
to the book; Borwicz’s and Poliakov’s reviews were clearly influenced by Jacob Robinson’s and Golo Mann’s arguments, for
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instance the ‘Soviet’-argument (Robinson); the argument that
the ‘foundation witnesses’ were a justifiable presence at the
trial (Robinson); or the argument that Arendt risked providing
ammunition for Nazi-apologists with her main judgment of the
Jewish leaders (Mann) (chapter 6). Wormser’s attack appeared
in a non-Jewish magazine for teachers, L’éducation nationale.
These emotionally charged attacks on Arendt all emphasised
the issue of “Jewish cooperation.” They ranged from Poliakov’s
icy judgment that she had let the polemicist in her trump the
scholar; to Rabi’s enraged statement that Arendt’s book was
fuelled by hatred. Rabi, Poliakov, Borwicz and Wormser all presented a version of the double accusation that Arendt “blamed
the victims and exculpated Eichmann” (by contrast, Sperber
advanced only the first accusation, and countered the second).290
What set the French reviewers apart were their explicit speculations on Arendt’s motives (or bad faith). For instance, Rabi and Sperber both took Arendt’s (supposed) antiZionist drive as Leitmotif for their reviews. Sperber was a famous writer and psychologist. As previously discussed, his review was a touchstone for reviewers in Germany and France.
W. Rabi (alias of Wladimir Rabinovitch) was a judge. He wrote
reviews and essays for, amongst others, the intellectual journal Esprit. According to Rabi, Arendt’s anti-Zionism drove both
this ‘intelligent girl’s’ judgment of Jewish behaviour under the
Nazis, as well as her judgment of the trial. He wrote: ‘especially when she talks of the Zionists her hatred burns like a
torch.’ 291 Sperber by contrast questioned Arendt’s motives
more subtly. His widely disseminated review was framed entirely as a response to Arendt’s ‘assimilationist’ arguments,
as opposed to his own Jewish-nationalist perspective. All this
was done implicitly. Without explicitly engaging in a discussion with Arendt, Sperber countered Arendt’s view that before the war, Zionists had engaged in lamentable cooperation
with Eichmann. According to Sperber the opposite was true:
only Zionist Jews had responded adequately to the Nazi persecution. Using a well-worn Zionist argument, Sperber then
argued that Jewish assimilation to the Gentile world was one
of the two main factors that made the mass murder possible
(the second factor was the unwillingness of the world to help
the Jews). Only at the end of his article did Sperber put his
anti-assimilationist argument and Arendt’s book together, “outing” Arendt as an assimilationist Jew. What drove
Arendt’s opinions, Sperber claimed, was the same ‘désidenti-

290 The reviewers’ views on Arendt’s
portrayal of Eichmann differed. Sperber and Rabi agreed with Arendt that
Eichmann was not a monster. This was
a bit surprising when one considers
the discussion of the preceding phases:
their fierce disagreement with Arendt
on “Jewish cooperation” and questioning of Arendt’s motives, predicted firm
disagreement with Arendt’s views on
Eichmann. To water down their agreement with her that Eichmann was no
monster, both added the controversy
commonplace that Arendt certainly
was not the first to notice Eichmann’s
ordinariness. By contrast, Borwicz
thought Arendt had made Eichmann
much more innocent and unknowing
than he really was. He strategically
avoided saying Eichmann was a monster, but he did attribute to him the
anti-Semitic bloodlust that stood at the
centre of Hausner’s argument (chapter
2). Wormser only stressed that Eichmann was guilty, even if he did not
murder anyone with his own hands.
Sperber, ‘Hourban ou l’inconcevable
certitude’, 14. Wladimir Rabi, ‘Le cas
Hannah Arendt. Sa haine éclate comme
une torche vivante...’, L’Arche no.118 (December 1966) 13-14, at 13. Leon Poliakov,
‘L’histoire se n’écrit pas avec des si...’, Les
nouveaux cahiers 2 no.8 (December 1966)
7-9, at 8-9. Michel Borwicz, ‘Le “roman”
d’Hannah Arendt’, Les nouveaux cahiers
2 no.8 (December 1966) 2-7, at 2, 7. Olga
Wormser, ‘Eichmann à Jerusalem, par
Hannah Arendt’, L’éducation nationale.
Revue hebdomadaire d’information pédagogique, 22 no.806 (November 17 1966)
27-28, at 28.

291 ‘Mais que cela soit dit par une
femme, intelligente comme Hannah
Arendt, avec tant de cruauté et de
sarcasme, d’ironie et d’arrogance, de
suffisance et d’aplomb, et finalement
de haine (oui de haine), c’est celà qui
rend quasiment insoutenable la lecture
de son livre. [...] Le docteur Servatius,
l’avocat d’Eichmann, a mal fait son
travail. Voice donc la plaidoierie que
nous propose cette fille intelligente.
[...] C’est surtout quand elle parle des
sionistes que sa haine éclate comme une
torche vivante.’ Rabi had recently written a book on the turbulent history
and hopeful present of French Jewry,
Anatomie du Judaïsme français (1962).
Rabi, ‘Le cas Hannah Arendt. Sa haine
éclate comme une torche vivante...’, 13.
Philippe Boukara, ‘Wladimir Rabi. Ici et
maintenant’, Esprit 12 (September 1988)
110-111.
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292 Sperber, ‘Hourban ou l’inconcevable certitude’, 11, 14.

293 ‘Mais son ouvrage fait penser
à ces photomontages déformants où,
agrandissant des éléments mineurs et
rapetissant tous les autres, l’auteur du
photomontage en arrive à réaliser une
parfaite caricature “documentée”.’ Borwicz, ‘Le “roman” d’Hannah Arendt’,
2, 7.

294 ‘[...] insister sur une complicité
imaginaire [...]’ Poliakov, ‘L’histoire se
n’écrit pas avec des si...’, 9.

295 Démeron, ‘Le livre qui scandalise
les Juifs et les non-Juifs’, 35. Démeron
had also conducted the interview with
Steiner in Le Nouveau Candide that had
kick-started the Treblinka controversy.
Le nouveau Candide (1961-1967) was a
popular right-wing weekly, the pendant
to Le nouvel observateur but politically
mirrored. Moyn, The Treblinka Affair. A
Holocaust Controversy in Postwar France, 1,
27, 145-146.
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fication’ with Jewishness that prepared the way for the mass
murder. This denial of her own Jewish identity also kept Arendt
from understanding the victims, he added. His argument was
backed by the authority of his ‘having been there.’ 292
Historians Poliakov and Borwicz also questioned Arendt’s
motives, the one more subtly than the other. Both specialists
on the subject matter, they wrote their reviews for the Jewish magazine Les nouveaux cahiers. Their texts are treated in detail in chapters 5 and 6. These historians both held
Arendt’s claims against the record and found them deeply
flawed: Arendt had forced the facts into her theoretical framework. Both argued that the reason for this should be sought
in Arendt’s personality: her intellectual vanity trumped any
scholarly instinct in her to search for ‘the historical truth.’ Here
they echoed Golo Mann, whose entire review was an attack
on Arendt’s intellectual arrogance. Like his fellow letter writers in the Nouvel Observateur, and like Rabi, Borwicz accused
Arendt of being motivated by Jewish self-hatred, and argued
that she distorted the truth on purpose. ‘[H]er work reminds
one of those twisted photomontages where, by enlarging minor elements and making all the other ones smaller, the maker [...] can present a perfectly “documented” caricature,’ Borwicz wrote.293 Poliakov by contrast told Arendt the controversy
was her own fault, for having ‘insisted on [the Jewish leaders’] imaginary complicity.’ According to him, Arendt’s polemic compulsion was the main drive behind the book.294
The question of Arendt’s motivation was heard throughout
the French discussion of Eichmann. Where she was not accused of dubious motives, she was defended from the accusation: as Pierre Démeron did. Démeron was a journalist and
literary critic. ‘One can criticise this or that conviction of the
author,’ Démeron wrote. ‘But at no point can one accuse her
of having malevolent intentions.’ 295 Albert Memmi also explicitly defended Arendt against personal attacks. Memmi was
a Tunesian-born, French-Jewish philosopher and novelist. He
wrote a review for the Magazine littéraire. According to him,
it was being a Jew that forced Arendt to consider the controversial subject matter. And it was being a German Jew that left
her desperately searching for an answer: because she knew
that Germans were normal people, not monsters. In this manner, Memmi turned the personal accusations around. Arendt
was not in denial of her Jewishness, as the accusation of Jewish self-hatred stated. She was not reasoning from her assimilated, “German perspective” – as the accusation of anti-Zi-
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onist sentiments assumed. She was not reasoning from the
perspective of the perpetrators – as the accusation that she
“blamed the victims and exculpated the perpetrators” suggested (and as was sometimes explicitly stated). She was Jewish and German, Memmi argued, and this drove her relentless
search for answers.296
Characteristics of the discussion that help to explain its
problems: unwritten rules
Rules did not play such a role in the French discussion as
they had in the preceding discussion of Arendt’s book. What
is interesting is that the historians, more vocal in the French
discussion than anywhere else, were the discussants most
concerned with the rules that Arendt had broken. Pierre VidalNaquet, Olga Wormser, Léon Poliakov and Michel Borwicz
were French-Jewish historians; the latter three were specialists in the subject matter discussed. Their reviews are all examined in chapters 5 and 6. Vidal-Naquet explicitly stated the
rule that “only those who were there, may judge the Jewish
leaders”: ‘the facts belong to the historians, the moral judgment to the victims.’ 297 By contrast, Wormser did not only argue the Jewish leaders should not be judged, she even ruled
criticism of the Eichmann trial off limits: ‘the time of historical indifference has not yet arrived,’ she sternly wrote. The two
other historian-specialists, Poliakov and Borwicz, argued that
Arendt had broken certain historical-methodological rules in
her book, which they listed: the rule that “generalisations are
not allowed”; the rule that “one may not tailor historical reality to fit one’s theory”; the rule that “polemics have no place in
history writing”; the rule that “historians do not write if-history.” 298

296 Memmi, ‘Autopsie d’un assassin’,
35. Here was a reviewer who saw the
core problem in Arendt’s book: she had
intended to build an argument against
Hausner, but ended up building a
half-explicit theory on Eichmann and
his crimes. Where she wanted to discuss
her response on Hausner, most of her
critics picked up on the half-explicit
theory, and wanted to discuss that. In
a remarkably concise manner, Memmi
laid bare Arendt’s principal argument
on Eichmann as a new type of criminal, in the hope that this would enable
a more lucid discussion. However, he
also refused Arendt’s “genre”-defence in
her Postscript, that her work was a mere
report on Eichmann and she could not
be held accountable for anything else.

297 ‘Les faits appartiennent aux historiens, le jugement moral aux victimes.’
Vidal-Naquet, ‘La banalité du mal’.

298 Ibid.. Wormser, ‘Eichmann à
Jerusalem, par Hannah Arendt’. Poliakov, ‘L’histoire se n’écrit pas avec des si...’.
Borwicz, ‘Le “roman” d’Hannah Arendt’.

Conclusion
The preoccupation with Arendt’s motives was the most defining characteristic of the controversy’s sixth phase. Nowhere
else was this subject so consistently discussed. This is the element that ties the otherwise very diverse French reviews together, and sets them apart from the contributions in Germany and the US. Otherwise, apart from a certain elaborate style
of writing maybe, there was little specifically French about the
reviews of Eichmann à Jérusalem. Reviewers did link Arendt’s
book to then-current events in French politics. The French co-
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299 In her book, Arendt did not have
much to say about the role of Vichy
France in the murder of the Jews. She
was very critical of the collaboration in
the countries occupied in Eastern Europe. She also berated Western European countries for their lack of resistance,
but less harshly for their collaboration
with the Nazis. Letters from researchers
and survivors corrected her on these
issues.

300 Eichmann was only the second
of Arendt’s books to appear in French
translation. The first was The human
condition (1958), which came out in
France in 1961. Her most famous work,
the Origins of totalitarianism, only appeared in France in 1972. Moyn, The
Treblinka Affair. A Holocaust Controversy
in Postwar France, 142. Olivier Mongin,
‘La réception d’Hannah Arendt en
France’, in: Miguel Abensour et al. eds.,
Ontologie et politique. Actes du colloque
Hannah Arendt (Paris 1989) 7-13. Also see
Le Monde 20-10-1972, p 18, where Vidal
Naquet discusses the place of this work
in Arendt’s oeuvre.

301 Treblinka was brought out in
an English translation by Simon and
Schuster in 1967. Moyn, The Treblinka
Affair. A Holocaust Controversy in Postwar
France, 5.
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operation and collaboration in the murder of the Jews however was only alluded to, in a few reviews. This in contrast to
Germany, where a significant part of the discussion revolved
around Arendt’s criticism of Germany’s past and present. Although Cotta was the author of a book on Vichy France, she
did not critically comment on Arendt’s omissions. A discussion of sensitive political issues was possible, as Vidal-Naquet
and Paret demonstrated, but Vichy was apparently still too
sensitive.299
In size, the whole French discussion was equivalent to the
controversy’s first and fourth phase – small compared to the
entire American and German discussions. One reason for this
could be that Arendt was hardly known in France.300 In addition, French readers had no anthology like Die Kontroverse to
overcome the language barrier between their own discussion
and the discussions of the preceding phases. The most likely
cause however, was the heated discussion that immediately
preceded Arendt’s book in France: the controversy on Steiner’s Treblinka, in the spring and summer of 1966. The subject
of “Jewish cooperation” (and “Jewish resistance”) had thus
been exhaustively discussed shortly before Arendt’s book hit
the shelves. By the time Eichmann à Jérusalem was published,
in the fall, French reviewers and audiences had probably had
their fill of the discussion. Only those who were particularly
interested in the subject, were willing to go another round. In
fact, Steiner and Arendt traded places. As Arendt’s book was
being discussed in France, the English translation of Treblinka
became available in the US – where audiences had been saturated by the preceding Arendt-controversy.301 This unlike in
Germany, where the preceding Hochhuth-controversy seems
to have had no serious dampening effect on the discussion
of Arendt’s book; and the Arendt-controversy in turn did not
hamper a string of Holocaust-related discussions immediately after.
In spite of its relatively small size, the French discussion
managed to revive nearly everything that came before. The
very diverse reviews echoed all the previous controversy
phases: the entanglement of the first phase; the double accusation that she misplaced the blame and the personal attacks of the second; the obsession with The Facts of the third;
the imported views of the fourth; the meta-perspective and
depth of the fifth. The discussion was conducted in both Jewish and mainstream media, before larger and smaller audiences. Just as in the American controversy, the most heated part
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of the discussion was conducted by Jewish reviewers. Their
vehement attacks recalled the high point of the American controversy, in the summer of 1963. As explained in section 3.2,
Jews who viewed their Jewish identity differently than Arendt
were her most vocal opponents. Interestingly, Arendt’s most
vocal French opponents were Jews with Eastern-European
backgrounds. Sperber was born in East-Galicia, now Ukraine.
Borwicz and Poliakov were of Polish and Russian origin respectively. Rabi was born in Lithuania, raised in France, and
Wormser’s parents were Russian Jews. These five reviewers
passionately defended the Zionists, the Jewish leaders and the
Jewish resistance against Arendt’s (partly perceived) attacks,
and attacked Arendt’s (falsely presumed) assimilationist
identity. In contrast to their American counterparts however,
these French critics did not put other discussants into enemy camps as well – they only opposed themselves to Arendt’s
(presumed) Jewish identity.
Just as in Germany, news of the Arendt-controversy in
France long preceded the translation of her book. Both
sides tried to influence the direction the discussion would
take: Arendt’s publisher by using his influence to plant positive reviews and prevent very negative ones; the other side
by bringing in vocal opponents from outside and inside of
France, just as had happened in Germany. Arendt’s publisher very probably moderated the French reception of Arendt’s
book in mainstream media. This reception might otherwise
have been more negative, under the influence of some of
Arendt’s opponents who fervently lobbied against the book.
The element that is missing from the French discussion, is
the German restraint on the ‘Jewish issues.’ Although many
French reviewers were nuanced and cautious, one does not
get the impression they felt inhibited in discussing the victim
theme. The most obvious explanation for this is that non-Jewish French reviewers did not feel hampered by their historical
burden of responsibility for the murder of the Jews, as their
West German counterparts did. The silence on Vichy France,
even from a researcher of the subject, seems to confirm this.
That the number of heated attacks on Arendt was relatively greater than in Germany also has an obvious, and painful,
explanation: there were simply more Jewish reviewers in
France to fervently oppose Arendt.
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3.7 CONCLUSION
This last section first discusses the results of this historical
analysis of the Arendt-controversy from a country-overarching perspective. Then it goes into the problematic aspects of
the discussion, which inform the argumentation-theoretical
analyses of chapters 5 and 6.
Development of the controversy
It would be a mistake to think that Arendt’s book was only controversial in the US, and only among Jewish reviewers, as much
of the controversy historiography presupposes: Arendt’s book
was intensely and broadly discussed in Germany and France.
Superficially, the discussion of the German edition was relatively calm. Looking more closely however, one recognises that
many reviewers were restraining themselves, with explicitly declared discussion rules. Even this self-imposed restraint however was not enough to curb every sharp opinion. Neither can the
famous discussion of the New York Intellectuals represent the
entire Arendt-controversy, as it often has to do. Although there
were arguments that kept recurring throughout all the controversy phases, many of which the New York Intellectuals used, there
were also important differences. In Germany for instance the discussion of the perpetrator theme was quite different, and the bystander theme was introduced.
Looking not only at the content of the controversy, as most historical analyses of the controversy do, but also at its development,
filling gaps in the historiography, this chapter also shows that in
spite of Arendt’s views being controversial everywhere, the discussion of her book was not always equally problematic. In the
US, the restraint and mediating efforts of individual discussants
did not have any noticeable impact. In the fifth phase however,
the restraint of many individual discussants together resulted in
a discussion that, overall, was not broken down. And in the sixth
phase, the opposite happened: discussants chose, even at this late
stage, to revive the vehement discussion of earlier phases. The
Arendt-controversy was not a natural disaster. It was the sum of
discussants’ individual choices. This result is an important starting point for the examination of the fifteen historian-reviewers:
each could choose how to contribute to the discussion.
Arendt, too, chose how to contribute to the discussion. As discussed, Arendt was much more amenable in private: the stark
and sweeping statements were part of her public face. One must
differentiate even further: that was her public face on paper.
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In interviews, in lectures, she was already much more nuanced.
In her correspondence with individual readers she showed
herself sensitive to all the nuances of the historical events and
people she had so decisively judged in her book. In any case, the
more amenable, private Arendt did not find a willing ear in those
she had shocked and hurt with her book. Many of her correspondents, friends and acquaintances among them, were so angry, and
so caught up in the heated atmosphere of the discussion, that
they could not see that privately Arendt was willing to budge on
many issues.
Historian Amos Elon wrote in 1997: ‘In retrospect, the attacks
of more than thirty years ago on Arendt’s book are astonishing
in their unbridled vehemence. They were by no means restricted to academic circles. [...] All were offended by Eichmann in
Jerusalem.’ 302 The vehemence of the Arendt-controversy is always
mentioned in controversy lore, but what it meant usually remains
a bit vague; this chapter has made it more concrete. It is one thing
to disagree; another to use a personal attack in a discussion; yet
another to exclude someone from a discussion by means of unilateral discussion rules (‘only those who were there may judge’);
and yet another to refuse to eat at the same table with someone
who has a different interpretation of complex historical events.303
The personal attacks on Arendt found their high point in the controversy’s second and sixth phases. In the third phase, Arendt herself was at her most damaging, assigning her conspiracy motives
to her opponents. Such attacksdid not only hinder the discussion
of the issues; they also made for a very nasty discussion climate.
This had very real consequences. The fallout in Arendt’s personal and professional life can be gathered from her personal correspondence. The reputation she had enjoyed as the author of The
origins was tarnished, and she ‘became rigid’ in her separation of
‘the private and the public realms.’ 304 The immense popularity
and adulation that Arendt is awarded today, only came after her
death in 1975.

302 Amos Elon, ‘The Case of Hannah
Arendt’, The New York Review of Books, 44
no.17 (November 6 1997) 8-9.

303 Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt,
354-355.

304 Ibid., 381-382, 471-473. Elon, ‘The
Case of Hannah Arendt’.

Content of the controversy
When studied in its entirety, the controversy on Arendt’s book in
these three countries turns out to be surprisingly repetitive. In all
six phases, in the hundreds of texts produced, there was a fixed
set of positions that were discussed, over and over again, with a
limited number of arguments to support or attack them. On the
victim theme, discussants responded to Arendt’s moral judgments of the Jewish leaders. They protested several elements of
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her judgments. First of all, according to many hostile critics she
had condemned all the victims. Secondly, Arendt’s main judgment
that the leaders’ existence contributed to the extent of the mass
murder (because they all cooperated), was a collective judgment.
This was rejected by most reviewers, hostile or friendly. Thirdly,
she had used a certain tone that was considered inappropriate.
The fourth element that was much protested was Arendt’s judging the Jewish leaders at all: many critics argued it was inadmissible to judge them.
The discussion of Arendt’s views on Eichmann was more
straightforward than the discussion of “Jewish cooperation.” Most
reviewers simply agreed or disagreed with her that Eichmann was
no monster, that evil could be banal, executed by a man average
in many respects. Enthusiastic reviewers often extrapolated her
views to an “Eichmann as Everyman”-type-conclusion that Arendt
herself did not support. Arendt’s trying to understand Eichmann’s
psyche at all was clearly taboo for many people. It was often seen
as “sympathy,” and was unfavourably contrasted with her supposed “lack of sympathy” for the victims.
It was in Germany that the third discussion theme became important to the controversy: that of the bystanders (and the resisters, whom Arendt had depicted as bystanders). Again, Arendt criticised most vehemently what was dearest and closest to her. In
the case of the victims, this was controversial: Arendt’s infamous
statement that her worst criticism was reserved for the Jewish
leaders because she was a Jew herself, was rejected as outright
betrayal by many of her critics. In the case of the German people however, her criticism was taken as a matter of course, because it did not break any taboos. To the contrary, it confirmed
what many people already thought. Even in Germany, Arendt’s
opinions on the ‘ubiquitous complicity’ and ‘systematic mendacity’ of Nazi society and the German people were applauded.
However, turning the heroes of the German conservative resistance into bystanders, making them a part of the moral collapse,
that went too far for many German reviewers. They defended the
resistance with arguments familiar from the defence of the
Jewish leaders.
Arendt and her defenders often presented the controversy as a
massive onslaught on a relatively innocent collection of opinions.
That is a very one-sided presentation of affairs. Misrepresentations of Arendt’s views notwithstanding, most of the controversial
issues can be traced back to Arendt’s book. They could be sharp
opinions that Arendt presented on sensitive issues, as discussed
above. Or they could be sensitive areas where Arendt was impre-
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cise. One example is Arendt’s use of the words “collaboration” and
“cooperation” to describe the behaviour of the Jewish leaders under the Nazi yoke. At the height of the controversy, in a letter to
a critical acquaintance, Arendt said that she could not remember having used the word “collaboration” in the book. ‘You speak
of “collaboration”,’ she wrote, ‘but to my knowledge that word is
not used by me; I spoke of cooperation to avoid this word, that
does not apply to the Jews.’ 305 However, Arendt had used the word
‘collaboration’ in the book in connection with the Jewish leaders,
once. Moreover, her opponents were not only responding to her
one-time explicit use of the word “collaboration.” Arguably, one of
the moral problems Arendt subsumes under the header “cooperation” is in fact “collaboration” (chapter 2). Arendt was sloppy on a
very sensitive issue. In addition, for some of her opponents, even
the use of the word “cooperation” in this context was inadmissible.
Another sensitive issue on which Arendt was inconsistent, was
that of the Jewish resistance. Arendt faulted Hausner for asking
his survivor-witnesses why they had not resisted. However, she
herself spoke derogatorily of the Jewish resistance, and then admiringly as well. Her opponents ignored the inconsistencies, and
took her derogatory remarks as proof that she was out to besmirch
heroic Jewish victims.
Arendt often complained that her enemies did not discuss the
issues that she wanted to discuss, but she made it easy for them
to avoid those issues. The moral problems that Arendt raised,
were drowned in the clamour over the cynical terms she couched
her moral judgments in, her “tone.” Critics could also avoid discussing the difficult moral questions that Arendt raised, by discussing the inadmissibility or inappropriateness of her blank
main judgment instead. Pointing to noble individuals among the
Jewish leaders, they concluded that a collective judgment of the
Jewish leaders was not possible – and left the precise content of
these judgments (that the Jewish leaders abused their power,
for example) aside. Arendt also made it easy for her opponents
to mow her down in the discussion of Eichmann. She presented examples of Eichmann’s cruel behaviour and some of his bizarre citations; these examples however contradicted her theory
on his lack of criminal intent and lowly motives. Her explanation
for these contradictions was quite weak. Thus, her opponents
did not even need to look for extra evidence to contradict her; they
could simply use against her these examples she herself provided.
Summarising, one could say that the theme in Arendt’s book reviewers responded to, was her theory of moral collapse; the moral
judgments that came with this theory; and her use of Eichmann as

305 ‘Sie sprechen von “Kollaboration”
– aber das Wort gibt es bei mir m.W.
nicht; ich sprach von cooperation um
dies Wort, das auf die Juden nicht zutrifft, zu vermeiden.’ Arendt, Letter of
August 29, 1963, image 24-29 of 46 at 27.
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306 ‘Das Buch enthält eigentlich keine
Thesen. Es ist ein Bericht, in dem allse
Tatsachen zu Wort kommen, die in dem
Jerusalemer Prozeß verhandelt wurden.
[...] Der Streit um das Buch geht leider
großenteils um Tatsachen und nicht
um Thesen oder Meinungen, um Tatsachen, die zu Theorien umfrisiert werden, um ihnen ihren Tatsachencharakter zu entnehmen.’ Arendt, television
interview with Thilo Koch, as quoted
in Idem, Verstehen, 39.

307 In her letter to Scholem, her most
clear and concise response to the controversial issues, Arendt postponed part
of the discussion to a time when she
intended to write about these things:
‘Indeed nowadays I am of the opinion
that evil is always only extreme, but
never radical, it has no depth, nor devilishness. It can destroy the whole world,
exactly because it grows rampant on
the surface, like a mushroom. Yet deep
and radical is always only the good. But,
as said, I do not want to speak more
of these things, as I intend to treat this
matter in another context and more
elaborately another time. But mister
Eichmann will remain the concrete
model for what I mean.’

308

Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt, 374.

309

Arendt and Jaspers, Briefwechsel

1926-1969, 567.

a model for this theory. This was where fundamental oppositions
between the discussants arose: on her moral judgment of the Jewish leaders and the German resistance; on her view of Eichmann’s
conscience. This however was not something that Arendt wanted to acknowledge. Positioning herself on one extreme end of the
controversy, she went as far as to say the moral collapse and the
banality of evil were pure “fact” that she had just “reported.” She
began a German interview with the remark that ‘there are really
no theories in my book.’ 306
Arendt’s claim that there were no theories in her book was, of
course, nonsense. During her reporting of the Eichmann trial,
Arendt had changed her mind on the nature of evil.307 Listening
to Eichmann, she had developed a new theory on the mechanism
behind the Third Reich and its crimes: the moral collapse. She had
begun to phrase criteria for resisting the moral collapse. And she
had begun to formulate judgments of those who succumbed to
the moral collapse – nearly everyone in the Reich and Nazi occupied Europe. Arendt had not intended to formulate these theories and judgments when she set out to write the report. Probably they were not as fully and thoroughly developed as they would
have been if she had intended to write about them. To her readers,
however, that was irrelevant. Arendt presented theories and moral
judgments, and they engaged her in discussion on these theories
and judgments. According to biographer Young-Bruehl ‘in private,
[Arendt] admitted candidly that she knew her work had moral implications she had not thought out.’ 308 In public however, it would
take a long time for Arendt to admit that maybe the cause of the
controversy lay not only outside of her book. Karl Jaspers called
her ‘endlessly naive,’ to be so surprised at vehement attacks from
people she had personally attacked in her book.309
Power play in the controversy
The lobbying behind the scenes of Arendt, her opponents and her
supporters was examined in this chapter to correct controversy
lore, which depicts either Arendt or her opponents as almighty.
The roots of these two competing tales in controversy lore are
to be found in the controversy’s earliest beginnings, when organisations such as the ADL displayed a disproportionate fear of
Arendt’s sway over the general public, and Arendt herself saw the
hand of the ‘Jewish Establishment’ in nearly all criticism of her book.
As it turns out, both sides successfully intervened in the discussion. In the US, Arendt’s opponents held the upper hand. The ADL
tried to govern the public mind by replacing Arendt with Robin-
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son as the truth-teller on these historical issues, not without success. In Germany, Arendt immediately and publicly involved herself in the discussion, and thus changed the debate in her favour.
In France, nobody came out on top, in spite of lobbying efforts
from both sides.
Guided by the controversy-analyses of discussants themselves,
this chapter evaluated the power play in the controversy as a manifestation of a territorial battle over history. To those involved, this
controversy was as much about the historical truth as it was about
who owned the historical truth. The endlessly repeated standpoints and arguments in the Arendt-controversy testify of their
attempts to control the battleground. The question of ownership
of these historical events also manifested itself in the various rules
the discussants used and alluded to in the discussion. Rules were
used to protect a saintly image of the Jewish leaders: “one may not
judge the victims.” Rules camouflaged trespassing: “as Germans,
we cannot discuss these issues.” Rules demarcated territory: “you
were not there, you may not judge.”
This was Arendt’s greatest transgression: in her book and in the
controversy she chose the perspective of the ‘ordinary Jew.’ Her
distinction between ordinary victims and the Jewish leaders followed the survivors, who, according to her, insisted on this distinction.310 Thus she took position in the survivors’ discussion,
even though “she had not been there.” Her judgments of the Jewish leaders were a direct response to what she had seen at the trial, particularly to what she witnessed when the Hungarian Jewish
leader Pinhas Freudiger took the stand and members of the audience started shouting at him.311
By contrast, Arendt’s greatest success was her contribution
to the mainstream discussion of these historical issues. When
Arendt wrote her book, the Nazi murder of the Jews was considered “Jewish history.” This is confirmed for instance by the fact
that many of the reviews in American mainstream newspapers
were written by Jewish journalists.312 At the end of the controversy, the murder of the Jews by the Nazis was less “Jewish history” than when it began. Thus, Arendt had served the goal that
Hausner and many of her enemies in the controversy pursued as
well: to find a mainstream spotlight for the story of these horrible
events.313 Attention for the subject was desired by those who saw
themselves as the gatekeepers of this part of history, but it had to
be controlled: not all discussions were deemed suitable for the
general public. Attention for the suffering of the victims was good.
But the behaviour of the Jewish Councilmen was supposed to remain an internal Jewish affair. The double accusation that Arendt

310 Arendt elaborates on this in her
Postscript. Arendt, EIJ, 284, 296-297.

311 Footage of these moments can be
viewed online: Eichmann Trial. Sessions
52 and 53. Testimonies of Pinhas Freudiger,
Martin Foeldi, Ze’ev Sapir (May 25, 1961)
(United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum) FILM ID: 2064. More of her
response to the ‘ordinary’ victims can
be found for instance in her descriptions of Vienna and Theresienstadt.
Idem, EIJ. Idem, ‘The Jewish establishment. Hannah Arendt replies’.

312 Some Jewish reviewers in US
mainstream media: Agronsky, ‘New
view of Eichmann trial. mere vengeance
and political show’. Loren Baritz, ‘The
respectability of mass murders’, Chicago
Daily News (May 18 1963). Friedman,
‘Is Eichmann really dead? No, argues
Hannah Arendt – he was an ordinary
man, and more like him lie innocently
in wait for mankind’. Henry W. Levy,
‘On Jewish “collaboration”’, Baltimore
Morning Sun (May 18 1963). Rostow, ‘Do
laws apply to so great an evil? The uses
and misuses of justice’. Sumner Silver,
‘The spell of evil days’, Worcester Telegram (May 19 1963). Samuel, ‘One for six
million’.

313 Some discussants already remarked this at the time. From an
editorial overview of the controversy
in Aufbau: ‘Aus den angeführten
Beispielen ersieht der Leser, wie sehr
Hannah Arendts Buch zum mindesten
eines erreicht hat: eine höchst intensive
Beschäftigung mit jener grauenhaften
Zeit, die das Judentum durchmachen
musste, und deren Opfer nocht lange
die Menschheit zu immer neuer Gewissensprüfung veranlassen werden.’ ‘Die
Presse über Hannah Arendts Buch’,
Aufbau/Reconstruction (June 7 1963). Also
see, for example, Pat Watters, ‘Balance of
boredom. Try this miracle cure on your
own current case of the flu’, Atlanta
Journal (March 5 1963). Day Thorpe,
‘Adolf Eichmann; agentor principal?’,
Washington Star (May 19 1963).
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314 Argumentation-theoretical definitions of controversy in Frans H. Van
Eemeren and Bart Garssen, ‘Controversy and confrontation in argumentative
discourse’, in: Frans H. Van Eemeren
and Bart Garssen eds., Controversy and
Confrontation. Relating controversy analysis
with argumentation theory (Amsterdam
2008) 1-26, at 3, 24. Marcelo Dascal,
‘Dichotomies and types of debate’,
in: Frans H. Van Eemeren and Bart
Garssen eds., Controversy and Confrontation. Relating controversy analysis with
argumentation theory (Amsterdam 2008)
27-49. G. Thomas Goodnight, ‘Science
and technology controversy. A rationale
for inquiry’, Argumentation and advocacy
42 no.1 (2005) 26-30. Idem, ‘Controversy’,
Argument in controversy. Proceedings of the
seventh SCA/AFA conference on argumentation (1991) 1-13.

misplaced the blame was born from and sustained by the fears of
Arendt’s opponents. These fears of being misunderstood, of losing
control over the presentation of these historical events, and of the
devastating consequences that might have, these fears were real.
Just as real was Arendt’s fear of the hostile response – even if she
played down or underestimated her own power. In this context it
is important to recall that at the time, the Arendt-controversy was
but one among many controversies on the Nazi crimes. In all three
countries, the Arendt-controversy was part of a string of turbulent
discussions on the past, discussions in which the ownership of the
story of this past was challenged and transferred; discussions in
which the rules for looking at and judging the historical actors of
this past were redrawn.
The problematic character of the Arendt-controversy
In a way, it is artificial to call the discussion of Arendt’s book in
these three countries “a controversy”. Looking at the development of the discussion, one might rather define it as three separate controversies in three countries. Or one might follow historians of the controversy and controversy participants themselves,
and define the discussion along lines of content: a controversy on
Jewish identity (Jew vs Jew); a controversy on the nature of evil
(universalist vs particularist; intentionalist vs functionalist); a controversy on the depiction of the subject (authority vs challenger).
From an argumentation-theoretical perspective, one might hesitate to call parts of the discussion “controversy”: plenty of individual contributions are simply calm discussions of Arendt’s book.314
As explained in chapter 1, this study approaches the discussion
in these three countries holistically, using the word controversy
in the loose, colloquial sense that historians use it. This chapter
has deliberately refrained from dividing the discussion or the discussants of Arendt’s book in sharp categories, as the historians
of this subject tend to do. The reason for this was also discussed
in this chapter: in the divisions too much gets lost. The discussions in the three countries are distinct, but they are also connected. Discussants responded to discussants from other countries;
they observed and even participated in different discussion arenas. Heated contributions responded to calm contributions and
vice-versa. Too many controversy participants do not conform
to the dividing lines of Jew vs. Jew, or, as some will have them,
Jew vs. Gentile. One would have to break up individual contributions to maintain any division: this participant contributed to the
“Jewish” controversy, but also to the typically “German” discus-
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sion; that participant was calm in this part of his text, but vehement in that part of his text. Similarly, in this discussion historians
discern the beginnings of certain historical schools of thought. To
divide the controversy along those lines however, as some of them
do, is teleological. Worse, it erases one of the aspects that makes
the Arendt-controversy so interesting and relevant to later Holocaust controversies: in the contributions of individual discussants,
including Arendt’s book, positions coexist that later came to be regarded as mutually exclusive (chapter 7).
The discussion and the discussants are not easily categorised.
That does not mean, however, that everything about this discussion of Arendt’s book is complex, fragmented or diffuse. When
looking at the controversy from a holistic perspective, there are
certain characteristics of the discussion that keep returning in
each of the three countries. Misrepresentations and personal attacks are the most obvious problems troubling the discussion. In
addition, the fundamental oppositions that some discussants defined, a clash of different world views and even identities, might point
to conflicting starting points between the two sides of the discussion.
These oppositions express themselves in the discussants’ insistence
on their possession of The Facts for instance. There are other recurring characteristicsand she defined the resisters as mere bystanders to the murder, which was also controversialcontroversial opinions
on one of its that might help to understand the discussion’s problems. The crossover arguments for instance, that indicate the discussants’ differences might not have been as irreconcilable as they
presented them. From the critics’ half-explicit response to Arendt’s
half-explicit theories and judgments arose confusion on the definition of key concepts in the discussion. This conceptual vagueness did
not help to further an already difficult discussion. And take the accumulated, endlessly rehearsed arguments: according to argumentation-theorist Marcelo Dascal a typical feature of controversy, where
‘contenders pile up arguments they believe increase the weight of
their positions vis-à-vis the adversaries’ objections, thereby leading,
if not to deciding the matter in question, at least to tilting the ‘balance of reason’ in their favour.’ 315 Or consider the unwritten rules that
discussants kept pointing or alluding to (including Arendt herself, in
her “genre”-defence): rules to regulate the problematic content of
the discussion, rules to regulate damaging behaviour in the discussion. According to Dascal the ‘opposed attitudes and preferences’ of
a controversy also reveal ‘disagreements about the extant methods
of problem-solving.’ 316 These characteristics of the Arendt-controversy will inform the analyses and evaluations of the fifteen historians’ reviews in chapter 5 and 6.

315 Marcelo Dascal, ‘How rational
can a polemic across the analytic-continental “divide” be?’, International Journal
of Philosophical Studies 9 no.3 (2001) 313319, at 315.

316

Ibid.
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The pragma-dialectical
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INTRODUCTION
This chapter explains how the fifteen selected reviews were
analysed and evaluated (the selection criteria for the fifteen
reviews are discussed in Appendix II). This study looks at the
historian-reviewers’ participation in the controversy from a
procedural perspective. The theory behind this perspective
is the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation. This theory does not only provide a theoretical framework for the analysis of the fifteen historian-reviewers’ contributions; it also
provides a method that helps to determine the structure, and
analyse the contents, of their complex and often lengthy argumentation; as well as a norm to evaluate if, and if so, how
these texts contributed to the breakdown of the discussion.
This chapter briefly explains what the pragma-dialectical
theory is, and how the pragma-dialectical method was used
in this study. Section 4.1.1 presents the basic tenets of the
pragma-dialectical theory. Section 4.1.2 then outlines the theory’s analytical tool and evaluative norm, the ‘ideal model of a
critical discussion.’ Section 4.2 shows how the pragmadialectical method was applied in this study. Section 4.2.1
discusses the steps of a pragma-dialectical argumentation
analysis. Section 4.2.2 discusses how one can evaluate argumentative discourse using the pragma-dialectical ‘rules for
a critical discussion’ and the theory’s concept of ‘strategic
manoeuvring.’
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1 For a more complete picture of
pragma-dialectics, see Frans H. Van
Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory (Dordrecht 2014). Frans H.
Van Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation
(Amsterdam, Philadelphia 2010). Frans
H. Van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst,
A systematic theory of argumentation. The
pragma-dialectical approach (Cambridge
2004).

2 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 518, 523-527. Frans H. Van
Eemeren, Bart Garssen, and Jean H.M.
Wagemans, ‘The pragma-dialectical
method of analysis and evaluation’, in:
Robert C. Rowland and Jaclyn Howell
eds., Reasoned argument and social change.
Selected papers from the 17th biennial
conference on argumentation (Washington
2011) 25-47, at 46n18.

3 ‘The pragma-dialectical model of
a critical discussion is a theoretically
motivated idealization, not a utopia.
This means that it should provide vital
guidance for their conduct to people
who wish to resolve their differences on
the merits by means of argumentative
discourse. The [theory’s] model [of a
critical discussion] must therefore be
constructed in such a way that it can
be a point of reference not only in
analysing and evaluating extant argumentative discourse but also in reflecting upon the production of (oral and
written) argumentative discourse. [...]
By providing a coherent set of norms
for determining to what extent a given
piece of extant argumentative discourse
deviates from a course conducive to
resolving a difference of opinion on
the merits, the ideal model of a critical
discussion also serves a critical function. When the heuristic, analytic, and
critical functions of the model are all
duly taken into account, a sound basis
can be created for developing practical
guidelines for a methodical improvement of the quality of argumentative
practices.’ Eemeren et al., Handbook of
argumentation theory, 528-529.

4

Ibid., 520-552.

5 Van Eemeren et al. write: ‘[...] the
descriptive study of contextualised
argumentative discourse in human
communication and interaction and
the normative study of argumentation
in regimented critical exchanges.’ Ibid.,
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4.1 THE PRAGMA-DIALECTICAL THEORY OF
ARGUMENTATION

4.1.1 Basic tenets of the pragma-dialectical theory
To study the complex debate that is the Arendt-controversy, this study turns to argumentation theory (chapter 1). The
study of argumentation is conducted in many and multifarious ways. In this diverse field, the pragma-dialectical theory
of argumentation is a theory that combines several perspectives on argumentation: the dialectical, the rhetorical and the
pragmatic.2 It presents not only a certain way of looking at argumentation, but also provides a method for analysing and
evaluating argumentative discourse, as well as the means to
improve its production.3 The theory was first developed in the
1970s by two Dutch language scholars specialising in speech
communication, Frans van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst. It
has constantly been expanded and adapted since then.4
The pragma-dialectical theory strives to unite a descriptive
and a normative approach to the study of argumentation.5 This
is reflected in the name of the theory. ‘Dialectic’ refers to its
classical heritage, ‘pragma’ refers to twentieth-century developments in what is called ‘pragmatics.’ Pragmatics can be
succinctly described as ‘the study of communication and interaction.’ Specifically, the pragma-dialectical theory builds
on and has adapted insights from speech act theory and discourse analysis. These pragmatic theories revolve around the
functions of language use: what do certain utterances do in
discourse? The pragma-dialectical theory also looks at argumentative discourse from this functionalist perspective:
what is the function of a certain utterance in the discussion? 6
These pragmatic theories that pragma-dialectics builds on are
descriptive theories: they try to define certain implicit rules at
work in human communication.7 The pragma-dialectical theory however is normative, which is represented by the ‘dialectic’ of the pragma-dialectical theory. Dialectic refers to a type
of regimented dialogue that was already described in classical antiquity. Such an exchange bound by rules is the template for the pragma-dialectical theory’s ‘ideal critical discussion’ that is bound by the ‘rules for a critical discussion,’ as
will be explained below.8 ‘In van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s
concept, in the pragma-dialectical theory,’ Van Eemeren et al.
write, ‘the descriptive pragmatic dimension and the normative
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dialectical dimension of argumentation are to be systematically linked together. As a consequence, their theorizing about
argumentation is part of the broader scientific enterprise that
van Eemeren has characterised as normative pragmatics.’ 9
The norm that underlies the pragma-dialectical theory is
the ideal critical discussion. This ideal is derived from critical
rationalist thought.10 The pragma-dialectical theory proposes an ‘ideal model of a critical discussion,’ that is bound by
‘rules for a critical discussion.’ The theory delineates an optimal procedure for falsification; a discussion procedure that
anyone can use, and that does not in any way restrict the content of the discussion.11 If a standpoint holds up against critical testing in this procedure, it can be maintained for the time
being; meaning until the next critical discussion brings new
arguments for or against. If it does not hold up, it can be regarded as disproven for the time being. In sum, from the perspective of pragma-dialectics, the ideal discussion is a discussion in which a standpoint is subjected to critical testing, in
a regimented procedure, in order to resolve a (projected) difference of opinion about the acceptability of the standpoint.12
The resolution that ensues from the critical discussion is not
a compromise, nor can it be attained by wielding force or power. The model is not consensus-driven, but criticism-driven.
Van Eemeren et al. write: ‘A resolution means that the argumentative discourse has resulted in agreement between the
parties involved on whether or not the standpoint at issue is
acceptable. This means that either the one party’s argumentation has convinced the other party that the standpoint must
be accepted or that this party has withdrawn the standpoint
realizing that the argumentation cannot stand up to the other party’s criticisms.’ 13
The ideal model does not only present pragma-dialectic’s
theoretical perspective on argumentation; it is also an instrument to analyse and evaluate real-life discussions. Analysing
and evaluating a discussion with the pragma-dialectical method comes down to comparing it with the ideal model, as will
be explained in section 4.2. For the pragma-dialectician, all
argumentation is an exchange. The perspective of exchange
is present in both the pragmatic (communication, interaction)
and dialectic (dialogue) approaches to argumentation that
are brought together in the pragma-dialectical theory. The
ideal critical discussion in its most basic form is a dialogue
between someone who advances a point of view, the protagonist; and someone who criticises this point of view by utter-

523.

6 Ibid., 523-524.. In his book How To
Do Things With Words (1955), philosopher
of language John Austin developed
what is now known as speech act
theory, which John Searle would later
expand. When we speak, we do more
than utter the literal information contained in our sentences. To paraphrase
John Austin: to say something is to do
something. Hence speech act. Speech act
theory classifies language according to
its use. A speech act, such as an order, a
promise, a warning or an apology, has
a function. A speaker wants the hearer
not only to hear what he says, but also
understand it and do something with
this understanding. The core of speech
act theory are the three concepts
locution, illocution and perlocution.
Roughly speaking, the locution is
the proposition, the most basic unit
of information in an utterance. The
illocution is the function given to this
propositional content, in other words
the most basic unit of communication.
The perlocution is the effect the utterance has in the hearer. J.L. Austin, How
to do things with words. The William James
Lectures delivered at Harvard University in
1955 (2nd edn.; reprint Cambridge, MA
1994), 20. John R. Searle, Speech acts. An
essay in the philosophy of language (Cambridge 1969), 29. Idem, Expression and
meaning (Cambridge 1979), 12-20.

7 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 520.

8 The ideal model of a critical discussion is a regimented dialogue designed
to conduct a critical discussion to
resolve a difference of opinion on the
merits. Ibid., 38.

9

Ibid., 520.

10 The idea that the truth should be
approached by proving things wrong
has its roots in antiquity; in the twentieth century it was further developed
by philosopher of science Karl Popper.
As Popper explains in his autobiography: ‘Einstein was looking for crucial
experiments whose agreement with his
predictions would by no means establish his theory; while a disagreement,
as he was the first to stress, would show
his theory to be untenable. This, I felt,
was the true scientific attitude. It was
utterly different from the dogmatic
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attitude which constantly claimed to
find “verifications” for its favourite
theories. Thus I arrived, by the end of
1919, at the conclusion that the scientific attitude was the critical attitude,
which did not look for verifications but
for crucial tests; tests which could refute
the theory tested, though they could
never establish it.’ Karl Popper, Unended
quest. An intellectual autobiography (London 1976), 38. Note that ‘critical’ as in as
in ‘critical theory’ of the Frankfurter
Schule et al. is something very different
from the ‘critical’ in ‘critical rationalism’ and ‘critical discussion.’ Eemeren et
al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 193.

11 This includes ‘not only descriptive
statements of a factual kind but also
value judgments and practical standpoints about action.’ Idem, Handbook
of argumentation theory, 528n515. In
this procedure it is possible to exclude
certain statements from the discussion,
or to restrict the discussion procedure,
but only by mutual agreement. This
happens in the so-called opening stage
of the critical discussion, where procedural and material starting points are
agreed upon.

12 Van Eemeren et al. explain: ‘In a
critical discussion the parties attempt to
reach agreement about the acceptability
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points.’ Ibid., 520-521, 528.
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pragma-dialectical approach, 125.
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ing doubt, the antagonist.14 A lone speaker standing in front
of a huge audience; a round-table discussion with five people;
a letter to the editor: in the pragma-dialectical theory, all discussion can be reconstructed as a dialogue between a protagonist and an antagonist. Hence, the reviews in this study are
also viewed from this perspective of exchange: the reviewer
imagines what doubt or criticism his reader(s) may advance,
and anticipates this doubt or criticism in his text.
The definition of reasonableness is important in the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation. Van Eemeren et al.
write: ‘Like other normative argumentation theorists, pragma-dialecticians are out to promote a reasonable exchange
of argumentative moves that leads to an outcome based on
the quality of the argumentation that is advanced and do not
content themselves with indifferently whatever outcome puts
the difference of opinion to an end.’ 15 ‘Rational’ and ‘reasonable’ are often used interchangeably, but there is a difference
in their meaning. Van Eemeren and Grootendorst write: ‘rationality is a necessary condition for reasonableness, but not
a sufficient one.’ 16 The pragma-dialectical theory defines ‘rational’ as ‘the use of the faculty of reasoning.’ ‘Reasonable’ is
defined as ‘the sound use of the faculty of reasoning.’ 17 Among
argumentation scholars, there is debate on what constitutes
sound argumentation or reasonableness. For some theoreticians, argumentation is sound when people agree it is so; for
others, argumentation is sound when it satisfies formal logical
rules. By contrast, in the pragma-dialectical theory ‘reasonable’ means submitting one’s standpoint to the critical testing procedure; means resolving one’s difference of opinion
on the merits in a critical discussion.18 In this view, a ‘sound’
argument is an argument that does not hinder the critical
testing procedure: that does not violate the rules for a critical discussion.19
The 1990s saw a major extension to the pragma-dialectical theory, when Van Eemeren together with Peter Houtlosser
added the concept of strategic manoeuvring. If the old ‘standard theory’ was focused on the (dialectical) reasonableness
of argumentation, this new ‘extended theory’ added the dimension of the (rhetorical) effectiveness of argumentation.20
As Van Eemeren et al. write, they thus ‘strengthen[ed] the connection of pragma-dialectics with argumentative reality by
taking the “strategic design” of argumentative discourse into
account in the theorizing. This inclusion was aimed at extending the theoretical tools of pragma-dialectics in such a way
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that a more profound and more realistic analysis and evaluation of argumentative discourse could be given […]. In addition
the analysis and evaluation were to be more securely justified.’
21
Discussants use rhetorical means to persuade one another; according to pragma-dialecticians, this is allowed within
the bounds of the discussion rules. The pragma-dialectical theory states that in the critical discussion discussants
have a dialectical aim, namely being a reasonable discussant.
They are committed to not obstructing the critical testing
of the standpoint. But they also have a rhetorical aim in the
discussion: they want to be effective in their argument. ‘Van
Eemeren and Houtlosser took as their starting point that in real-life argumentative discourse aiming for effectiveness and
aiming for reasonableness always go together.’22 According
to the pragma-dialectical theory, discussants balance these
two aims by manoeuvring strategically, so one does not overshadow the other.23
4.1.2 The ideal model of a critical discussion

The four discussion stages
The ideal model of a critical discussion contains four stages
that protagonist and antagonist have to pass through. Each
stage has its own purpose in the discussion, and is regulated
by the pragma-dialectical ‘rules for a critical discussion.’ 24 As
previously explained, the ‘critical discussion’ is conducted between two parties: a person who advances a point of view, and
someone who expresses doubt of this point of view. In doing
so, the participants have discovered that they have a difference of opinion. This is called the confrontation stage.
After defining their difference of opinion, the discussants
move on to the opening stage, where they decide to have a
(critical) discussion. At this stage, they divide the roles of protagonist (the one defending a standpoint) and antagonist (the
one attacking this standpoint). 25 Discussants might want to
put a limit on the duration of the discussion, or rule out a certain type of argument from the discussion. They might want
to add other procedural rules to the critical discussion rules.
These are all procedural starting points. The opening stage
is the place to settle these matters, before the actual discussion begins. In the opening stage discussants also decide on
accepted and not-accepted material starting points. Material

18 This norm of reasonableness is
called ‘dialectical’ to emphasise that the
soundness of an argument is given in
by the discussants’ adherence to the
ideal critical testing procedure. It is
defined in contrast to the ‘geometrical’
and the ‘anthropological’ norms of
reasonableness. A geometrical norm
considers only argumentation that is
valid in the formal logical sense to be
sound. An anthropological norm of
reasonableness says that arguments are
sound if people agree on their soundness. ‘A crucial objection that applies to
both the geometrical and the anthropological norm of reasonableness is
that they are both based on ‘justificationism’: both approaches assume that
reasonableness is concerned exclusively
with legitimizing standpoints definitively. [...] [Justificationists] usually stop
the process of justification at a certain
point. The assertion where the justification is broken off is then declared
to be axiomatic or is in some way or
other elevated or beyond further discussion. Sometimes that assertion is
retrospectively even raised to the status
of a premise because its truth is taken
to be evident on the basis of intuition
or experience. In this way, a premise
is created that is immune to criticism.
It can function as an a priori truth or
even a dogma.’ Ibid., 131.

19 Ibid., 131-132. To sum up: the
starting point of the pragma-dialectical
theory of argumentation is the resolution of differences of opinion on the
merits. When people have a difference
of opinion they would like to resolve
reasonably, pragma-dialectics proposes
they subject their standpoints to a
critical testing procedure, to see if a
standpoint is acceptable or not. To this
end, pragma-dialectics has a set of rules
for an ideal critical discussion. For the
pragma-dialectical goal of resolving a
difference of opinion on the merits,
sound argumentation is argumentation
that does not hinder that goal. The
critical-rational discussion can only be
a reasonable discussion if it adheres to
certain rules that assist in and safeguard
reaching this goal.

20 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 518-519. Eemeren,
Strategic maneuvering in argumentative
discourse. Extending the pragma-dialectical
theory of argumentation.

21 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 552.
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22 ‘When engaging in argumentative
discourse the arguers are not just out
to maintain reasonableness in trying to
resolve a difference of opinion, but also,
and perhaps even in the first place, to
conduct the argumentative discourse
in a way that is effective in resolving
the difference in their favor.’ Eemeren,
Garssen, and Wagemans, ‘The pragma-dialectical method of analysis and
evaluation’, 40. ‘This does not mean,
however, that the pragma-dialectical
theory has all of a sudden become
a rhetorical theory. Only rhetorical
insights pertaining to aiming for effectiveness in argumentative discourse that
can be enlightening in dealing with
strategic maneuvering are brought to
bear. In the extended pragma-dialectical theory they are integrated into a
dialectical framework of analysis and
evaluation.’ Eemeren et al., Handbook of
argumentation theory, 553.

23 Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation.,
chapter 2

24 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 541. Eemeren and
Grootendorst, A systematic theory of
argumentation. The pragma-dialectical
approach, 136-157.

25 Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
178.

26 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 540.

27

starting points are statements in the discussion that do not require further back up; in other words, the arguments of last resort. In a critical discussion of a Holocaust related subject, for
instance, the participants might decide that “the Holocaust
is incomparable to other genocides” is an accepted starting point or not. If it is (or is not), it can (or cannot) be used
as a starting point in the subsequent argumentation stage;
only as an argument that requires further defence. If there is
disagreement about procedural and/or material starting
points for the discussion, one can discuss them at the opening stage. Discussions of procedural starting points are called
meta-discussions; discussions of material starting points are
called sub-discussions.26
At the argumentation stage, the standpoint(s) at issue is
(are) critically tested. This process can be brief or take a very
long time, as Van Eemeren et al. explain: ‘[...] the protagonist
defends the standpoints at issue methodically against the critical responses of the antagonist. If the antagonist is not yet
wholly convinced of the protagonist’s argumentation, further
argumentation from the protagonist is elicited by means of
a critical reaction of the antagonist; the protagonist will respond by means of further argumentation if the antagonist remains critical, and so on. As a consequence, the structure of
the protagonist’s argumentation can vary from very simple to
extremely complex.’ 27
In the end, the discussing parties arrive at the concluding
stage, where they have to determine if the standpoint was
conclusively defended or not. If it was, the protagonist has
won the discussion and can uphold his standpoint, until the
next discussion; the antagonist has to retract his doubt. If it
was not, the antagonist has won the discussion and can uphold his doubt; the protagonist should retract his standpoint.28

Ibid., 530.

Ten commandments for reasonable discussants
28 This does not mean the standpoint has to be discarded forever.
Within the bounds of the ideal critical
discussion, discussions of any standpoint are always possible – provided
the two discussions are not identical,
meaning they do not take place twice
between the same participants on the
same standpoint(s) with the same starting points and the same arguments.
An identical discussion with different
participants is altogether possible, for
instance. Or a discussion of the same
standpoint with the same contestants
but different starting points or arguments. Ibid., 530-531.
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The four discussion stages are regulated by the ‘rules for
a critical discussion.’ These rules enable the discussants
to reach their goal: the resolution of a difference of opinion through critical testing. This study does not refer to the
precise, technical version of these rules, but to a simplified,
non-technical version: the ‘ten commandments for reasonable discussants.’ The ten commandments are phrased as
prohibitions: they forbid behaviour that hinder the resolution
of the difference of opinion. This ‘code of conduct’ is easy to
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understand, and the simplified rules are precise enough for
the purposes of this study.29 The first of these ten commandments is the so-called Freedom Rule: ‘discussants may not
prevent each other from advancing standpoints or from calling standpoints into question.’ This rule governs the confrontation stage: it ‘[ensures] that standpoints and doubt can
be freely advanced.’ 30 The second rule is the Obligation to
Defend Rule: ‘discussants who advance a standpoint may not
refuse to defend this standpoint when requested to do so.’
This rule prevents the critical discussion from getting stuck
in the opening stage.
Rules three through eight regulate the argumentation
stage. The third rule, the Standpoint Rule, proscribes the
distortion of standpoints: ‘attacks on standpoints may not
bear on a standpoint that has not actually been put forward
by the other party.’ Naturally, distortion of positions is fatal to
the resolution of a difference of opinion through critical testing. Rules five and six also deal with distortion. Rule five, the
Unexpressed Premise Rule, forbids discussants to evade
responsibility for an argument they have implied, and forbids them to distort the other discussant’s unexpressed arguments: ‘discussants may not falsely attribute unexpressed
premises to the other party, nor disown responsibility for their
own unexpressed premises.’ Rule six, the Starting Point Rule,
regulates distortion of the starting points that were agreed
on in the opening stage: ‘discussants may not falsely present something as an accepted starting point or falsely deny
that something is an accepted starting point.’ By contrast, rule
four, the Relevance Rule, protects the critical discussion from
being overtaken by irrelevant statements: ‘standpoints may
not be defended by non-argumentation or argumentation that
is not relevant to the standpoint.’ As Van Eemeren et al. explain: ‘A difference of opinion cannot be truly resolved if the
defense of the standpoint at issue is not based on argumentation, but merely on ethos or pathos (advancing argumentation,
i.e. the use of logos, may be combined with the use of ethos or
pathos, but should not be replaced by it […]) […] neither can it
be resolved if the argumentation that is advanced by the protagonist does not support the standpoint that is defended.’ 31
Rule seven is the so-called Validity Rule. This rule ensures the
logical validity of the discussants’ argumentation: ‘reasoning
that is in an argumentation explicitly and fully expressed may
not be invalid in a logical sense.’ 32 Rules seven and eight protect the soundness of each single argument: arguments must

29 The pragma-dialectical theory
is a theory in development; insights
and rules are refined in continuing
theoretical and empirical research. The
‘ten commandments for a reasonable
discussion’ embody the principles of
pragma-dialectics, without getting into
technical detail. Ibid., 531-533, 541-544.
Eemeren and Grootendorst, A systematic
theory of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical approach, 190.

30 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 542.

31 Ibid., 542, 542n545. Aristotle categorised three means of persuasion: ethos
(referring to the speaker’s character); pathos (appeals to the audience’s emotion);
and logos (the use of argument). The
three must be balanced to win over
one’s audience. J.A.E. Bons, ‘Reasonable
argument before Aristotle. The roots
of the enthymeme’, in: Frans H. Van;
Houtlosser Eemeren, Peter ed., Dialectic
and rhetoric. The warp and woof of argumentation analysis (Dordrecht 2002) 13-27.
Frans H. Van Eemeren, Rob Grootendorst, and Francisca Snoeck Henkemans, Fundamentals of argumentation theory. A handbook of historical backgrounds
and contemporary developments (Mahwah,
NJ 1996), 42-45. Forbes I. Hill, ‘Aristotle’s
rhetorical theory. With a synopsis of
Aristotle’s rhetoric’, in: James J. Murphy
and Richard A. Katula eds., A synoptic
history of classical rhetoric (3rd edn.; Davis,
CA 2003) 59-125, at 67.
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32 Implicit and partially expressed
reasoning is excluded from this rule,
because, as Van Eemeren et al. write,
‘when taken literally the reasoning as
it is presented will then presumably be
logically invalid.’ They also note that
‘when exactly a piece of reasoning it to
be considered invalid in a logical sense
is dependent on the logical theory
that is used as the standard of validity.’
Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 543, 543n546.

33 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 36.

34 Frans H. Van Eemeren, Rob Grootendorst, and Francisca Snoeck Henkemans, Argumentation. Analysis, evaluation,
presentation (Mahwah, NJ 2002), 95-104.
A clear example of an incorrectly used
argument scheme is the use of causal
argumentation in an argument on the
truth of a statement: ‘statement x is not
true, because it has undesired consequences’ – that a view has undesired
consequences, does not make it true or
untrue. For a standpoint that a claim is
not true (a descriptive standpoint), one
may use symptomatic argumentation or
argumentation by comparison, but not
causal argumentation. Chapter 6 shows
how two reviewers cleverly manoeuvre
strategically to connect a standpoint on
the falsity of Arendt’s positions with
the undesired consequences of her
positions, without applying the causal
argument scheme incorrectly.
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be made in a logically valid manner (where all premises of
the argument are fully expressed); or by a correctly applied
argument scheme (where premise(s) are implicit or only partially expressed). Argument scheme is the term for standard
ways in which the premises of an argument are linked together. Van Eemeren et al. explain: ‘In the pragma-dialectical view,
argument schemes are conventionalized ways of representing
the relation between what is stated in the argument and what
is stated in the standpoint.’ 33 The pragma-dialectical theory
defines three main types of argument schemes: symptomatic argumentation (examples, signs, tokens, rules...); comparison argumentation (analogies, similarities, parallels...);
and causal argumentation (cause-effects, consequences, results...). Incorrect use of an argument scheme breaks the last
rule for the argumentation stage, rule eight, the Argument
Scheme Rule: ‘standpoints defended by argumentation that is
not explicitly and fully expressed may not be regarded as conclusively defended by such argumentation unless the defence
takes place by means of appriopriate argument schemes that
are applied correctly.’ 34
In the concluding stage, discussants have to evaluate if a
standpoint was conclusively defended or not, which ends the
discussion. Rule number nine, the Concluding Rule, protects
this stage and thus the outcome of the critical testing procedure: ‘inconclusive defences of standpoints may not lead
to maintaining these standpoints and conclusive defences of
standpoints my not lead to maintaining expression of doubt
concerning these standpoints.’
Rule ten finally is applicable to all discussion stages. It is the
so-called General Language Use Rule: ‘discussants may not
use any formulations that are insufficiently clear or confusingly ambiguous, and they may not deliberately misinterpret
the other party’s formulations.’ As Van Eemeren et al. explain:
‘A difference of opinion can only be resolved on the merits if
all participants in the discussion make a real effort to express
their intentions and to interpret the other’s intentions as accurately as possible, so that the chances of misunderstanding
are minimized. Otherwise problems of formulation and interpretation may lead to the generation of a pseudo-difference
at the confrontation stage or a pseudo-solution at the concluding stage – whether the misunderstanding is created deliberately or not.’
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4.2 ANALYSING AND EVALUATING ARGUMENTATIVE DISCOURSE WITH THE PRAGMA-DIALECTICAL METHOD
The ideal model of a critical discussion can be used both to
analyse and to evaluate argumentation.35 In a pragma-dialectical analysis, one reconstructs a discussion in real life as if it
were a critical discussion.36 This reconstructive analysis organises and explicates the content of an (often messy) real-life
discussion. In this manner, the analysis clarifies what the discussion is about: what the main difference/s of opinion is/are;
who the discussants are and what roles they have in the discussion; what the starting points in their discussion are; what
arguments are used and how these arguments are related to
one another. Pragma-dialectical evaluation of argumentation
means comparing it to the ideal model of a critical discussion, and examining points where a discussion deviates from
the ideal critical discussion. The reconstruction and evaluation put the real-life discussion in a procedural perspective.
The analysis and evaluation are made more profound and realistic by considering the discussants’ strategic manoeuvring
between their desire to remain reasonable, and their desire
to persuade their opponent and win the discussion. The following section will discuss the pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation as it has been applied to the fifteen
historians’ reviews in the Arendt-controversy.37

35 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 535. A practical introduction to pragma-dialectical analysis
and evaluation is offered in Eemeren,
Grootendorst, and Snoeck Henkemans,
Argumentation. Analysis, evaluation, presentation.

36 Even in an utterance as short
as two sentences, the four phases of
a critical discussion might be reconstructed. Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering
in argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
208-209.

37 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 557-563, 581-586. An
example of a complete pragma-dialectical analysis and evaluation in Eemeren,
Garssen, and Wagemans, ‘The pragma-dialectical method of analysis and
evaluation’.

38 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 556-557.

4.2.1 Pragma-dialectical analysis of argumentation

Analytical steps; reconstruction principles; the concept of
strategic manoeuvring
Any type of argumentative discourse can be reconstructed as
a critical discussion: a fight between spouses in the kitchen; a
17th century pamphlet; a political argument in parliament.38 A
review of Eichmann in Jerusalem can also be reconstructed as
part of a critical discussion. To do so, one reconstructs the four
discussion stages in the text: where the difference of opinion
is broached (confrontation stage); where the discussants are
identified and where the (material and procedural) starting
points are declared (opening stage); where the main standpoint(s) are argued (argumentation stage); and where the outcome of the discussion is established (concluding stage). The
end result is the so-called analytic overview. This overview
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Ibid., 535-537.

shows (as far as is explicit in the text, or can be reconstructed): who the reviewer is arguing for and/or against; what differences of opinion the discussion comprises; what positions
the reviewer holds, and what position(s) he ascribes to his
opponent(s); what the reviewers’ precise standpoints, arguments and starting points are; how his arguments are related, in other words, how his argumentation is structured; the
argument schemes he uses for each single argument (symptomatic, causal or comparison argumentation); and what outcome of the discussion he claims.39
The reconstruction involves four analytical steps or, as the
pragma-dialectical theory calls them, ‘reconstruction transformations.’ Two of these steps are deletion and permutation. In ‘deletion,’ parts of the text are crossed out that are
irrelevant to the resolution of the difference of opinion. Van
Eemern et al. write: ‘The transformation of deletion amounts
to identifying in the analysis and leaving subsequently out of
consideration all elements in the discourse that do not play a
part in resolving a difference of opinion on the merits, such as
sidelines devoted to other topics, irrelevant interruptions, and
mere repetitions of the same message.’ Think of the review’s
title; the author’s credentials; those ethetic or pathetic statements that cannot be reconstructed as part of the reviewers’
argumentation. Although these parts are ‘deleted’ for the analytic overview, they are certainly not forgotten. Some of these
parts give vital contextual clues for the reconstruction of a reviewer’s argumentation, others are relevant in the analysis of
a reviewers’ strategic manoeuvring.
In ‘permutation,’ the different parts of the text that belong
to different stages of the critical discussion are grouped together. Van Eemeren et al. write: ‘The transformation of permutation entails rearranging elements as they appear in the
discourse, making them in the analytic overview appear in
the order that best reflects the process of resolving a difference of opinion on the merits, so that elements belonging to
a certain discussion stage which appear at a different point
in the discourse (earlier or later) are readjusted and overlaps between different discussion stages are redressed.’ Unlike in the ideal model, in a real text the stages do not neatly
follow one another, but are strewn throughout the text. In the
historical reviews of this study for instance, starting points
can be found in the beginning of the text, in the form of introductory statements on the discussion and/or the discussants; in the main body of the text, where they explicitly fig-
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ure as starting points in the argumentation; and at the end
of the text as well, in the form of concluding statements that
do not actually conclude. (In the pragma-dialectical analysis,
a starting point belongs to the opening stage, regardless of
its physical place in the text.) In addition, parts belonging to
one stage may overlap with parts from another stage. For instance, the arguments in the argumentation stage may also be
(sub-)standpoints in the confrontation stage or material starting points in the opening stage.
The remaining two analytical steps are addition and substitution. For instance, in the reconstruction of the reviewer’s
argumentation for his main standpoint(s), implicit parts of the
argumentation are made explicit. This is ‘addition.’ In ‘substitution,’ the literal text is simplified, to make the resulting argumentation structure more intelligible. Van Eemeren et al.write:
‘The transformation of addition involves a completion process
consisting in supplementing the discourse as it is presented
with those elements which are left implicit but are immediately relevant to resolving a difference of opinion on the merits, such as presupposed or only elliptically phrased starting
points and unexpressed premises and conclusions. [...] The
transformation of substitution amounts to reformulating in the
analysis in unequivocal and clear paraphrases those standpoints and other crucial elements in the discourse whose
function in the resolution process would otherwise be unnecessarily opaque due to ambiguous or vague formulations.’ 40
Addition is done with utmost care. When one reconstructs
unexpressed premises in a reviewer’s argumentation, one only
does so when absolutely necessary to understanding the argument structure (for instance when no standpoint is explicitly expressed, or when an important material starting point
is left implicit). Substitution, too, is a delicate balance. On the
one hand, one wants to stay as close to the original text as
possible. On the other hand, one does not want to weaken an
author’s argumentation by presenting it in an incomprehensible argumentation structure. When a reviewer uses irony for
instance, or a rhetorical question, this has to be substituted
by a non-ironic statement for the structure to be comprehensible. It can be quite difficult to substitute such arguments
charitably. In the argumentation reconstructions of the fifteen
reviews, I have always opted to stay as close as possible to the
original text, explaining more rather than substituting too much.
It is also important to note that the analytical process is not rigid.
In some texts a main standpoint will immediately jump out, while

40 Ibid., 535-536. Eemeren and Grootendorst, A systematic theory of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical approach,
95-110.’ […] these four kinds of transformations are in principle carried out
recursively in a cyclic process, because
the results achieved by the completion
of certain transformations may require
and justify the execution of still other
transformations.’ Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 536. Eemeren and Grootendorst, A systematic theory
of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical
approach, 103-104.
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41 This principle is relevant for this
study as a whole. It is relevant in the
context of the historiography of the
Holocaust, that often assumes malicious
intent in historians of the past. (An
example of this kind of mistrustful
historiography is Nicolas Berg, Der
Holocaust und die westdeutschen Historiker.
Erforschung und Erinnerung (Göttingen
2003).) It is relevant in the context of a
historical controversy where the discussants assumed malicious intent in each
other. Therefore, one of the starting
points of this study is that each discussant in the Arendt-controversy tries to
earnestly express his or her opinion on
the matter. In the same manner, this
study assumes that the Jewish organisations trying to silence Arendt; and
Arendt’s provocations of the dogmas
that set these organisations to work,
were all born from an earnest belief.
The belief that, respectively, keeping
the discussion inside (Jewish organisations) or conducting the discussion
out in the open (Arendt) would make
things better. For more information on
the principle of charity, see Eemeren,
Grootendorst, and Snoeck Henkemans,
Fundamentals of argumentation theory. A
handbook of historical backgrounds and contemporary developments, 169-170. Eemeren
et al., Handbook of argumentation theory,
392-393.

42 For more information on maximally argumentative interpretation and
analysis in pragma-dialectics, see, Eemeren and Grootendorst, A systematic theory
of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical
approach, 116-117. Idem, Argumentation,
communication and fallacies. A pragma-dialectical perspective (Hillsdale, NJ 1992),
49, 81.

43 Frans H. Van Eemeren et al., Reconstructing argumentative discourse (Tuscaloosa, AL 1993), 48-49.

44 Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
27-28.

45 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 525-526.
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in others it can only be identified after reconstruction of the (often complex) argumentation. During the analysis therefore, as
one reads and re-reads the text, one often revisits earlier analytical steps and refines or corrects certain results.
The careful reconstruction of the reviewer’s argumentation
is informed by the so-called principle of charity. The principle
of charity is a philosophical principle of goodwill.41 It means
that the reviewer gets the benefit of the doubt: one assumes
he is trying to be reasonable, not unreasonable; that he is of
good intent. It means that one tries to reconstruct the reviewer’s argumentation in the strongest possible manner – without making it stronger than it is, of course. It means that one
takes all parts of the text into consideration as contributing to
the argumentation, even where, at first sight, the form of the
speech act used does not seem to constitute an argument. In
the pragma-dialectical theory, this is called ‘maximally argumentative interpretation.’ 42 What is more, as noted, it means
one is careful with reconstructing unexpressed premises,
careful to not read too much into the text.43
That the pragma-dialectical analyst tries not to read too
much into the text, is also expressed in the principle of externalisation. This principle is one of the four so-called meta-theoretical starting points that underpin the pragma-dialectical theory.44 It states that for the analysis and evaluation of
argumentative discourse, it is ‘not desirable […] and not necessary’ to psychologise about the discussants. Van Eemeren
et al. write that ‘instead of starting from presumed motives
and attitudes of the parties taking part in the discourse,’ the
pragma-dialectical approach ‘[explicates] what these parties
can be held accountable for due to the things they have said in
a particular context and against a certain informational background in the discourse.’ 45 As noted in chapter 3, in analyses
of the Arendt-controversy, the temptation is strong to link the
discussants’ opinions to their (Jewish or non-Jewish) identities. Although this link can give insight into discussants’ behaviour in the discussion, inherent in the generalisation is a
danger of losing track of what the discussants actually said
(and can be held committed to because of what they said)
– something several discussants in the controversy already
complained of at the time. 46 Following the pragma-dialectical lead, this study chooses to focus on what each discussant explicitly or implicitly argues; and on what argumentation can, with care and by the aforementioned principles, be
reconstructed.
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The pragma-dialectical concept of strategic manoeuvring
helps to reconstruct the discussion, and makes the argumentation analysis more profound: considering a reviewers’ strategic manoeuvring can even be indispensable in the reconstruction of his argumentation structure.47 In this study, a
clear example of this is the reconstruction of reviewer Herbert Strauss’ main standpoint. In the consideration of Strauss’
strategic manoeuvring, a certain tension becomes evident between the standpoint he explicitly expresses, and the general
message his arguments confer. This leads to the reconstruction
of another, implicit main standpoint (section 6.1).48
Looking at a reviewer’s strategic manoeuvring, one considers the rhetorical dimension of an argumentative move in
three aspects: topical choice, audience adaptation, and presentation.49 Sometimes a single aspect clearly dominates a
strategic move. More often, the three aspects of strategic manoeuvring are hard to separate. Van Eemeren writes: ‘It is important to emphasize that in argumentative practice making
an opportune selection from the available topical potential,
responding appropriately to the perceived audience demand,
and exploiting presentational devices as well as one can always go together and are presented in every argumentative
move.’ 50 In considering an argumentative move, the analyst
asks himself: what standpoint or argument does this arguer
choose, how does he factor in his audience in this choice, and
how does he present this argument? These three aspects resonate with the rhetorical theories of classical philosophers.
Presentational devices and audience adaptation are concepts
well known from manuals for speakers. In the pragma-dialectical theory, the concept of topical choice is broader than its
classical sense.51 Looking at this aspect of strategic manoeuvring, the analyst considers the content of the choice for a
standpoint or an argument in the context of the discussion.
Why does the protagonist choose this standpoint? What other standpoints (or arguments) could he have chosen? What
does he discuss, and what not? Is there an obvious strategic
reason why he discusses this issue, and not another? What a
discussant chooses also implies what he did not choose. As
chapters 5 and 6 discuss, the fifteen reviewers choose to confront Arendt in a very similar manner. There is little variation
in their standpoints and arguments, in view of the wide range
of issues and opinions Arendt presents, and the sheer endless
range of possible responses.
We shall consider some brief examples of insights into the

46 In the critical discussion, one is
committed to what one has said. This
commitment has two sides: an obligation and a right. Even if, in a discussion,
you say something that you do not
believe to be true, you are committed to
this standpoint or argument as if you
were – for the duration of the discussion that is. What one really believes
does not matter: what one says within
the boundaries of one discussion, is
what one can be held to as if one believed it. In a new discussion, one can
defend the opposite standpoint. The
commitment fulfils the sincerity condition of speech acts and the Gricean
maxims, restricting the freedom to play
the devil’s advocate in a discussion, or
to critically test a standpoint that one
endorses by trying to find counter-arguments for it. Playing the devil’s advocate could certainly help the critical
testing of a standpoint, but changing
one’s views in mid-discussion would
not; it would sow confusion.

47 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 40-43.

48 Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
171.

49 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 40.

50 Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
94, 165.

51 Frans H. Van Eemeren and Peter
Houtlosser, ‘Strategic manoeuvring
in argumentative discourse’, Discourse
Studies 1 no.4 (1999) 479-497, at 484-486.
Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, The new rhetoric. A treatise
on argumentation (Notre Dame, IN 2010),
83-84. Jacques Brunschwig, ‘Aristotle’s
rhetoric as a “counterpart” to dialectic’,
in: Amélie Oksenberg Rorty ed., Essays
on Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Berkeley, Los
Angeles, London 1996) 35-54, at 41-42.
In the work of Aristotle and other
classical philosophers, topoi (in Latin:
loci) were the “places” to find arguments
when defending a standpoint. Meaning:
commonplaces, principles most people
accept as givens, or specialist arguments
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accepted as givens in specialist (scientific) environments.

52 Eemeren and Houtlosser, ‘Strategic
manoeuvring in argumentative discourse’, 484. Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in argumentative discourse. Extending
the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation, 43-45.
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discussion of the fifteen reviewers that the concept of strategic manoeuvring can give. The confrontation, opening and argumentation stages feature most prominently in this study’s
examination of the discussion breakdown. At each stage of
the critical discussion, a discussant tries make his own argument as effective as possible within the boundaries of the discussion rules. Each stage has dialectical as well as rhetorical
aims, and therefore each move he makes has a dialectical and
a rhetorical dimension. In the confrontation stage for instance,
standpoint, doubt and/or counter-standpoint are to be expressed. Dialectically, the aim of this stage is to clarify which
issues are at stake and how the discussants position themselves on these issues. Rhetorically, to name but one of many
possibilities, discussants may aim to express their (counter-)
standpoint in such a manner, that they do not have to defend
a standpoint they have no arguments for. Or, conversely, that
their choice of standpoint reflects the arguments they want to
bring forth in the discussion.52 For instance, the historian-reviewers who oppose Arendt on the perpetrator theme choose
not to attack Arendt’s standpoint on Eichmann’s role in the Final Solution. This choice reflects two aspects of their strategic manoeuvring, their topical selection as well as their adaptation to the audience: to discuss this complicated issue they
would need to possess much background information as well
as to explain that background to their readers. With the exception of one reviewer (Scheffler), they present a counter-standpoint that concerns Eichmann’s evil, on which they conduct a
speculative and not very informative discussion. The presentational aspect of the reviewers’ strategic manoeuvring at the
confrontation stage comes to the fore very clearly in their discussion of the victim theme: several reviewers phrase their
standpoints in such a manner that it seems they are merely
correcting Arendt’s facts, when their discussion actually concerns the evaluation of facts, and concerns (rules for) moral
judgment.
The dialectical aim of the opening stage is to divide the discussion roles, and agree on the starting points for the discussion. The rhetorical aim at this stage is to secure starting points that are beneficial to one’s argumentation (or to
exclude starting points that are not beneficial to one’s argumentation). The historians in our selection have the advantage that they are addressing several antagonists at the same
time (Arendt; Arendt’s critics; readers). Thus, they exploit the
rhetorical room of the opening stage by presenting starting
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points that conflict with Arendt’s starting points (or those of
Arendt’s critics), but that their readers might be willing to accept. This mainly reflects their strategic topical choice: in a
discussion with Arendt (or her critics) alone, without the presence of a reader (or listener), presenting starting points that
conflict with Arendt’s (or her critics) would violate the rules for
a critical discussion, and thus derail their strategic manoeuvring between their dialectical and rhetorical aims.
The dialectical aim of the argumentation stage is to critically test the standpoint at issue. Rhetorically however, discussants will make sure to choose their arguments carefully, trying to restrict the discussion to the path they want it to take.
(Again, this is but one of many possibilities). For instance,
many of the historian-reviewers at this stage make the topical choice to not discuss the specifics of the moral dilemmas
of the Jewish leaders that Arendt presents. Instead, their arguments present criteria for a moral judgment of the Jewish
leaders (regardless of these moral dilemmas); or convey the
general message that a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders
is wholly out of bounds.
Reconstructing the four discussion stages in the fifteen
historian-reviewers’ texts
To compare a review, which appears as a monologue, with the
ideal discussion, one reconstructs it as a dialogue: between
the protagonist of a standpoint and an antagonist, who counters with doubt. In this study, the reviewer is always the protagonist of his standpoints and his antagonists are not physically
present. The reviewer-protagonist is always trying to convince
his (imagined) reader. As he writes, he might imagine other
opponents as well, others who have expressed opinions on the
same subject. Thus, from a pragma-dialectical point of view,
one review can contain several discussions. Context is essential in the reconstruction of the critical discussion stages.
First, the context of the review itself, what in pragma-dialectics is called the micro-context. A second context important
to the reconstruction is the larger context of the controversy
(popular discussion themes, issues, positions and arguments.
The third important context is that of Arendt’s standpoints and
arguments. Pragma-dialectics subsumes these under the intertextual context.53
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53 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 538-539. Eemeren,
Strategic maneuvering in argumentative
discourse. Extending the pragma-dialectical
theory of argumentation, 16-19.

54 If only one proposition is involved
in the difference of opinion, one calls
the difference of opinion single. If more
propositions are involved, the difference
of opinion is multiple. In most of the
fifteen reviews, the reviewers’ differences of opinion with the reader are multiple non-mixed, and their differences
of opinion with Arendt are multiple
mixed. Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans, ‘The pragma-dialectical method
of analysis and evaluation’, 32-33.

55 Van Eemeren, Grootendorst and
Snoeck Henkemans explain: ‘The content of a statement always constitutes
a certain proposition in which a certain
property or quality is ascribed to the
persons or things referred to.’ Eemeren,
Grootendorst, and Snoeck Henkemans,
Argumentation. Analysis, evaluation, presentation, 5. And Searle explains: ‘Whenever two illocutionary acts contain the
same reference and predication, provided that the meaning of the referring
expression is the same, I shall say that
the same proposition is expressed. [...]
Thus a proposition is to be sharply distinguished from an assertion or a statement
of it [...]. Stating and asserting are acts,
but propositions are not acts.’ Searle,
Speech acts. An essay in the philosophy of
language, 29.

56 Van Eemeren explains: ‘the nature
of the standpoint has consequences
for the type of justification that is to
be given in defense of that standpoint.
In the case of a descriptive standpoint,
argumentation is called for that makes
it credible (to the extent claimed in the
standpoint) that the state of affairs represented in the standpoint does indeed
pertain. In the case of an evaluative
standpoint, argumentation is required
that shows that the value judgment
expressed in the standpoint is rooted
in some normative common ground.
In the case of an inciting standpoint,
argumentation should be advanced that
underlines the urgency for the listener
or reader to perform the action represented in the standpoint.’ Eemeren,
Strategic maneuvering in argumentative
discourse. Extending the pragma-dialectical
theory of argumentation, 235-237.
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In the selected reviews of Hannah Arendt’s book, there are
two main antagonists. The first is the reader of the review. In
writing the reviewer anticipates his reader’s doubt and tries to
convince his reader of his standpoint. In the pragma-dialectical theory, this is called a non-mixed difference of opinion,
because the (imagined) reader of the review does not voice a
counter-standpoint, only doubt. Each reviewer also has a socalled mixed difference of opinion with Arendt, where he opposes a standpoint of Arendt with a counter-standpoint of his
own.54 Note that Arendt’s defenders also have mixed differences of opinion with her: where they express criticism of her
positions; or where they misrepresent her positions. In addition, there are other antagonists in most of these texts: parts
of the text where other reviewers of Arendt’s book are briefly
countered, or other scholars who have written on the subject
of Nazi perpetrators, and so forth. In some texts, the reviewer presents a collective of unnamed critics (or defenders) of
Arendt’s as his third main antagonist.
The main standpoints in these fifteen reviews can be difficult to locate. The review’s title is often a good place to start, to
use for a tentative reconstruction that is refined or corrected
further on in the analytic process. An important concept
for the reconstruction of standpoints is the proposition. A
single standpoint refers to a single proposition. A complex
standpoint refers to two or more propositions and thus consists of two or more single standpoints. 55 The pragma-dialectical theory discerns three types of standpoints: descriptive
(material); prescriptive (inciting); and evaluative (value judgment).56 Sometimes it is useful to separate the propositions of
complex standpoints and to reconstruct the argumentation for
each single standpoint separately (see for instance the reconstruction of Mann’s argumentation in section 6.3).
Once one has located the main standpoint(s) and the antagonist(s) in the review, one has in fact reconstructed the confrontation stage (standpoint meets with counter-standpoint or
doubt) and a part of the opening stage (division of discussion
roles). In the reviews that this study selected, much of the opening stage is not explicit (mutual agreement on material and procedural starting points, settling of procedural matters for the
discussion), because the opponents are only implicitly present
in the monologue.57 That does not mean however, that one cannot track some of the discussion’s starting points. For example,
some of a reviewers’ own material starting points become clear
in the reconstruction of the argumentation stage: they are his
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last line of argument, the point where he does not deem further
defence to be necessary. Sometimes, in comparing these arguments of last resort to Arendt’s argumentation, one can determine if Arendt would agree with a certain starting point, or if
the reviewer is using a starting point that she would disagree
with. In this study, locating conflicting (procedural and material) starting points between Arendt and the reviewers is important. These conflicting starting points and/or the presuppositions underlying these starting points, might be one of the
problems in the discussion (chapter 6).58
The most important antagonist in all fifteen reviews is the
reader. In the first place it is the reader, not Arendt, whom
the reviewer is trying to convince of his counter-standpoints
against Arendt’s positions (or his interpretation of Arendt’s positions): most of his strategic manoeuvring is directed at the
reader. Of course, conducting several discussions at the same
time also offers strategic possibilities. Much of the reviewers’
strategic manoeuvring reflects their clever juggling of two or
more discussions: in the opening stage of their reviews for instance. In many of the reviews attacking Arendt reviewers try
to convince the reader of (procedural as well as material) starting points to restrict the discussion; starting points that Arendt
would certainly not agree with. If these were presented as starting points in the discussion with Arendt, these restrictions of
the discussion (procedure and content) would certainly be subjected to Arendt’s criticism – and could therefore not function
as starting points. In the discussion with the (silent) reader
however, they can function as such.59
After reconstructing the confrontation and opening stages of
the discussion, one moves to reconstructing the argumentation
stage. As explained, reconstructing this stage entails organising the reviewer’s argumentation for his main standpoint(s) in
an argumentation structure.60
The fifteen reviewers all present complex argumentation:
a combination of single arguments. Pragma-dialectics distinguishes three types of relations between arguments in a
complex argumentation.61 In the first type, each single argument stands on its own in the complex: multiple argumentation. In the second type, the discussant means for a string
of arguments to work together as a defence: coordinative
argumentation. In the third type, the discussant presents a
string of arguments where each argument backs up the next:
sub-ordinative argumentation. Recognising these relations
between arguments can be difficult; one can look for argumen-

57 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 29-30.

58 Roosmaryn Pilgram, ‘Materialising
material starting points’ (Amsterdam,
2007).

59 In the pragma-dialectical theory,
a discussion strategy is defined as a set
of strategic moves that are designed to
work together. Van Eemeren writes: ‘Discussion strategies as I envision them are
combinations of moves – coordinated
modes of strategic maneuvering – that
are methodically designed to influence
the result of a particular strategic
stage of the resolution process, or the
discussion as a whole, in a way that is at
the same time reasonable and effective.
Such discussion strategies manifest
themselves in a systematic, coordinated
and simultaneous use of the available
dialectical and rhetorical opportunities.
Only if the strategic maneuvers carried
out in a certain stage of the resolution
process, or in the argumentative discourse as a whole, converge both “vertically” – by coordination of all aspects
of the strategic maneuvering realized in
individual argumentative moves – and
“horizontally” – by coordination of the
successive argumentative moves – can
it be said that a full-blown discussion
strategy has been employed. Vertical
convergence means that all aspects of a
strategic maneuver made by the speaker
or writer reinforce each other; horizontal convergence means that the separate
maneuvers made in a certain stage, or in
the discussion as a whole, reinforce each
other when taken together.’ Eemeren,
Strategic maneuvering in argumentative
discourse. Extending the pragma-dialectical
theory of argumentation, 46-47.

60 The analytic transformations do
not have to be invasive to reconstruct
the argumentation structure. In this
study, the most common ‘substitution’
is cutting literal sentences in two
or even three or four: one sentence
often contains different standpoints/
arguments. ‘Addition’ transforms a
sentence cut in three into three intelligible argument-sentences. And when a
reviewer for example repeats the same
standpoint or argument, one puts it
in the argumentation structure only
once, ‘deleting’ the repetitions. With
fifteen reviews in three languages, a
challenge for the reconstructions is the
translation of the texts. The German
and French texts have been translated
into English, otherwise this research
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would only be accessible to those who
read English, German as well as French.
However, in the process of analysing
and evaluating I have always worked
with the original texts, not the translations. Translation is interpretation, and
sometimes a translation mistake results
in a different interpretation of the
argument. I have moreover translated
quite literally, so the original text shines
through in the translation. Making it
smooth adds another interpretive step,
and increases the risk of mistakes in
the reconstructions.

61 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 37-38.

62 Van Eemeren et al. write: ‘When
identifying argument schemes in the
reconstruction of argumentative discourse, in some cases the occurrence
of certain verbal expressions can be
pointers to a specific type of argument
scheme. This goes, for instance, for ‘it is
typical of’ in the case of symptomatic
argumentation, ‘is similar to’ in the case
of analogy argumentation, and ‘leads
to’ in the case of causal argumentation.
In a great many cases, however, such
helpful pointers are lacking and the
analyst has to identify first the (often
unexpressed) major premise before
defining the topos that designates the
argument scheme that is employed. In
identifying in implicit argumentation
the argument scheme that is employed
it may be necessary to take due account
of the context in which the argument
occurs. Depending on the context, the
argument scheme at work in “Bart will
persevere: he is a stayer,” for instance,
may need to be reconstructed as symptomatic (“It is characteristic of stayers
that they persevere”), as causal (“It is a result of being a stayer that one is able to
persevere”), or even as analogous (“Just
as he finishes his track as a stayer, he
will persevere in completing this task”).’
Ibid., 36-37. Frans H. Van Eemeren, Peter
Houtlosser, and A. Francisca Snoeck
Henkemans, Argumentative indicators
in discourse. A pragma-dialectical study
(Dordrecht 2007). Eemeren and Grootendorst, Argumentation, communication and
fallacies. A pragma-dialectical perspective,
75, 80-81, 84-85. A. Francisca Snoeck
Henkemans, Analyzing complex argumentation (2nd edn.; Amsterdam 1997).
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tative indicators in the text to help with the reconstruction.
For instance, ‘apart from that’ and ‘moreover’ usually indicate
multiple argumentation; ‘as well as’ and ‘in addition’ (usually) suggest coordinative argumentation; ‘because’ and ‘therefore’ indicate subordinative argumentation.62 In Appendix III,
one can observe that argumentation can be a mix of coordinative, multiple and subordinative arguments. A reconstructed argumentation structure might for instance contain the
following elements:
1 Main standpoint
1.1a Coordinative argument
1.1b Coordinative argument
   1.1b.1 Multiple sub-argument
   1.1b.2 Multiple sub-argument
   1.1b.2.1a Coordinative sub-sub-argument
   1.1b.2.1b Coordinative sub-sub-argument
1.1c Coordinative argument
1.1d Coordinative argument
1.1d-e’ (Implicit linking premise)
2 Second main standpoint
2.(1) (Implicit premise)
   2.(1).1a Coordinative sub-argument
   2.(1).1b Coordinative sub-argument
   2.(1).2 Multiple sub-argument
For each review, the main standpoint is numbered 1, counting
on 2, 3, 4... if there is more than one main standpoint defended in a text. A multiple relation between arguments is also expressed with successive numbers: 1, 2, 3 and so on. A coordinative relation between arguments is expressed by a letter: 1a,
1b, 1c and so forth. Each argument is further identified with a
prefix, expressing the subordinative relation: 1.1a, 1.1b, 1.1c and
so forth; or 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 and so forth.
Like a set of coordinates, the argument’s number and its prefix respectively record its vertical and horizontal place in the argumentation structure (this is visualised in the schematic overview below). Thus for instance the coordinates 1.1c tell one that
this is the third argument in a set of coordinatively related arguments for standpoint 1. A new number is added for each new
line of argumentation. The lines of argumentation are separated by a point, thus indicating on what level the argument is: 1.1
for the first line of argument, 1.1.1 for the second line of argu-
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ment, 1.1.1.1 for the third line of argument, and so on. Thus for
instance the coordinates 1.1b.2.1a tell one that this argument is
the first in a set of coordinatively related arguments for (multiple) sub-argument 1.1b.2; and that it is located in the third line
of argument for standpoint 1. The deepest, last layer of arguments in the reconstruction are the explicit (material) starting
points, the arguments of last resort; as noted before, these are
important in this study.
An implicit premise is indicated by round brackets and italicised text. This indicates that a standpoint or argument has
been reconstructed by the analyst (premise 2.(1) above). Sometimes an implicit linking premise is reconstructed in chapter
6. The notation of the implicit linking premise is somewhat different: the round brackets around the premise’s number are
replaced by a single quotation mark. The coordinates of the
premise are the coordinates of the multiple argument that it
links to the standpoint, or the sum of the coordinative arguments that it links to the standpoint (premise 1.1d-e’ above).63
One can also make a picture of the argumentation structure,
using text boxes and arrows, so the hierarchy of standpoints
and arguments can be read like a map – especially useful when
dealing with large amounts of sub-argumentation, as in this
study. This is called a schematic overview of the argumentation structure.64 In the reconstructions of a reviewer’s argumentation structure, this study stays as close to the text as possible,
in accordance with the pragma-dialectical principles previously
discussed. Implicit premises are only reconstructed where absolutely necessary: for the legibility of the structure, or to show
how a reviewer’s argument works – if it is important to demonstrate an implicit (material) starting point for instance.
The last stage to be reconstructed is the concluding stage.
In the concluding stage, discussants decide the outcome of
the resolution of the difference of opinion: was the standpoint
successfully defended? Should standpoint, doubt or counter-standpoint be retracted? In the concluding stage of a monologue such as these reviews, the reviewer summarises his attempt to resolve the difference of opinion, in other words: he
summarises his argumentation for his main standpoint(s).65 In
the fifteen reviews, this stage is often implicit: what appears to
be a conclusion is simply more argumentation, or even a new
standpoint.

63 If the argumentation is coordinative, it is tied to the standpoint by one
single linking premise. If the argumentation is multiple, each single argument
has its own linking premise.

64 Eemeren, Grootendorst, and
Snoeck Henkemans, Argumentation.
Analysis, evaluation, presentation, 68-72.
Because these schematic overviews
take up much space, the reconstructed
argumentation structures in this study
are not presented in this notation. I
have however greatly benefited from
this notation in the process of reconstructing the structure of the fifteen
reviewers’ argumentation on the three
controversial themes.

65 Eemeren et al., Handbook of argumentation theory, 530-531.
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66 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 43.

67

Ibid., 43-44.

68 Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation.,
chapter 7
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4.2.2 Evaluation of argumentation with the pragmadialectical method
Van Eemeren et al. explain: ‘In a pragma-dialectical evaluation, it is assessed to what extent the argumentative discussion or text contributes to resolving the difference of opinion
on the merits.’ 66 Firstly, one can use the rules for a critical discussion to check if the discussion phases were correctly handled. There might be violations of the pragma-dialectical rules;
one can check how they happen.67 Secondly, one can evaluate
the discussants’ strategic manoeuvring between reasonableness (critical testing of the standpoint) and persuading (winning the discussion).68 This tells the analyst more about why
certain rule violations happen.
Rule violations or derailed strategic manoeuvring can occur at all the stages of a critical discussion. At the confrontation stage for instance, discussants can prevent each other
from advancing a standpoint by declaring the standpoint taboo;
by threatening or personally attacking their opponent. Chapter
6 will analyse several instances of personal attacks on Arendt
and on Arendt’s critics. Some of these attacks are evaluated as
rule violations: they violate the Freedom Rule, the rule that safeguards the confrontation stage.
At the opening stage, a protagonist might for example try to
evade the burden of proof, saying that his standpoint needs no
defence, or that it is immune to criticism. He might also try to
shift the burden of proof, demanding the antagonist prove that
the opposite is true. These examples are all violations of the Obligation to Defend Rule, the rule that governs the opening stage.
One of the historian-reviewers for instance strategically gives
the impression that he merely doubts Arendt’s standpoint,
while he actually argues a counter-standpoint (Holthusen, section 6.2).
As previously noted, at the argumentation stage discussants
might also present argumentation that is logically invalid, or
apply an incorrect argument scheme, thus violating the Validity Rule and the Argument Scheme Rule respectively.69 Another example of a rule violation at the argumentation stage is
playing on the audience’s emotions. Whether the use of such
non-argumentative means is reasonable, depends on its proportion: where pathos wholly replaces logos, it violates the Relevance Rule.
At the concluding stage, a protagonist might claim that his
standpoint is true because it has been successfully defended;
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or an antagonist might claim that because a standpoint was
not successfully defended, the opposite must be true. Such behaviour violates the Concluding Rule. Finally, at all stages, discussants can violate the Language Use Rule, by using unnecessarily vague or ambiguous language. Examples of violations of
the Language Use Rule can be found in sections 6.2 (Holthusen)
and 6.4 (Burin).
At all discussion stages, discussants can misrepresent one
another’s argumentation. These misrepresentations can be violations of the Standpoint Rule; the Unexpressed Premise Rule;
or the Starting Point Rule. Misrepresentation of Arendt’s (and
others’) argumentation is a common rule violation in the fifteen
reviews (chapter 6).
These are but a few examples of rule violations/derailed strategic manoeuvring.70 There are countless ways in which a discussant can shape his contribution to the discussion at each
stage; reasonable ways, and ways that violate the commandments for reasonable discussions. Rule-violations are context-dependent: in some settings a personal attack on someone’s authority might be evaluated as reasonable (for instance
when the reliability of a witness is at issue at a criminal trial). In
addition, not every hindrance to the resolution process is equally threatening, as Van Eemeren et al. explain: ‘How harmful the
violation is in practice may depend on the kind of communicative activity type in which the violation takes place and the possibilities for repair that are available in the communicative and
interactional situation at hand. A fallacious appeal to authority in which someone is wrongly presented as an expert may be
more harmful, for instance, in a scholarly review than in an informal chat, and the effect of a fallacious personal attack may
be reparable, for instance, when it is made in a direct confrontation whereas it may be beyond repair when made in a book
publication.’ 71 Examples of obvious rule violations or derailed
strategic manoeuvring in the Arendt-controversy are the distortions of her (and others’) positions; and the personal attacks.
The damaging impact of these distortions and attacks results
from the fact they were made in print, and often by respected
authorities or powerful figures (chapter 3).

69 Eemeren, Grootendorst, and
Snoeck Henkemans, Argumentation.
Analysis, evaluation, presentation, 91-104.

70 The violations/derailments can
also be called fallacies: the pragma-dialectical theory analyses fallacies as
obstructions to solving a difference of
opinion. In other words: a fallacy occurs when one of the rules for a critical
discussion is violated. This systematic
theoretical approach to fallacies includes all the traditional fallacies, and
defines some new ones, such as ‘presenting a starting point as a common
starting point.’ For more examples of
violations of the rules for a critical
discussion, see Eemeren et al., Handbook
of argumentation theory, 550-552, 544-552.
Eemeren, Grootendorst, and Snoeck
Henkemans, Argumentation. Analysis,
evaluation, presentation, 182-186. Eemeren
and Grootendorst, Argumentation, communication and fallacies. A pragma-dialectical perspective, 208-217. Reasonableness
can also overshadow effectiveness; this
however is not regarded as a violation
of the pragma-dialectical rules, because
it harms only the party concerned;
not the other party. Eemeren, Strategic
maneuvering in argumentative discourse.
Extending the pragma-dialectical theory of
argumentation, 198.

71 Eemeren, Garssen, and Wagemans,
‘The pragma-dialectical method of
analysis and evaluation’, 27. The pragma-dialectical research programme is
currently studying the rules and conventions of argumentation in different
‘communicative activity types’ (for
instance a criminal trial) and ‘genres of
communicative activity’ (for instance
adjudication) within different ‘domains
of communication’ (for instance the
legal domain.) Eemeren et al., Handbook
of argumentation theory, 557-563, 581586. Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering in
argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
198-199, 203-207.
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CHAPTER 5
The organisation of
the discussion in
fifteen reviews
by historians
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INTRODUCTION
This study closely scrutinises fifteen reviews of Arendt’s book
written by historians, to find out if and how these historians
contributed to the problematic character of the discussion.
Chapter 3 showed on which issues discussants appeared to
be fundamentally opposed; that discussants kept offering
the same arguments; that both sides of the debate claimed
to be in possession of The Facts. This gives us a general idea
of the areas where the debate was problematic. However, it is
still not clear what precise differences of opinion, which precise positions caused all this trouble: chapter 3 also indicated that the difference of opinion is not always where and what
it seems to be; that discussants are not as fundamentally opposed as they pretend to be; that they do not always seem to
be talking about the same things. Therefore one first needs to
organise the argumentation of the fifteen reviewers.
One part of a pragma-dialectical analysis of a text is the reconstruction of the author’s argumentation structure. On the
basis of these reconstructions of reviewers’ argumentation on
the three controversial themes, this chapter presents the organisation of the discussion between Arendt and fifteen historian-reviewers of her book. Even with these reconstructions
however, it is not easy to detect this organisation: the argumentation in the fifteen reviews is structured and phrased
in different ways. This chapter therefore uses Arendt’s argumentation as a second organising principle, comparing the reviewers’ positions to Arendt’s. In this manner, it answers the
following questions:
•

 hich standpoints and arguments of Arendt’s do the
W
fifteen historian-reviewers respond to?
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•

 hat are their differences of opinion with Arendt on the
W
three controversial themes?

•

 hich arguments for and against Arendt’s positions recur
W
between the fifteen reviews?

Section 5.1 presents brief biographies of the fifteen reviewers:
per country, in the chronological order of their reviews.
Section 5.2 then presents the detailed comparison of the
reviewers’ argumentation on the three controversial themes:
victims, perpetrators, bystanders (5.2.1, 5.2.2, 5.2.3). In first
place, each section considers which parts of Arendt’s argumentation the historian-reviewers respond to. In second
place, each section discusses how the reviewers respond:
which (counter-)standpoints and (counter-)arguments they
advance, and how (directly, implicitly, allusively). In third
place, each section looks at arguments that recur between
the reviews. This results in a very brief overview of the organisation of a complex discussion in fifteen (often lenghty) reviews, in section 5.2.4.
Section 5.3 concludes the chapter with brief discussion of
the repetition of arguments; of the role of The Facts in these
historian-reviewers’ contributions; and of the centrality of
Arendt’s moral collapse to their discussion of her book.
Chapter 6 presents fragments of the analyses that this
chapter bases itself on. To make this study’s conclusions more
traceable, Appendix III presents the reconstructed argumentation structures of the fifteen reviews, on the three controversial themes.
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5: The organisation of the discussion in fifteen reviews by historians

5.1 THE FIFTEEN SELECTED REVIEWERS
To help keep them apart, this section presents brief vignettes
on the fifteen reviewers. The footnotes provide some more detailed information on those who might be less well known today. The focus of this section is on who these people were when
they wrote their reviews of Arendt’s book. Some biographical
details are added to explain their personal and professional
knowledge of the subjects discussed.1 Five reviewers were selected from each of the three countries; among them they cover five of the six controversy phases (only the third phase is not
represented; none of the historians in the three selected countries participated in this phase). As people, they illustrate the
different divisions in the controversy that were discussed in
chapter 3: there are Jews for and against Arendt among them,
there are non-Jews for and against Arendt among them. Their
reviews range from the calm and detached to the extremely outraged and the wildly enthusiastic. The selection criteria for these reviewers are presented in Appendix II. The texts
themselves are introduced in chapter 6, where each review is
discussed individually.
5.1.1 US

Strauss
Herbert Strauss (1918-2005) was born in Germany, to a Jewish
father and a Catholic mother who had converted to Judaism.
During the war, Strauss did some work for the Reichsvertretung
der Juden in Deutschland, an organisation that Arendt criticised
in her book. He also befriended Paul Eppstein, one of the leaders of the Reichsvertretung. Strauss fled to Switzerland in 1943
and studied at the university of Bern, where he obtained a PhD
in European history. He emigrated to the US in 1946. In 1948 he
began teaching history at New York City college, where he was
still working when he wrote his review of Arendt’s book. This
college was an incubator for the New York Intellectuals. Strauss
would return to Germany in 1982, to lead the Zentrum für Antisemitismusforschung in West Berlin.2
Mosse
George Mosse (1918-1999) too was an uprooted German Jew.
Mosse’s family was part of Germany’s upper crust: his grand-

1 The short biographies are intended
as background, not as critical examination of the fifteen reviewers. They recall
fifteen very different individuals. The
facts of their lives as presented here were
largely culled from their own accounts
of their lives, memoirs and the like.
These sources satisfy this study’s need for
basic facts of life and career. Although
elements of their personal background
of course influenced their ideas and
texts, these biographies are not used
to “explain” their response to Arendt;
that would be too simplistic. Many of
the reviewers’ lives were dramatically
influenced by the war: some had to flee
their homeland; some became soldiers;
others joined the underground; and
some escaped death only by a hair’s
breadth. Each author was influenced in
different ways by the experience of the
war, and many drew different life lessons
from similar experiences. In his book
on German-Jewish historian-émigrés for
example, Aschheim refers to Peter Gay
and Fritz Stern as exiles, and to George
Mosse and Walter Laqueur as émigrés
– the first because they felt uprooted
all their lives, the latter because they saw
the rupture in their lives as something
positive. The term ‘Jewish’ alone is more
confounding than enlightening in the
twentieth-century context. As Michel
Borwicz eloquently put it: ‘here and in
the rest of this study, the term Jewish is
only used as [meaning] ‘of Jewish origin’
and therefore subjected to [Nazi] persecution, without [implying] anything about
upbringing, nationality or even religion.’
In other words: identities are too complex
to reduce to their most dramatic influences. What counts for the textual analyses is their explicit identity, how these
authors choose to present themselves in
their texts. Steven E. Aschheim, Beyond
the border. The German-Jewish legacy abroad
(Princeton 2007), 57.

2 Strauss trained to be a rabbi at the
Lehranstalt für die Wissenschaft des Judentums in Berlin. His father was deported
and murdered in Treblinka; his mother,
who was raised Catholic but had converted to Judaism, survived the war. As a
historian, he worked on German-Jewish
history. In 1948-1951 Strauss worked on
a project recording concentration camp
experiences for the US Public Health
Service. Werner Röder and Herbert A.
Strauss eds., Biographisches Handbuch der
deutschsprachigen Emigration nach 1933
vol.I: Politik, Wirtschaft, öffentliches
Leben (München, New York 1983), at
1138-1139. Norbert Kampe and Herbert
A. Strauss, Antisemitismus. von der Judenfeindschaft zum Holocaust. Schriftenreihe
der Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung 213 (Bonn 1985), 287-288. Herbert
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A. Strauss, Über dem Abgrund. Eine
jüdische Jugend in Deutschland 19181943 (Frankfurt, New York 1997), 93-94.
Ibid., 126-127.

3 Mosse was born Georg Lachmann-Mosse. Just like his famous books,
his review of Arendt is written with a
remarkably supple pen. It also neatly
demonstrates his main research interest:
the larger forces that shape history. Röder
and Strauss eds., Biographisches Handbuch
der deutschsprachigen Emigration nach 1933,
835-836. George L. Mosse, Confronting
history. A Memoir (Madison, WI 2000).
Aschheim, Beyond the border. The German-Jewish legacy abroad, 57-58.

4 Oscar Handlin, ‘Jewish resistance
to the Nazis’, Commentary 34 no.5 (November 1962) 398-405, at 398, 404. Gerd
Korman, ‘The Holocaust in American
historical writing’, Societas. A Review of Social History no.2 (June 1972) 251-270, at 267.
Emily Langer, ‘Historian Oscar Handlin
was considered the father of immigration
study’, Washington Post (September 23
2011). Paul Vitello, ‘Oscar Handlin dies at
95, historian who chronicled US immigration’, New York Times (September 24 2011)
D8. Stephan Thernstrom, ‘Oscar Handlin
1915-2011’, Perspectives on History 50 no.1
(January 2012) 39-40. Robert Darnton et
al., Harvard University, ‘Oscar Handlin.
Faculty of Arts and Sciences – Memorial minute’, Harvard Gazette (March
22). <http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/
story/2012/03/oscar-handlin/>. Hasia R.
Diner, ‘Oscar Handlin. A Jewish historian’, Journal of American Ethnic History 32
no.3 (Spring 2013) 53-61. David A. Gerber,
‘”The Uprooted” would never have been
written if Oscar Handlin had taken his
own, latter-day advice’, Journal of American
Ethnic History 32 no.3 (Spring 2013) 68-77.

5 After he died, Hans Rothfels wrote
a tender obituary for the young historian in Die Zeit: ‘The void created by
his untimely passing will be felt [by
many] on both sides of the ocean.’ Klaus
Epstein, ‘Shirer’s history of Nazi Germany’, The Review of Politics 23 no.2 (April
1961) 230-245. Hans Rothfels, ‘Zwischen
Deutschland und Amerika. Zum Tode
von Klaus Epstein’, Die Zeit no.27 (July 7
1967) 6. Idem, ‘Nachruf’, Vierteljahrshefte
Für Zeitgeschichte 15 no.3 (July 1967) 324.
Gordon A. Craig, ‘In memoriam. Klaus
Epstein’, Journal of Contemporary History 3
no.1 (January 1968) 199-200. Klaus Schwabe,
‘Nekrolog. Klaus W. Epstein’, Historische
Zeitschrift 206 no.1 (February 1968). Hans
W. Gatzke, ‘Klaus Epstein, 1927-1967’,
Central European History 1 no.2 (June 1968).
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father was publisher of the Berliner Tagesblatt. They fled Germany in 1933. Mosse studied history at Cambridge University. His father sent him to the US in 1939. Thanks to his years
at a British Quaker boarding school, Mosse could enter Haverford, a Quaker college. He then wrote his dissertation at Harvard University. Mosse taught history first at the University of
Iowa, then at Wisconsin university for thirty years (1956-1985).
He became famous with his publications in the field of modern cultural and social history, especially his 1961 The culture of
Western Europe. Together with the British-based historian Walter Laqueur, Mosse founded the London Journal for Contemporary History in 1966.3
Handlin
Oscar Handlin (1915-2011) is the only American-born historian
in this selection. Handlin was the child of Russian-Jewish emigrants who owned a grocery store in Brooklyn. Handlin taught
at Harvard from 1939 to 1984. He was one of the pioneers in the
field of American immigration history. His very personal historical book on the subject is a much-loved and much-despised
classic: The uprooted (1952). The book won a Pulitzer Prize.
Handlin was one of the few specialists of American history to
venture early into the subject of the Holocaust. Handlin’s attack
on Hilberg’s book in Commentary preceded the Arendt-controversy and contributed to the entanglement of positions that
was discussed in chapter 3.4
Epstein
Klaus Epstein (1927-1967) was the son of Fritz Theodor Epstein, a heavyweight German-Jewish historian of Eastern Europe. Klaus was born in Hamburg, but his family emigrated in
1933 after the Nazis came to power, first to the Netherlands
and then to the US in 1937. In 1959, Epstein obtained his PhD
in history at Harvard University. He went on to work as a lecturer at Harvard and eventually became professor at Brown
University. Epstein specialised in modern political history. He
made a name for himself on both sides of the Atlantic, writing extensive reviews such as the one on Arendt. He regularly travelled to Germany to do research and to teach. Epstein
was working on the second volume of his research on conservatism in German politics when he died, after a car crash
in Bonn.5
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Burin
Frederic Burin (1922-2010) was born in Berlin to middle-class
Jewish parents. When he and his fellow Jewish pupils were expelled from school in 1938, the family knew the time had come
to flee. Burin was sent to an uncle in the US; his parents followed in 1939. After the war Burin worked as a researcher for
Telford Taylor, chief counsel in the American Nuremberg successor trials. At this time Burin made a seminal discovery: in
Berlin he found surviving Gestapo records of the activities of
the Einsatzgruppen. This evidence led directly to the Einsatzgruppen-trial. Like Raul Hilberg, Burin wrote his dissertation
(1952) under the famed political scientist Franz Neumann at
Columbia University. Burin became professor of Government
at the American University in Washington in 1961. In 1963, he
moved to Switzerland.6
5.1.2 GERMANY

Mann
Golo Mann (1909-1974), a son of the writer Thomas Mann,
eventually became a reputed historian and intellectual in his
own right. Golo grew up in Munich; he studied history and
philosophy in Berlin and Heidelberg. When their assets were
seized in 1933, the family left for Switzerland. A restless life
followed, travelling between countries. Mann was imprisoned
as a German in France at the outbreak of the war, but managed to escape and make it to the US – just like Arendt. Mann
returned to Europe permanently in 1958. That year he also
made his mark as a historian, with his bestselling work Deutsche Geschichte des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (1958). Mann
was professor of political science at the Technische Hochschule Stuttgart (1960-1964) at the time he wrote his review
of Arendt’s book.7

Röder and Strauss eds., Biographisches
Handbuch der deutschsprachigen Emigration
nach 1933, 268.

6 Burin was born Fritz Siegfried Burin.
He got his bachelor’s degree at New York
City College before he joined the US
Army in 1943. As the byline makes clear,
at the time Burin wrote his review of
Eichmann in Jerusalem he was working
as a visiting scholar in France, at the
University of Strasbourg. The rest of his
working career was spent between living
in Switzerland, teaching in the US at the
American University, and in France at
the University of Strasbourg. His career
was cut short when his young son died
in 1968: Burin retired early, in 1971. The
main source for information on Burin
was his daughter Elizabeth Burin, who
kindly answered my questions about her
father over e-mail. Hilberg fondly remembers Burin in his memoirs, although
according to Elizabeth Burin they were
not close. Francis. E. Rourke, ‘Doctoral
dissertations in political science in American universities’, The American Political
Science Review 47 no.3 (September 1953) 811842, at 830, 834. Raul Hilberg, The politics
of memory (Chicago 1996), 69-70. Heikelina
Verrijn Stuart and Marlise Simons, The
prosecutor and the judge. Benjamin Ferencz
and Antonio Cassese. Interviews and writings
(Amsterdam 2009), 14.

7 Mann was born Angelus Gottfried
Thomas Mann. His mother was defined
as Jewish by the Nazis; she did not consider herself to be Jewish. Like Arendt,
Mann had written his dissertation under
the philosopher Karl Jaspers. But Mann’s
relationship with Jaspers was difficult,
and Mann’s heated response to Arendt’s
book ended it. Klaus W. Jonas and Holger
K. Stunz eds., Golo Mann, Leben und Werken. Chronik und Bibliographie (1929-2003)
(Wiesbaden 2003), at 46, 49-50. Urs Bitterli,
Golo Mann, Instanz und Aussenseiter. Eine
Biographie (Zürich 2004). Tilmann Lahme,
Golo Mann. Biographie (Frankfurt 2009),
270, 281, 287-307.

Arnsberg
Paul Arnsberg (1899-1978) had a kaleidoscopic career. He is
the eldest of the fifteen reviewers, just old enough to have
fought in the First World War, in 1917-1918. Arnsberg was
born in Frankfurt am Main, in a Jewish merchant family. From
his student days onwards, he was active in the German Zionist movement. Before the Nazi rise to power, Arnsberg was a
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8 Arnsberg was deeply involved in German Jewish community life, both on a
local and national level. From 1924-1933,
Arnsberg was board member of the
Zionistische Vereinigung für Deutschland
1924-1933. In later life he was also on the
board of the Frankfurt Jewish community, and of the Zentralrat der Juden in
Deutschland. A square in eastern Frankfurt bears his name. For his journalistic
work Arnsberg was awarded the prestigious Theodor-Wolff-Prize in 1963. His
historical publications include Die nationalen Minderheiten als Subjekten des Völkerrechts (1922); Von Podolien nach Offenbach.
Die jüdische Heilsarmee des Jakob Frank. Zur
Geschichte der frankistische Bewegung (1965);
Bilder aus dem jüdischen Leben im alten
Frankfurt (1970); Die jüdischen Gemeinden
in Hessen (1971 and 1973). Paul Arnsberg,
‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?’, Aus Politik
und Zeitgeschichte. Beilage zur Wochenzeitung ‘Das Parlament’ no.B45 (November
4 1964) 3-18, at 2. Röder and Strauss eds.,
Biographisches Handbuch der deutschsprachigen Emigration nach 1933, 20.

9 From 1967 onwards, Scheffler served
as a consultant on Nazi crimes in many
trials, the Treblinka- and Majdanek-trials
in Düsseldorf and the Jerusalem trial
of John Demjanjuk among them. Scheffler also taught history, first at the Freie
Universität Berlin, and from 1986 at the
Technischen Universität Berlin, where he
became professor at the Zentrum für Antisemitimusforschung, the institute led by
Herbert Strauss. Scheffler did not publish
much; he was a specialist on primary
sources who spent most of his time in
the archives or teaching. Wolfgang Scheffler, Die nationalsozialistische Judenpolitik
(Berlin 1960). O.E.H. Becker, ‘Schatten
der Vergangenheit. Podiumsgespräch
über Hannah Arendts Buch vom Eichmann-Prozess’, Tagesspiegel (November 14
1964). Kampe and Strauss, Antisemitismus.
von der Judenfeindschaft zum Holocaust, 287.
Dieter Pohl, ‘Der Grundlagenforscher
des Grauens’, Die Tageszeitung (November
21, 2008). <http://www.taz.de/1/archiv/
print-archiv/printressorts/digi-artikel/?ressort=ku&dig=2008%2F11%2F21%2Fa0120&cHash=57c0ab4748>. Idem,
‘Nachruf Wolfgang Scheffler. Urgestein
Deutscher Forscher ist tot’, Die Tageszeitung (November 21, 2008). <http://
www.taz.de/Nachruf-Wolfgang-Scheffler/!26115/>. Wolfgang Benz,
‘Wolfgang Scheffler †’, Zeitschrift für
Geschichtswissenschaft 56 no.12 (2008)
985-986. ‘Wolfgang Scheffler gestorben.
Zum Tod eines streitbaren Holocaust-Forschers’, Die zentrale österreichische
Forschungsstelle Nachkriegsjustiz.
<http://www.nachkriegsjustiz.at/aktuelles/scheffler.php>. Benz, ‘Wolfgang
Scheffler †’, 986.
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businessman and worked as lawyer for the city of Frankfurt.
When the Nazi regime fired him in April 1933, Arnsberg emigrated to Palestine, where he became the director of a large
publishing company. In 1958 he returned to Frankfurt. Again
businessman-lawyer-publisher Arnsberg transformed himself,
and became, among other things, a historian of the local Jewish community. He also worked as an independent journalist,
writing for the Rheinischer Merkur and the Frankfurter Allgemeine.8
Scheffler
Wolfgang Scheffler (1929-2008) was one of the first historians who specialised in the Nazi murder of the Jews. A trailblazer in Germany just as Hilberg was in the US, Scheffler was
born in Leipzig to a strict Protestant family. In 1950 he moved
to West Germany, and completed his studies (political science, modern history and constitutional law) at the Free University of West Berlin. He made his mark with Die nationalsozialistische Judenpolitik (1960), an educational book that was
widely read. It summarised the existing research on the Nazi
persecution and murder of the Jews, which it illustrated with
excerpts from primary sources. In 1961, the West-German Foreign Office sent Scheffler to report on the Eichmann-trial. At
the time he wrote his review of Arendt’s book, Scheffler taught
political science at the Free University.9
Wucher
Albert Wucher (1920-2010) was a historian and journalist. Just
like Scheffler, he had seen Eichmann with his own eyes: he had
reported the Jerusalem trial for his employer, the Süddeutsche
Zeitung. Wucher had grown up in the Allgäu, in the German
south. In 1939 he was drafted into the Wehrmacht. In 1949, he
completed a dissertation on the German historian Theodor
Mommsen. He was then hired by the München-based, leftwing Süddeutsche Zeitung. Wucher became a well-known author of popular-historical works on the Weimar Republic and
the Third Reich. His reports of the Eichmann trial also resulted in a book, Eichmanns gab es viele (1961). More than a trial report, it was an overview of the history of the Endlösung –
the best available at the time, according to one enthusiastic
historian-reviewer.10
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Holthusen
Hans Egon Holthusen (1913-1997), son of a Lutheran pastor,
spent most of his youth in Niedersachsen, northeast Germany. He studied Germanistik (German language and literature),
history and philosophy. Holthusen was a member of the SS before the war, and a Wehrmacht soldier from 1939 to 1945. After the war he lived in Munich, writing successful poetry and
establishing himself as a literary critic. His 1951 collection of
literary ruminations, Der unbehauste Mensch, is a classic of
German post-war literature. His past caught up with him in
1961, when a magazine claimed he was still active in the SS in
1944. Like Klaus Epstein, Holthusen was one of the reviewers
who bridged the gap between the American and German discussions. At the time he reviewed Arendt’s book, he was program director of the Goethe House in New York.11

5.1.3 FRANCE

Wormser
Olga Wormser (1912-2002), historian and teacher, was born in
France. Her parents were Russian-Jewish intellectuals in exile. Wormser studied at the Sorbonne in Paris. After the war,
she became one of the first concentration camp researchers,
working for an organisation that gathered information on the
camps and tried to locate those who were deported. From
1951, Wormser was a member of the Comité d’histoire de la
deuxième guerre mondiale: the French attempt to create an
official history of the war. Most famously, Wormser was historical consultant for Nuit et Brouillard (1956), a French documentary on the concentration camps that had a wide public impact. At the time of the Arendt-controversy, Wormser
worked at the Institut Pédagogique National, and was writing
a dissertation on Le système concentrationnaire nazi, 19331945 (1968).12
Poliakov
Léon Poliakov (1910-1997) was the son of a successful publisher in St. Petersburg. The family was forced to leave Russia in 1920 and ended up in Paris. During the war, Poliakov
lived in Vichy France under a false identity. He joined the re-

10 In his review, Wucher continues
the line of thought from his own book
that ‘there were many Eichmanns’. In
Eichmanns gab es viele. H.G. Adler reviewed
the book, complimenting him for
gathering all the existing literature and
research into a legible overview for a large
audience. In 1963, Wucher produced a
television series on the Weimar Republic,
together with F.A. Krummacher – the
editor of the German counter-book
against Arendt, Die Kontroverse (in contrast
to this book, Wucher’s review of Eichmann in Jerusalem is very positive). Albert
Wucher, Seit 5 Uhr 45 wird zurückgeschossen. Ein Dokumentarbericht über Vorgeschichte und Beginn des Zweiten Weltkrieges
(München 1959). Idem, Eichmanns gab es
viele. Ein Dokumentarbericht über die Endlösung der Judenfrage (München/Zürich
1961). H.G. Adler, Neue politische Literatur
6 no.11/12 (1961) 975-983. Albert Wucher,
Die Fahne hoch. Das Ende der Republik und
Hitlers Machtübernahme. Ein Dokumentarbericht (München 1963). F.A. Krummacher
and Albert Wucher, Die Weimarer Republik
(ZDF, 1963). Karl Otmar Von Arentin,
‘Geist, Witz und heißes Herz. Zum Tod
des Historikers und SZ-Journalisten
Albert Wucher’, Süddeutsche Zeitung (2010)
sec. Feuilleton, 13. Pba, ‘Historiker im
Blatt. Zum Tode von Albert Wucher’,
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (2010) 34.
Patrick Bahners, ‘Vivisekteur der Kirchengeschichte. Von Petrus bis Johannes
Paul. wie ein Quellenforscher zum Selbstforscher wird’, Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung (September 6 2010) 34.

11 In 1933, Holthusen joined the SS,
Standarte Julius Schreck. According
to his own account, he recognised his
mistake in 1937. He did not leave the SS,
but stopped going to the meetings and
but applied for a post in the Nachrichtentruppe (signal troops) of the army.
Holthusen was a Wehrmacht soldier
from 1939-1945, including three years
at the Russian front. In 1961, magazine
Die Kultur (Desch, München) claimed that
Holthusen had still appeared in SS uniform in 1944, which Holthusen denied.
Holthusen explained his errors as those
of a young, foolish and restless boy, in
a 1966 confession called ‘Freiwillig zur
SS’. It was written for Merkur, a journal
for which Arendt wrote, too. The article
expounds the same theme as his earlier
review of Arendt’s book: the conflicting
nature of the individual. This interesting, rambling, conflicted half-apology
met with a furious answer from Jean
Améry, who had experienced torture at
the hands of SS men. From 1959 onwards
Holthusen held guest professorships at
American universities. In 1968 he became
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professor of German at Northwestern
University (Evanston, Illinois). Hans
Holthusen, ‘Freiwillig zur SS’, Merkur
20 no.223 (1966) 921-939. Idem, ‘Freiwillig
zur SS (II)’, Merkur 20 no.224 (1966) 10371049. Jean Améry and Hans Holthusen,
‘Fragen an Hans Egon Holthusen – und
seine Antwort’, Merkur 21 no.229 (1967)
393-400. Lothar Mertens, Unermüdlicher
Kämpfer für Frieden und Menschenrechte.
Leben und Wirken von Kurt Grossmann
(Berlin 1997), 263-266. Christoph König
ed., Internationales Germanistenlexicon
1800-1950 vol.1, A-G (Berlin, New York
2003), at 798. Marina Marzia Brambilla,
Hans Egon Holthusen. Eine Darstellung
seiner schriftstellerischen Tätigkeit (Aachen
2006). Jörg-Dieter Kogel, ‘Holthusen,
Hans Egon’, in: Wilhelm Kühlmann ed.,
Killy Literaturlexicon. Autoren und Werke
des deutschsprachigen Kulturraumes vol.5,
Har-Hug (Berlin, New York 2009). Robert
Rduch, ‘Korrektur der Kriegsbilder in
der Lyrik von Hans Egon Holthusen’,
in: Jürg Egyptien ed., Erinnerung in Text
und Bild: Zur Darstellbarkeit von Krieg und
Holocaust im literarischen und filmischen
Schaffen in Deutschland und Polen (Berlin
2012) 147-157, at 147-157, there 147-148.

12 Born Olga Jungelson, later Olga
Wormser-Migot. When the first camps
opened in 1944, Wormser worked for
the Service et Recherche des Déportés. The
organisation’s task was to gather information on the camps and locate those who
were deported. In the ruins of postwar
Europe, in the chaos of so many Displaced Persons, only very slowly a picture
emerged of what had happened in the
camps. When they began, Wormser and
her colleagues thought they knew who
and what they would find: ideas based
on lists with missing famous people,
on wartime gossip. These ideas differed
dramatically from the reality they
encountered. The misinformation and
misconceptions about the camps reigned
long after the war. Especially the difference between concentration and extermination camps took a long time to sink
in. Wormser herself wrote in her dissertation that there were no gas chambers in
Ravensbrück and Mauthausen, a mistake
that haunted the rest of her career. Henri
Michel and Olga Wormser, Tragédie de La
Déportation, 1940-1945. Témoignages de survivants des camps de concentration allemands
(Paris 1954). Olga Wormser-Migot, Le
système concentrationnaire nazi 1933-1945
(Paris 1968), 1-9. Annette Wieviorka, Déportation et génocide. Entre la mémoire et l’oubli
(Paris 1992), 49, 201-204. Antoine De Baecque, ‘Olga Wormser rejoint la nuit. L’historienne de la déportation s’est éteinte à
90 ans’, Libération (August 9, 2002). <http://
www.liberation.fr/culture/2002/08/09/
olga-wormser-rejoint-la-nuit_412307>.
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sistance, helping other Jews escape or find shelter. After the
war, Poliakov worked for the Centre de Documentation Juive
Contemporaine (CDJC), gathering documents on the persecution and deportation of Jews from France. He wrote one of
the first comprehensive historical works on the Nazi murder
of the Jews, an international bestseller: Bréviaire de la haine
(1951). In 1968, not long after his review of Arendt’s book, he
became a research director at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), the prestigious research institute of the French government.13
Borwicz
Michel Borwicz (1911-1987) was another early authority on
the Nazi murder of the Jews.14 Born in Poland to Jewish parents, Borwicz survived the war as a member of the Polish resistance. After the war he became director of the Cracowian Commission on History, and deputy director of the Polish
Central Commission on Jewish history. In 1947, he settled in
France. Like Poliakov, he was a regular contributor to the Revue d’Histoire de la Seconde Guerre Mondiale, the journal of
the aformentioned Comité d’histoire de la deuxième guerre
mondiale. Borwicz specialised in the history of Jewish life in
the concentration camps and the ghettoes of occupied Eastern Europe, gathering eye witness testimony of the persecution and murder. His 1952 dissertation analysed written responses of Jewish victims to their persecution: Écrits des
condamnés à mort (1954).
Vidal-Naquet
Vidal-Naquet (1930-2006), a historian of ancient Greece, is
the youngest reviewer in this selection. He was born in a prominent, secular French-Jewish family in Paris. Vidal-Naquet survived the war in hiding. When he wrote his review of Arendt’s
book, he had just accepted a job with historian Jean-Pierre
Vernant at what would become the Centre Louis Gernet.
The members of this institute gained international recognition with their dramatic (structuralist) rewrite of the history
of antiquity. Vidal-Naquet swam upstream all his life: he did
not only challenge the classic perspective of antiquity. In the
1960s he was also a prominent critic of the use of torture in
the French-Algerian war. In addition, later in life he became an
authoritative voice in French debates on Holocaust denial.15
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Paret
One of the last to contribute to the controversy was Roger Paret (1927-1977). Born in Paris, Paret studied history at the renowned Ecole Normale Supérieure. He specialised in medieval history and eventually became a Byzantologist. An activist
against the French presence in North Africa, Paret was secretary of the comité France-Maghreb, a think tank of anti-colonial intellectuals who tried to influence French colonial policy.
In the 1950s and early 1960s, Paret worked as Morocco-correspondent for the leftwing weekly France Observateur, the later
Nouvel Observateur. In the 1960s, he taught at the universities
of Tunis and Nancy. In the 1970s, he worked as a political advisor to Prime Minister Jacques Chirac. At the time of his review
of Arendt’s book, he was researcher at the Centre National de
la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS).16

5.2 STANDPOINTS AND RECURRING ARGUMENTS ON
THE THREE CONTROVERSIAL THEMES
5.2.1 Differences of opinion on moral judgment of the
Jewish leaders
There is not one main difference of opinion on the victim
theme in the fifteen reviews, although the frequent citation of
Arendt’s main judgment makes it seem so: most of the reviewers’ argumentation does not address this main judgment. Instead, there are several differences of opinion about Arendt’s
specific moral judgments – even if the fifteen reviewers seldom name these judgments explicitly. Not the cooperation by
the Jewish leaders with their persecutors is controversial; or
Arendt’s assessment of the instrumentality of these leaders;
the differences of opinion concern her moral judgment of the
behaviour of these historical actors. Except for Burin and Paret, all reviewers disagree with Arendt’s moral judgments of
‘Jewish cooperation.’ Even those, such as Wucher and Arnsberg, who explicitly defend Arendt’s right to voice criticism of
sacred historical actors such as the Jewish leaders (and the
German resistance), consider her judgments too harsh. The
five German historian-reviewers belong to those German critics who were not afraid to discuss the victim theme.
This section first looks at the reviewers’ counters of Arendt’s
main judgment of the Jewish leaders. Then it recalls Arendt’s
four specific moral judgments, and discusses how the review-

Annette Wieviorka, ‘Olga Wormser-Migot. Une historienne de la déportation’, Le Monde (August 8 2002). S
Lindeperg and Annette Wieviorka, ‘Léon
Poliakov et Olga Wormser-Migot. Portraits croisés de deux historiens pionniers
‘, (Collège de France, Paris, Fondation
pour la Mémoire de la Shoah 2007.

13 Shortly after the war, the CDJC was
asked by the French police to translate a
trunk full of German documents they
had recovered. The trunk turned out to
contain the administrative archives of the
SS in France, critical evidence in postwar
trials. As the keeper of this trunk of
documents, Poliakov was attached to the
French delegation at Nuremberg. Poliakov,
who had studied law before the war, was
later employed by the legendary historian Fernand Braudel to teach Jewish history at the École pratique des Hautes études.
Poliakov always thought a large audience
should have access to primary source
material: his 1963 book on the Eichmann
trial for instance, Le procès de Jerusalem
(1963), was a selection of documents used
in the trial. Léon Poliakov, L’étoile jaune.
Études et monographies (Paris 1949). Leon
Poliakov, ‘Eichmann. administrator of
the extermination’, Commentary (May 1
1949). Léon Poliakov, Bréviaire de la haine.
Le IIIe Reich et les Juifs (Paris 1951). Léon
Poliakov and Joseph Wulf, Das dritte Reich
und die Juden (Berlin 1955). Léon Poliakov,
L’auberge des musiciens. Mémoires (Paris
1981), 25-29, 164-170, 177-185, 206, 216.
Annette Wieviorka, ‘Un lieu de mémoire
et d’histoire. le Mémorial du martyr juif
inconnu’, in: Foulek Ringelheim ed., Les
juifs entre la mémoire et l’oubli (Bruxelles
1987) 107-131, at 108, 110.

14 Born Michal Maksymilian
Boruchewicz; also went by Michał Borwicz. The resistance had helped Borwicz
escape Janowska concentration camp
(near Lvov). His war story is the most
dramatic of all fifteen: Borwicz survived
a hanging in the camp, because the rope
broke. Borwicz was an expert witness in
several Polish postwar trials of war criminals, notably the trial of Amon Goeth,
commandant of concentration camp
Plaszow. He also helped unearth the
Ringelblum archives in the former ghetto
of Warsaw. Pictures of the unearthing are
included in Michel Borwicz, L’insurrection
du ghetto de Varsovie (Paris 1966). Borwicz
wrote of his camp experiences in University of Criminals (1946). He also referred to
the hanging in his dissertation. Michał
Maksymilian Borwicz, Uniwersytet zbirów
(Krakow 1946). Michel Borwicz, Écrits des
condamnés à mort. Sous l›occupation
allemande (1933-1945) (Paris 1954), 28n22,
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54n22, 67-70. Idem, Vies interdites (Tournai
1969), 261-262. Teresa Prekerowa, ‘Rescue
and relief acitivities on behalf of Jewish
victims of Nazism’, in: Michael R. Marrus ed., The Nazi Holocaust. Part 5: Public
opinion and relations to the Jews in Nazi
Europe vol.2 (Westport, CT and London
1989), at 529.

15 Pierre and his siblings survived the
war in hiding in the south of France;
their parents were deported and murdered in Auschwitz. After the war, as
a pupil at the lycée Henri IV in Paris,
one of Vidal-Naquet’s fellow pupils was
Holocaust denier Robert Faurisson, his
nemesis later in life. Vidal-Naquet first
became a history teacher (he acquired the
elite teacher’s degree called agrégation) before he got a job as a research assistant at
the university of Caen. The Centre Louis
Gernet was part of the prestigious École
pratique des hautes études (from 1975 the
Centre became part of the École des hautes
études en sciences sociales, EHESS). From
1969 onwards, Vidal-Naquet led the Centre. Together Vernant and Vidal-Naquet
wrote Mythe et tragédie en Grèce ancienne
(1972 and 1986), which turned the perspective of ancient Greek civilisation on
its head. Pierre Vidal-Naquet, L’affaire
Audin (Paris 1958). Idem, ‘La banalité du
mal’, Le Monde (January 13 1967) 16. Idem,
Les assassins de la mémoire. ‘Un Eichmann
de papier’ et autres essais sur le révisionnisme
(Paris 1987). Idem, Mémoires 1. La brisure et
l’attente 1930-1955. La découverte (Paris
1995), 172-172, 210, 218, 242-243, 256, 283284, 288, 290. Idem, Mémoires 2. Le trouble et
la lumière 1955-1998. La découverte (Paris
1998), 29, 32, 62-63, 113-114, 116-117, 135,
156, 160, 187-190, 194-196, 205, 241-245 249,
262, 270-271, 276-277. Idem, ‘Pourquoi et
comment je suis devenu historien’, Esprit
27 (August-September 2003) 54-75. Oswyn
Murray, ‘Pierre Vidal-Naquet. Historian
of Ancient Greece who exposed the
French government’s use of torture in
Algeria’, The Independent (August 4 2006).
Olivier Mongin and Jean-Pierre Peyroulou, ‘Pierre Vidal-Naquet, un intellectuel
hors pair’, Esprit 32 (June 2008) 6-44.

16 Paret did not finish the ENS; he
left and passed the agrégation and via
that route entered the university system,
just like Vidal-Naquet did. Similar to
Wolfgang Scheffler, Paret was an erudite, and a gatherer of knowledge and
documents, who did not publish much.
Roland Martin, ‘Allocution de M. Roland Martin, président de l’Association.
Assemblée générale du 20 juin 1979’,
Revue des Études Grecques 92 no.438-439
(July-December 1979) 26-30, at 27. Daniel
(Ed.) Rivet, ‘Le comité France-Maghreb.
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ers’ argumentation is tailored to counter these specific judgments. The section then continues with an examination of arguments on the victim theme that recur between the reviews.
The section concludes with observations on the reviewers’
presentation of the discussion as “factual.”
Reviewers counter Arendt’s main judgment of the Jewish
leaders
If one goes by the number of times it was quoted during the
controversy, Arendt’s main judgment of the Jewish leaders
must have been the source of all the trouble in the discussion.
To recall: Arendt claims that the existence of the Jewish leaders resulted in a larger number of Jewish victims. She writes:
Wherever Jews lived, there were recognized Jewish leaders,
and this leadership, almost without exception, cooperated in
one way or another, for one reason or another, with the Nazis.
The whole truth was that if the Jewish people had really been
unorganized and leaderless, there would have been chaos and
plenty of misery but the total number of victims would hardly have been between four and a half and six million people.17
For many participants in the controversy, this citation was
the call to arms. For the majority of the fifteen reviewers, too,
Arendt’s main judgment is the point of departure for a discussion of Arendt’s positions on the Jewish leaders. To analyse the response to this main judgment, one should first note
that this citation consists not of one, but several claims: that
the Jewish leaders cooperated with the Nazis; that they did
so ‘almost without exception’; that less people would have
been murdered if the Jewish leaders had been taken out of
the equation; and that that is a fact, ‘the whole truth.’ Eight of
the fifteen reviewers respond to Arendt’s claim that but for the
existence of the Jewish leaders, the total number of victims
would have been less. Only two agree with this claim (Handlin
and Burin); six disagree (Mann, Arnsberg, Scheffler, Borwicz,
Poliakov, Vidal-Naquet).
Some of the reviewers respond to Arendt’s main judgment
implicitly. Without quoting or paraphrasing it, they imply that
it does not matter whether the Jewish leaders contributed to
the disaster or not: their actions were forced by the circumstances (Mosse, Strauss, Epstein, Wucher, Wormser).18 Others explicitly respond to one or more of the different claims
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in Arendt’s main judgment. Hans Holthusen for instance attacks Arendt’s claim that the Jewish leaders cooperated ‘almost without exception’: he stresses there were more exceptions to “Jewish cooperation” than Arendt claims.
Often reviewers cite or paraphrase (a part of) Arendt’s main
judgment before they express their explicit (dis)agreement.
Léon Poliakov for instance quotes it, then begins his argument
against Arendt’s positions on the victim theme. He first picks
out the ‘if’ in Arendt’s main judgment (‘if the Jewish people...’),
and gives Arendt a historical-methodological admonishment
about this ‘if.’ ‘The truth is, first of all,’ he writes, ‘that history is not written with ifs…’ 19 Poliakov then continues to challenge different elements of Arendt’s ‘whole truth.’ Other reviewers also challenge Arendt’s ‘whole truth.’ Paul Arnsberg
for example: he quotes Arendt’s main judgment, then states
that it is ‘less than half of the truth.’ Golo Mann paraphrases
the main judgment, and then argues that it is both ‘dangerous
and truth-obscuring.’ 20
Reviewers counter Arendt’s four specific moral judgments
Arendt does not only claim the existence of the Jewish leaders
resulted in more victims; she claims their cooperation helped
to make the Final Solution possible. This becomes clear when
one reads her main judgment in its context. 21 Arendt also
specifies this further on in her book, by presenting four specific ‘moral problems’ she sees in the cooperation of the Jewish leaders during the war. Much of the reviewers’ argumentation is tailored to counter these four specific moral judgments,
without explicitly naming them. However, Arendt’s criticism
of the Jewish leaders also comprises some deprecating assessments of negotiations between Zionists, Jewish leaders
and the Nazis before the war. In the controversy, these different standpoints were often conflated. Supported by the chaotic nature of Arendt’s writing, the conflation survives to this
day. To understand which standpoints of Arendt’s the fifteen
reviewers responded to, one must first separate these standpoints.
Arendt is critical of German-Jewish organisations before the
war, and writes scathingly of the (Palestinian-)Zionist efforts
to bring Jews to Palestine before the war. However, Arendt’s
moral judgment is reserved for the officials of the Jewish
Councils, in other words the Jewish leaders during the war. It
is important to note the difference. The pre-war Zionist effort

Réseaux intellectuels et d’influence face
à la crise marocaine (1952-1955)’, Les cahiers
de l’IHTP no.38 (1997). Anne-Marie Pathé,
‘Les archives de Roger Paret’, Les cahiers de
l’IHTP no.38 (1997) 157-167, at 157. VidalNaquet, Mémoires 2. Le trouble et la lumière
1955-1998, 154.

17 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London 1994), 125.

18 Frederic Burin is the only of the
fifteen to wholeheartedly agree with
Arendt’s main judgment of the Jewish leaders; he thinks Arendt’s main
judgment is ‘perfectly plausible.’ Oscar
Handlin agrees that the reach of Arendt’s
moral collapse includes the victims’ leaders. But he does not agree with Arendt
that all who succumbed to the moral collapse should be judged. Roger Paret does
not mention Arendt’s main judgment,
but instead responds to the accusation
that sprung from it: that Arendt “blamed
the victims.” Just like Handlin, he agrees
with Arendt that the moral collapse
includes the Jewish leaders. Paret however has no problem with Arendt judging
the Jewish leaders. In his standpoint
defending Arendt, Paret specifies that she
only blames them for a small part of the
destruction; ‘not for the essential, and not
for a large part of it,’ he writes.

19 ‘La vérité, c’est, d’abord, que l’histoire
ne s’écrit ps avec des si...’ Leon Poliakov,
‘L’histoire se n’écrit pas avec des si...’, Les
nouveaux cahiers 2 no.8 (December 1966)
7-9, at 8. In the Postscript, Arendt allusively
defended her use of if-history: one must
judge, she thinks, and to judge one must
consider what the historical actor in
question could have done differently. She
criticises her critics’ refusal to judge: ‘no
alternative to what actually happened
is even considered and no person could
have acted differently from the way he
did act.’ Arendt, EIJ, 297.

20 ‘Diese “ganze Wahrheit” ist aber
weniger als eine Halbwahrheit [...].’ Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?‘, 14.
‘Es zieht sich eine andere These durch
Hannah Arendts Buch, die nicht glattweg
eine Unwahrheit ist [...] die aber, so wie die
Akzente gesetzt werden, doch etwas tief
Gefährliches und Wahrheitsverwirrendes
hat.’ Golo Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und
der Eichmann-Prozess’, Neue Rundschau 74
no.4 (1963) 626-633, at 631.

21

Arendt writes: ‘[T]he problem is how
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it was possible for [the Nazis] to succeed
[with the Final Solution]. Thus, the gravest omission from the general picture’
was that of a witness to testify to the
cooperation between the Nazi rules and
the Jewish authorities, and hence of an
opportunity to raise the question: “Why
did you cooperate in the destruction of
your own people and, eventually, in your
own ruin?” […] Judge Halevi found out
from Eichmann in cross-examination
that the Nazis had regarded this cooperation as the very cornerstone of their
Jewish policy. […] True it was that the
Jewish people as a whole had not been
organized, that they had possessed no
territory, no government, and no army,
that, in the hour of their greatest need,
they had no government-in-exile to represent them among the Allies […], no caches
of weapons, no youth with military
training. But the whole truth was that
there existed Jewish community organizations and Jewish party and welfare
organizations on both the local and the
international level. Wherever Jews lived,
there were recognized Jewish leaders, and
this leadership, almost without exception,
cooperated in one way or another, for
one reason or another, with the Nazis.
The whole truth was that if the Jewish
people had really been unorganized and
leaderless, there would have been chaos
and plenty of misery but the total number of victims would hardly have been
between four and a half and six million
people. (According to Freudiger’s calculations about half of them could have
saved themselves if they had not followed
the instructions of the Jewish Councils.
[…] ).’ Arendt, EIJ, 124-126.

22 Her bitter tone even in the pre-war
situation does give the reader a different impression. As does her claim that
the contacts established before the war
enabled the bad choices of the Jewish
Councils during the war; as well as her
claim that the Zionist emigration efforts
saved people for the wrong reasons.
However, Arendt does not see ‘moral
problems’ in this pre-war behaviour,
only a ‘fundamental error in judgment’;
and the argumentation in the pre-war
German situation is not part of her
argumentation on the moral collapse. Of
the German-Jewish organisations, Arendt
writes: ‘Needless to say, these [pre-war]
negotiations were separated by an abyss
from the later collaboration of the Judenräte. No moral questions were involved
yet, only a political decision whose “realism” was debatable […]. It was Realpolitik
without Machiavellian overtones, and its
dangers came to light years later, after the
outbreak of the war, when these daily
contacts between the Jewish organizations and the Nazi bureaucracy made it
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and the naiveté of the German Jewish leaders before the war
Arendt criticises respectively as an ‘error in judgment’ and ‘a
political decision whose “realism” was debatable,’ not as ‘moral problems.’ 22 The Zionists and Jewish leaders before the war
were doing right, Arendt implies: they were helping Jews to escape, even if their motives for doing so were ‘debatable.’ This
implication is further brought out by the contrast she paints
with those who did do wrong: countries all over the world who
refused to accommodate the German-Jewish refugees.
Now for Arendt’s specific moral judgments of the Jewish
leaders during the war. She specifies four wrong choices the
Jewish Councils made in the moral dilemmas they were faced
with. As discussed in chapter 2, Arendt’s first specific moral
judgment concerns their cooperation in itself.23 Arendt is realistic enough to see that non-cooperation was not an option; instead she thinks that the Jewish leaders should have complied
instead of cooperated with the Nazis.24 Second, she condemns
the abuse of power by Jewish Councilmen, in deciding who
would be deported and who would be saved. Third, she judges
the leaders’ keeping their knowledge of the deportation’s destination to themselves, because they deprived people of a realistic choice between deportation and, for example, trying to go
into hiding.25 This was a very important point for Arendt; she
also discussed it in her reply to Laqueur and Robinson (section
3.3). Fourth, she condemns the acceptance of the different categories of “Jews” the Nazis created since 1933. Some categories were (temporarily) exempt from persecution: veterans of
the First World War for example; Jews married to Aryans; and
later on members of the Jewish Councils. Here Arendt draws
the reach of the ‘moral problem’ wider. She claims that not only
the Jewish Councils, but ‘respectable Jewish society’ as a whole
was swallowed by the moral collapse in this respect: everyone
accepted these exceptions.26
The majority of the fifteen reviewers present the discussion
of the Jewish leaders as a discussion of “historical facts.” When
they cite or paraphrase Arendt’s main judgment, they state that
it is “true” or “untrue.” But most of their argumentation does
not address the central question of her main judgment: whether the cooperation of the Jewish leaders was indeed instrumental to the mass murder. 27 And none of the fifteen questions the
fact of ‘Jewish cooperation’ with the Nazis (which some participants in the controversy did do).28 So what is/are the main difference/s of opinion on the victim theme, if it is not the truth
or untruth of the claims in Arendt’s main judgment? Most ar-
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guments address Arendt’s specific moral judgments, and often quite specifically; but by allusion, not upfront. Meaning: reviewers offer explicit argumentation against a specific moral
judgment of Arendt’s, without explicitly stating which judgment
they are countering; and without explicitly stating that they are
countering a moral judgment.29 George Mosse argues for example that the Jewish leaders ‘thought the terror could be mitigated through cushioning the shock.’ This argument allusively
answers Arendt’s third ‘moral problem’, that the Jewish leaders
did not share their knowledge of the deportations and their destinations with the people they were responsible for.30
Herbert Strauss argues against several specific standpoints
of Arendt’s, without naming any of them explicitly. For example,
Strauss argues that leaders of German Jewish Councils ‘managed to mitigate many Nazi-decrees.’ This is an allusive counter of Arendt’s main judgment that the Jewish leaders made
matters worse. In the same allusive manner Strauss answers
Arendt’s criticism of the Jewish leaders before the war, her specific moral judgments of the Jewish Councils during the war,
and her main judgment.31 In addition, Strauss allusively counters all of Arendt’s moral judgments at once, by claiming that the
situation of the Jewish leaders during the war was analogous to
life in a concentration camp. Here Strauss leans on a commonplace often used in discussions on Nazi crimes and their victims: that hardly anyone is equipped to judge what happened in
the grey zone of the concentration camp. He writes: ‘[The Jewish Councils’] role of intermediary is tragic and morally grey as
was that of the concentration camp “élite” of privileged prisoners.’ 32 The words ‘tragic’ and ‘morally grey’ help the reader to infer that a moral judgment is out of bounds here, without
Strauss having to say so explicitly.
The question is: why do these historian-reviewers not question Arendt’s moral judgments upfront – the factual, the interpretative and/or the evaluative part of them? That question will
be discussed at the end of this section on the victim theme.
Recurring arguments against Arendt’s moral judgments of the
Jewish leaders: “circumstances” and “intentions” as factors in
judgment
The arguments that the reviewers use to counter Arendt’s moral judgments are often similar, sometimes even identical. What
is more, if one does not consider each argument individually,
but looks at how the arguments work together, one notices

so much easier for the Jewish functionaries to cross the abyss between helping
Jews to escape and helping the Nazis
to deport them.’ Ibid., 11. (This was the
addition to the first edition of the book
that she had promised Siegfried Moses,
chapter 3). Of Zionist efforts, Arendt
writes: ‘Indeed, they were in a position
to deal with the Nazi authorities on a
footing amounting to equality, which
native Jews were not, since they enjoyed
the protection of the mandatory power;
they were probably among the first Jews
to openly talk about mutual interests and
were certainly the first to be given permission ‘to pick young Jewish pioneers’
from among the concentration camps.
Of course, they were unaware of the
sinister implications of this deal, which
still lay in the future; but they too somehow believed that if it was a question
of selecting Jews for survival, the Jews
should do the selecting themselves. It was
this fundamental error in judgment that
eventually led to a situation in which the
non-selected majority of Jews inevitably
found themselves confronted with two
enemies – the Nazi authorities and the
Jewish authorities.” Ibid., 61.

23

Ibid., 124.

24 Arendt writes: ‘Mere compliance
would never have been enough either to
smooth out all the enormous difficulties
of an operation that was soon to cover
the whole of Nazi-occupied and Nazi-allied Europe or soothe the consciences of
the operators […].’ Ibid., 115. And ‘[…] [Eichmann] did expect more than compliance,
he expected – and received, to a truly
extraordinary degree – their cooperation.’ Ibid., 117.

25

Ibid., 119.

26 Arendt writes: ‘The categories had
been accepted without protest by German Jewry from the very beginning.
And the acceptance of privileged categories – German Jews as against Polish
Jews, war veterans and decorated Jews
as against ordinary Jews, families whose
ancestors were German-born as against
recently naturalized citizens, etc. – had
been the beginning of the moral collapse
of respectable Jewish society.’ Ibid., 131132.

27 The one recurring argument against
this, already mentioned in chapter 3,
is the Soviet-argument. Where Arendt
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claims the number of victims would have
been less without the Jewish Councils,
Scheffler, Poliakov and Vidal-Naquet
counter that there were no Jewish Councils in the Soviet-Union, and the percentage of Jews killed was not lower.

28 Some of the fifteen do question
the appropriateness of the words “cooperation” and “collaboration” for what the
Jewish leaders did (Vidal-Naquet, Arnsberg, Mann); a situation Vidal-Naquet
sarcastically describes as ‘the collaboration
of the noose and the man hung.’

29 Handlin for example explicitly
agrees with Arendt’s main judgment. He
also agrees that ‘even the Zionists and the
Jewish communal organisations bore a
share of the blame.’ However, Handlin
states, although her main analysis of
‘Jewish cooperation’ is correct, ‘in the
discussion of individual cases she tends to
lose sight of the general dilemma totalitarianism poses for men who value order
and rationality.’ ‘Individual cases’ refers to
Arendt’s discussion of the behaviour of
individual Jewish leaders during the war.
In Arendt’s book, these individual examples of Jewish leaders’ behaviour illustrate
her specific moral judgments. Thus,
without getting into specifics, Handlin
agrees with Arendt’s general assessment
of the instrumentality of ‘Jewish cooperation,’ but disagrees with her moral
judgments. Oscar Handlin, ‘Hannah
Arendt’s Eichmann’, The New Leader, 46
no.16 (August 5 1963) 19-21, at 19.

30 George L. Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’,
The Progressive, 27 no.7 (July 1963). Borwicz answers this third moral judgment
by inflating it, in ridicule: ‘A l’en croire,
les membres de ces “Conseils” savaient
parfaitement et d’avance à quoi s’en tenir,
mais ils auraient délibérément menti à
leurs administrés.’ Michel Borwicz, ‘Le
«roman» d’Hannah Arendt’, Les nouveaux
cahiers 2 no.8 (December 1966) 2-7, at 5.

31 For instance, Strauss argues that
before the war, the German Jewish organisations were “burdened with responsibilities.” This allusively answers Arendt’s
criticism that they were playing at
politics. He also argues that the German
Jewish organisations harboured illusions
about the true nature of the Nazis “just
as everybody else did.” This allusively
challenges Arendt’s verdict that these
organisations were naïve. Scheffler uses
nearly identical arguments (chapter 6).
Strauss also answers her main judgment,
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even more similarities between the reviewers’ arguments. For
instance, many of these individual arguments describe the difficult circumstances of the Jewish leaders. Nine out of fifteen
reviewers present these circumstances as their main defence
of the Jewish leaders (Strauss, Mosse, Handlin, Epstein, Mann,
Arnsberg, Scheffler, Wucher, Borwicz). They consider Arendt’s
judgment(s) of the Jewish leaders’ behaviour unjust, when taking their difficult circumstances into account. Their various arguments on “circumstances” work on a generally accepted rule:
that the circumstances of an act should be considered in the
judgment of that act (see for instance Mosse, section 6.1). This
rule is usually left implicit; the reviewer expects the reader to
complete his reasoning by inferring the rule. For instance when
Mosse states that ‘Arendt expects these leaders to rise dramatically above a historical situation for which they were entirely
unprepared.’ Or when Borwicz writes that [the Jewish] Councils had to perform their communal duties ‘in extraordinary
conditions, imprisoned in the ghettoes.’ 33
However, there are more similarities in the reviewers’ argumentation against Arendt. In six of the fifteen texts, the “circumstances”-counter against Arendt’s judgments of the Jewish leaders is fortified with a second counter, concerning the
intentions of the Jewish leaders (Strauss, Mosse, Handlin,
Scheffler, Wucher, Borwicz). Again, these arguments on “intentions” work on a generally accepted rule: that judgment
of a deed is altered by knowledge of the intentions of the actor. Sometimes an argument on “intentions” is explicitly made,
as when Albert Wucher simply states that the Jewish leaders acted out of ‘the best intentions.’ By contrast, Scheffler
and Strauss challenge Arendt’s judgment with allusive arguments on the leaders’ “intentions”. These reviewers both give
examples of leaders who refused to emigrate when they had
the chance, who stayed with their people to the bitter end.
Without having to be explicitly told, the reader knows that any
judgment of mistakes these leaders made, must be balanced
by these dramatic examples of their good intentions. What is
more, “circumstances” and “intentions” reinforce each other as arguments: not only were the circumstances stacked
against the Jewish leaders, they also weathered these circumstances nobly.
The fifteen reviewers choose different argument schemes
for “circumstances” and “intentions”: they can be examples
(symptomatic argumentation), or causes (causal argumentation). It is important to note the scheme chosen, because it
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alters the meaning of the argument. To begin with “circumstances” as symptomatic argumentation: when a reviewer
presents examples of the extremely difficult situation of the
Jewish leaders as extenuating circumstances. For instance,
Strauss gives examples of the heavy burden the German Jewish leaders had to carry before the war. He writes: ‘Before
1939, Jews […] discharged a great many communal responsibilities: welfare services, emigration, hospitals, schools, adult
education, religious services, retraining – burdens increased
as the exclusion from Germany deepened.’ 34 To understand
the weight of these arguments, one must understand that
Strauss is not referring to the ordinary community services
here. As soon as the Nazis came to power, they started shutting the German Jews out of society, forcing them with laws
and decrees to provide their own community services, some of
which Strauss lists here. Strauss’ German emigré readership
certainly understood these matters without having to be told
explicitly. These communal burdens, Strauss argues, belong
to the ‘proper context’ in which the leaders’ actions should be
considered. By arguing how hard these leaders worked for the
community, Strauss’ also allusively argues against Arendt’s
attribution of selfish motive to the Jewish leaders. He depicts
the German Jewish leaders as being concerned solely with the
welfare of their people, not with saving their own skins.35
Some reviewers also choose a causal argument scheme for
the difficult circumstances: these reviewers then argue that
the circumstances forced the decisions that Arendt criticises. If examples of extenuating circumstances are often used
to defend the Jewish leaders in the pre-war situation, the presentation of circumstances as straitjackets is only used for
the situation during the war. As Scheffler writes of the German Jewish leaders: ‘The Gestapo forced the Reichsvereinigung to help with the technical preparations of the deportation.’ In the same vein, Borwicz concludes that ‘the “Jewish
Councils” found themselves with their backs to the wall.’ 36
Using circumstances causally rather than symptomatically,
comes down to arguing that the Jewish leaders had no choice.
Sometimes this argument is made explicitly. Strauss for instance writes of the German Jewish leaders: ‘When the war
broke out the Jewish situation changed from relatively free
choices to no choices at all.’ Further on Strauss repeats the
message: ‘Nobody among Jewish leaders participated in decision making.’ The same argument, in the words of Wucher:
‘The Jewish Councils, if they wanted to or not, had to deal with
and obey Eichmann.’ 37

with the argument that had these men
resigned, it would not have mattered:
‘others would have taken their places,’
or ‘the Nazis would have dealt with the
Jews directly.’ Herbert Strauss, ‘The thesis
of Hanna Arendt’, Aufbau/Reconstruction
no.20 (May 17 1963) 13-14, at 13-14.

32

Ibid., 14.

33 ‘Pour les juifs, enfermés dans les
ghettos, [...] ces “conseils” avaient à résoudre, dans des conditions insolites,
mille problèmes d’habitation, de nourriture, d’hôpitaux, d’entraide, etc.’ Mosse,
‘Captive Eichmann’. Borwicz, ‘Le «roman»
d’Hannah Arendt’, 5.

34 Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna
Arendt’, 13.

35 These same pre-war circumstances
can also be used to defend the Jewish victims in general. Mann writes for instance
that ‘Hannah Arendt [macht] die Emigration leichter als sie war; es trifft nicht
zu, daß man damals noch den Großteil
seines Vermögens mitnehmen konnte,
und wie qualvoll schwer, wie praktisch
unmöglich es für die meisten war, das
Recht zu Niederlassung und Arbeit in
einem andern Land zu erhalten, bedarf
keiner Ausführung.’ Here Mann uses
two examples to show that even before
the war, the German Jews had little or
no freedom of action. Mann, ‘Hannah
Arendt und der Eichmann-Prozess’, 631.

36 ‘Es ist bekannt, daß die Gestapo die
Reichsvereinigung zwang, bei den technischen Vorbereitungen der Deportation
Hilfsdienst zu leisten.’ Wolfgang Scheffler,
‘Hannah Arendt und der Mensch im
totalitären Staat’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte. Beilage zur Wochenzeitung Das
Parlament no.B45 (November 4 1964) 19-38,
at 26. ‘[...] les “conseils juifs” s’étaient trouvés aux abois [...].’ Borwicz, ‘Le “roman”
d’Hannah Arendt’, 6.
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37 Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna
Arendt’, 14. ‘[D]ie Judenräte besonders,
die, ob sie wollten oder nicht, mit Eichmann verhandeln und ihm gehorchen
mußten [...].’Albert Wucher, ‘Psychologie
des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um
Hannah Arendt’, Süddeutsche Zeitung (January 30-31 1965) sec. Feuilleton, 7-8, at 8.

38 ‘Baeck und Hirsch [...] die es beiden
abgelehnt hatten zu emigrieren, weil sie
ihre Mitmenschen in der Stunde der
Gefahr nicht verlassen wollten.’ Scheffler,
‘Hannah Arendt und der Mensch im
totalitären Staat’, 26.
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The argument schemes the reviewers choose for their arguments on “intentions” are also symptomatic or causal. Scheffler for instance presents two noble leaders as examples of
the general “good intentions” of German Jewish leaders: ‘Baeck and Hirsch both refused to emigrate because they did not
want to leave their fellow men to their fate.’ 38 However, the
leaders’ good intentions can also be presented as causes of
their wrong choices. Mosse counters Arendt’s third moral
judgment in this manner, with a causal argument on good intentions: the leaders did not share their knowledge of the deportations’ destinations with their people, because they wanted to ‘cushion the shock’ and thus ‘mitigate the terror.’ 39

Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’.

Other recurring arguments against Arendt’s moral
40 Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna
Arendt’, 14.

judgments of the Jewish leaders: “good deeds” and
“only human” behaviour as factors in judgment
“Circumstances” and “intentions” dominate the reviewers’ argumentation against Arendt on the victim theme, but there
are still other recurring arguments on this subject in the fifteen reviews. Arendt’s moral judgments are also countered
with “good deeds”: examples of the things the Jewish leaders
“did right,” as opposed to the things Arendt names they “did
wrong.” This too was a commonplace argument in the controversy. As “circumstances” and “intentions” do, arguments on
the leaders’ “good deeds” operate on the reader’s inference of
a generally accepted rule: that “good deeds” should balance a
judgment of misguided actions. Strauss recounts for example:
‘I was a student in Berlin during some of the war years (19391943) and observed at the time that Messrs. Baeck, Eppstein
and Hirsch managed to mitigate many Nazi decrees.’ 40 To oppose Arendt’s harsh position on ‘Jewish cooperation’ as ‘the
cornerstone’ of Eichmann’s work, Strauss mentions that although they cooperated with the decrees and the deportations, the Jewish leaders also got something in return: they
managed to make life easier for those they were responsible
for, at least for a while. That Strauss was an eyewitness to this
mitigation of course fortifies his argument. Both Strauss and
Scheffler also present the pre-war emigration efforts of the
Jewish leaders to soften the judgment of their less fortunate
decisions. In Scheffler’s words: ‘not in a small part thanks to
the work of the organisations that helped with emigration […]
almost 315.000-320.000 of the originally over 500.000 German Jews could reach the salvation of a foreign country.’ 41
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The good deeds of the Jewish leaders were often named in
the controversy. Another often recurring argument in the controversy used a comparative argument scheme: Jewish leaders or the Jewish victims in general were defended by comparing them with non-Jews, explicitly or implicitly arguing that
the Jews they behaved just as other people did (or would have
done), that they were “only human.” A variation of this argument was made by example; listing different types of Jewish
leaders for instance, to show they were “only human” – there
were good and bad guys among them. In the controversy, the
argument that the Jewish leaders were “only human” was a
crossover argument: it could be used both to attack and to defend Arendt’s views on the Jewish leaders.
The fifteen historian-reviewers use the argument that the
leader were “only human”, too, most of them to attack Arendt.
‘If Jewish behavior was based on illusions during this period,
so was everybody else’s,’ Strauss writes. Mann argues the
same: ‘[…] the German Jews did not see what was coming,
and not because they were Jewish, but because they were
German. […] If they were blind, they were not blinder than
most Germans, or Frenchmen, or Englishmen were about the
reigning villain.’ Arnsberg argues by example. He notes of
the Jewish leaders that their ‘arrogance of bureaucrats in an
apparatus of functionaries is and was to be perceived everywhere and in all times. This has to do with human weakness,
belongs to the “Vanity Fair” [of human sin] […].’ This is an
allusive counter of Arendt’s criticism of the leaders’ motives:
that some leaders behaved appallingly, was only to be expected. Mann at the end of his text makes a similar argument: he
is not surprised that the whole sordid spectrum of human
behaviour was displayed by these leaders – that still does
not give Arendt the right to judge them. And Vidal-Naquet
explains that ‘one easily discovers analogous situations when
studying the reactions of the Armenians faced with the Turks
during and before the massacre.’
By contrast, Epstein refers to the “only human” side of the
Jewish leaders by alluding to a rule on human behaviour,
using a causal argument scheme: such a situation causes humans to respond in such a manner. ‘Individual Jews found
themselves in a desperate position, facing inevitable doom,’
he writes. ‘This position was not conducive to stark reality
or solidarity.’ 42

41 ‘Wenn bis zum Auswanderungsverbot im Oktober 1941 von der ursprünglich über 500.000 deutschen Juden
nahezu 315.000 bis 320.000 das rettende
Ausland erreichen konnten [...] so war das
nicht zum geringsten Teil der Arbeit der
an der Auswanderung beteiligten Organisationen zu danken.’ Scheffler, ‚Hannah
Arendt und der Mensch im totalitären
Staat‘, 25.
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42 ‘Richtig aber ist, daß die deutschen
Juden das, was ihnen bevorstand, nicht
voraussahen, und zwar nicht, weil sie
Juden, sondern weil sie Deutsche waren
[...].’ Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess‘, 631. ‘Diese Arroganz
der Bürokraten eines Funktionär-Apparates ist und war überall und zu allen
Zeiten spürbar gewesen, nicht nur bei
den Juden, Das hat mit menschlicher
Schwäche zu tun, gehört auf den “Jahrmarkt der Eitelkeiten”, dürfte aber nicht
von Hannah Arendt als typologisch für
die “Jüdischen Führer” verallgemeinert
werden.’ Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein
Dämon?‘, 14. ‘En soi ces phénomènes
n’ont sans doute rien de spécifique: on
en découvrirait aisément d’analogues
en étudiant par exemple les réactions
des Arméniens face aux Turcs pendant
et avant les massacres.’ Vidal-Naquet, ‘La
banalité du mal’. Strauss, ‘The thesis of
Hanna Arendt’, 14. Klaus Epstein, ‘The
Eichmann affair’, Modern Age 8 no.1
(Winter 1963) 107-110, at 108.
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Other recurring arguments against Arendt’s moral judgments of the Jewish leaders: “historical methodology”
As these reviews were written by historians, it is not surprising that Arendt’s positions on the victim theme are also tackled by criticising her historical methodology. They argue that
there are rules for history writing and that Arendt does not
know these rules. Most often these rules are implied or alluded to; sometimes they are expressed explicitly. An interesting
thing about these arguments on “historical methodology” is
that they are often variations of common arguments against
Arendt in the controversy, dressed up as professional historical criticism. For instance, the rule that “the Jewish leaders
must be judged with empathy” in some of these reviews becomes a criterion for sound historical judgment: the rule that
the historian must imagine himself in the position of the historical actors he describes, to build a correct historical picture
and a fair evaluation (Mosse, Holthusen, Poliakov, sections 6.1
and 6.2). Arendt’s lack of empathy is a transgression of the
historical rule that judging historical actors requires “putting
yourself in their shoes.” (At the same time, pointing out this
rule fortifies the arguments on the leaders’ “circumstances”,
because “putting yourself in their shoes” entails considering the circumstances the Jewish leaders had to deal with.)
Arendt’s judgments are made on the isolated heights of theory
and thus fail the test of historical praxis. ‘Writing from Mount
Olympus instead of putting herself into the inferno,’ as Mosse
explicitly puts it – a deadly sin for a historian.43
Another instance of a much-heard criticism in the controversy that becomes a methodological counter in the hands
of historians is that “Arendt distorts the truth.” According to
these reviewers, Arendt has transgressed methodological
rules for building a historical picture and placing (or rather,
judging) historical actors within that picture. That does not
mean that they disagree with her facts: her interpretation of
these facts is wrong, they argue, and thus the judgment she
bases on this interpretation as well. According to these historian-reviewers Arendt generalises, speculates, jumbles things
together that don’t belong together, fails to mention important facts, is inconsistent, and even commits the basic mistake of squeezing historical reality back into the theory she
derived from it.
Thus Arnsberg argues that Arendt makes reality fit her
‘cliché’ by generalising where she should not; and Schef-
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fler argues that Arendt ‘mixes facts, half-truths and non existing matters, only to prove her main thesis more strongly.’
Holthusen gives Arendt a similar historical lecture: ‘it is one
thing to abstract a political-sociological theory from reality
(like the idea of a complicity between executioners and victims), and quite another to project this theorem back onto a
concrete piece of historical reality […].’ 44 The fundament of
Holthusen’s review is this methodological criticism of what
he calls Arendt’s ‘Systemzwang’: her attempts to declare her
theory universally valid even where the facts will not cooperate. Each time it is the individual experience that proves
Arendt wrong, Holthusen argues; he repeatedly reminds her
that history writing is about real people. Thus a historical picture cannot be theoretical, nicely limited and clean, he warns:
it has to be practical, and will thus often be ambiguous and
messy. He is not the only one to make this type of comment.
Arendt is frequently depicted by the historian-reviewers as
the lofty philosopher stumbling on the messy complexities
of historical events (also see Mosse, Holthusen, Poliakov and
Borwicz in sections 6.1 and 6.2). By contrast, Poliakov simply
puts Arendt’s main judgment aside with the argument that it
is if-history, which breaks the rule that ‘history is not written
with if’s.’
In quoting from the historical-methodological rulebook,
some of these reviewers imply or even explicitly argue that
criticism of the Jewish leaders is not allowed (yet). For instance Vidal-Naquet abides by the rule that ‘the facts belong
to the historians, the moral judgment to the victims.’ In this
phrasing one recognises the rule that “only those who were
there, may judge”– with a historical-methodological coating.
Some of the historian-reviewers are adamant that the Jewish
leaders should not be judged, others argue for a (temporary)
suspension of historical judgment more strategically. Arnsberg is careful when he states that ‘nobody can today – with
hindsight – dare to analyse the psyche of [the Jewish leaders] with absolute competence. It is a sad chapter that is also
to be put on the guilt account of the Nazis, but does not in
any way allow generalisations.’ Scheffler puts off evaluation
of the Jewish leaders’ role until more research has been done.
He says the question of whether the Jewish leaders were instrumental in the murder ‘will only be freed from the realm
of speculation when the situation of the Jewish Councils has
been researched in detail and is publicly available. To draw a
conclusion simply from their existence and operation, as Han-

44 Arnsberg, ‚War Eichmann ein
Dämon?‘, 14. ‘Ohne aus der gebotenen
Zurückhaltung heraustreten zu wollen,
muß doch gesagt werden, daß hier
Fakten, Halbwahrheiten und nicht
Existentes vermengt werden, nur um die
Generalthese in aller Schärfe beweisen
zu können.’ Scheffler, ‚Hannah Arendt
und der Mensch im totalitären Staat‘, 27.
‘Dabei stellt sich auf geradezu paradigmatische Weise heraus, daß es eines ist, ein
politisch-soziologisches Theorem (etwa
die Idee einer Komplizenschaft zwischen
Henkern und Opfern) von der Wirklichkeit zu abstrahieren, und etwas anderes,
eben dies Theorem rückwirkend wieder
auf ein Stück konkreter geschichtlicher
Wirklichkeit anzuwenden -, in der Zuversicht, es müsse sich eine glatte Übereinstimmung zwischen Theorie und
Wirklichkeit nachweisen lassen.’ Hans E.
Holthusen, ‚Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
und die Kritiker‘, Vierteljahrshefte für
Zeitgeschichte 13 no.2 (April 1965) 178-190,
at 188.
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45 ‘Les faits appartiennent aux historiens, le jugement moral aux victimes.’
Vidal-Naquet, ‘La banalité du mal’. ‘Aber
niemand kann heute – rückschauend
– es wagen, die Psyche dieser Personen
mit absoluter Kompetenz zu analysieren.
Es ist ein trauriges Kapitel, daß auf dem
Schuldkonto der Nazis zu belasten ist,
aber keineswegs Verallgemeinerungen
zulässt.’ Arnsberg, ‚War Eichmann ein
Dämon?‘, 15. ‘Aber es sei nochmals gesagt: aus dem Bereich der Spekulationen
erhebt sich diese Frage erst dann, wenn
die Situation der Judenräte im einzelnen
untersucht worden ist und offen zutage
liegt. Allein aus der Tatsache ihrer Existenz und ihrer Tätigkeit eine Schlußfolgerung zu ziehen, wie es bei H.A. ohne
Berücksichtigung der Gegebenheiten
der Fall ist, ist nicht möglich.’ Scheffler,
‚Hannah Arendt und der Mensch im
totalitären Staat‘, 29. ‘[...] parce que le temps
n’est pas encore venu de l’impassibilité
historique.’ Olga Wormser, ‘Eichmann à
Jerusalem, par Hannah Arendt’, L’éducation nationale. Revue hebdomadaire d’information pédagogique, 22 no.806 (November 17
1966) 27-28, at 28.
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nah Arendt does without considering the facts, is not possible.’ In other words: a judgment needs more facts. By contrast,
Wormser explicitly declares any judgment of the victims taboo, as well as the evaluation of the trial itself: ‘because the
time of historical impassivity has not yet arrived.’ 45 Wormser
suggests there is a rule that describes the moment historical
judgment becomes possible, i.e. is no longer inappropriate.
What is more, even when they agree with parts of Arendt’s
facts, interpretation and judgments on the victim theme, some
reviewers argue that the Jewish leaders should not be judged
because they were victims. In other words: they cannot be considered responsible for what they did. This is a small argument
on the side, often made between the lines; but it is an important one, as chapter 6 will discuss.
Conclusion: presentation of a moral discussion as a discussion of The Facts
Most of these historian-reviewers present the discussion as
being about Arendt’s facts, and present it as a relatively simple
discussion. They claim a quite certain, in some cases (Poliakov, Borwicz) even absolute knowledge of ‘the historical truth.’
In fact, the discussion is mainly about Arendt’s moral evaluation (and sometimes about her interpretative framework): a
type of discussion that, as professional historians well know,
is always complex. Here one needs to keep in mind the three
(ideal) steps of the historian’s analysis of the past: first facts;
then interpretation; then evaluation.
Although the discussion is about evaluation, about moral
criticism, these reviewers create the overall impression that
an objective arbiter could pronounce who is right by knowing The Facts – facts that they provide. Only Arnsberg and
Scheffler freely use a word like “judgment” in their counters
of Arendt. Other reviewers call Arendt’s judgment not “unjust”
or “unfair”; but ‘incorrect,’ a ‘distortion of the truth’ (Strauss,
Holthusen, Mann, Borwicz, Poliakov, sections 6.1, and 6.2).
Mann for instance, like most of the fifteen, questions the fairness of Arendt’s judgment of the Jewish leaders. In his phrasing however, his difference of opinion with her appears to be
about facts: Arendt’s ‘depiction’ of Jewish cooperation with
their own downfall is ‘very dangerous and truth-obscuring.’
Mosse thinks Arendt’s ‘condemnation of Jewish collaboration
with the Nazis’ is ‘theoretically right, but wrong in practice’ –
if she would see the facts, she would see her evaluation was

5: The organisation of the discussion in fifteen reviews by historians

wrong. Similarly, Strauss states that ‘Arendt’s major failure is
her refusal to see the behavior of Jewish leaders in the proper
context.’ ‘Proper context’ summons an image of well-known
historical facts; facts that Arendt ignores on purpose, according to Strauss.46
As this section has shown by carefully comparing Arendt’s
positions with her reviewers’ criticisms, the discussion is more
about (criteria for) judgment than about (the correctness of)
fact. This also becomes visible in the response of Arendt’s
few defenders on the victim theme. They respond explicitly to
standpoints and arguments that are often implicit or veiled in
the argumentation of her attackers: they defend her by claiming she hardly judges the Jewish leaders; that she does little
more than present The Facts. Wucher for instance states that
Arendt ‘does not judge, but only establishes how it was.’ And
Burin says Arendt ‘reciting the facts’ has ‘been all too rashly
interpreted as “judging”.’ 47 Burin thinks her main judgment is
‘perfectly plausible.’ He states this is Arendt’s only judgment
on the subject of the victims. Moreover it is based on a restatement of ‘well-known facts.’ Burin suggests everything
else that Arendt argues on the victim theme is a non-judgmental restatement of fact.48 Both Wucher and Burin thus
misrepresent Arendt’s argumentation on the victim theme,
the very point of which are her explicit moral judgments.
The critical assessment of historical actors is historians’ daily bread, and they like bickering about each other’s assessments. Therefore, it is interesting that most of these historian-reviewers choose to conduct this discussion of Arendt’s
moral criticisms allusively or even implicitly. They do not
present to the reader their precise differences of opinion with
Arendt on her moral judgments of the Jewish leaders. Instead,
they present very general arguments (the leaders’ circumstances must be considered, the leaders were only human),
as well as a limited set of facts that were endlessly rehashed
in the controversy. These must convince the reader that the
Jewish leaders did nothing wrong, whatever Arendt may claim.
Their arguments seem simple, but they are not, as this section
has shown. Upon closer examination, one finds they are often
tailored to counter specific positions of Arendt’s. The question
is: why do these historian-reviewers not discuss Arendt’s positions more openly?
In first place, their choice is a strategic one. Conducted to
convince a general audience, a discussion of Facts seems black
and white, and easy to decide; whereas a discussion of mor-

46 Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess’, 631. Mosse, ‘Captive
Eichmann’. Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna
Arendt’, 13.

47 ‘Sie verurteilt nicht, sondern stellt
nur fest, wie es gewesen ist.’ Wucher, ‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um Hannah Arendt’, 8.

48 This links Burin’s defence of Arendt
to his defence of Hilberg a year earlier,
where he wrote: ‘A fact does not become
an ‘unfact’ merely because it hurts.’ Burin wrote this in response to Handlin’s
article in Commentary on the resistance
issue in Hilberg’s book, which in turn
contributed to the entanglement of
Hilberg’s and Arendt’s positions in the
Arendt controversy. Frederic S. Burin,
‘Jewish Resistance’, Commentary 35 no.3
(March 1963) 254-255. Handlin, ‘Jewish
resistance to the Nazis’.
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49 Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, The new rhetoric. A treatise on
argumentation (Notre Dame, IN 2010), 181.

al judgment seems more complicated, subjective and grey.49
Moreover, these historian-reviewers can convincingly claim to
know “the historical facts”; but they cannot automatically claim
authority on moral issues. Thus, most of these historian-reviewers present the issues at stake as a simple matter of fact, and
thence do not take the time to explain the difficult discussion to
their readers. Where historical fact ends and historical criticism
begins on these issues, is never explained either. The problem
with this presentation is that the issues are not simple and that
Arendt’s positions are not simple, although they are often misrepresented as such.
In second place, their choice is a practical one. Most of these
historian-reviewers demonstrate that they have too little specific knowledge on the subject to counter Arendt’s judgments
factually. Some reviewers do present facts new to the discussion, facts that contest Arendt’s historical depiction, especially
Scheffler. At the time, there was indeed enough factual knowledge to defend the Jewish leaders with (think for instance of Jacob Robinson’s book, from whom Borwicz appears to get most
of his facts). But this knowledge was not widespread. This factual poverty is a general aspect of the Arendt-controversy that
historian and specialist Walter Laqueur commented on at the
time (section 3.3).
And yet, even with enough knowledge of the subject matter,
as some of these reviewers certainly had, the discussion remains quite general. More explanation of the issues at stake for
the sake of the reader, a more specific and historically detailed
defence of the Jewish leaders, is apparently not deemed appropriate or necessary. Here one finds a third reason for the allusive nature of the discussion on the victim theme: criticism of
the Jewish leaders was simply taboo, as Arendt pointed out in
her Postscript. Or to put it differently: Arendt’s brand of non-nuanced judgment, on this particular subject, in the public sphere,
was taboo.
5.2.2 A difference of opinion on the nature of Eichmann’s evil
The discussion on Eichmann is opaque. It is clear what the main
difference of opinion is, but why reviewers disagree with Arendt
is less evident. Agreeing with Arendt on Eichmann means simply repeating some of her arguments; whereas disagreeing
with her on this subject often just produces the inverse interpretation of the same evidence. In contrast to the near unanimous disagreement with her on the victim theme, there is more
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agreement than disagreement with Arendt on the perpetrator theme among these fifteen reviewers. Five reviewers disagree with Arendt’s positions on Eichmann (Mann, Scheffler,
Holthusen, Wormser, Borwicz), eight agree (Mosse, Epstein,
Handlin, Burin, Arnsberg, Wucher, Vidal-Naquet, Paret). Two
don’t discuss Eichmann at all (Strauss, Poliakov).
This section first recalls some of Arendt’s confusing positions on Eichmann, and briefly explains how her discussants
in the controversy interpreted these positions. Subsequently,
this section discusses the historian-reviewers’ counter-standpoints against Arendt’s position on the nature of Eichmann’s
evil. Then it looks at recurring arguments between the reviews. The reviewers’ response on the perpetrator theme is
less uniform than their response on the victim theme. But
here, too, there are similarities in their argumentation.
Confusing elements in Arendt’s interpretation of Eichmann
Arendt’s use of the word ‘normal’ to describe Eichmann; her
concept of ‘the banality of evil’; and her idea that Eichmann
committed crimes without criminal intent, caused much confusion in the discussion of her book. These fifteen historian-reviewers are no exception. As on the victim theme, one must
separate what Arendt argued from the responses of her proponents and opponents in the discussion. Arendt only mentions the ‘banality of evil’ once in her book, in her concluding
chapter. But throughout the book she illustrates the meaning
of this phrase: Eichmann’s thoughtlessness, his lack of empathy, the lack of lowly motive for his crimes, the way he soothed
his conscience. ‘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 certainly
would never have murdered his superior in order to inherit his
post. He merely, to put the matter colloquially, never realized
what he was doing [her italics],’ Arendt writes by way of explanation and answer to her critics in her Postscript.
[I]t was precisely this lack of imagination which enabled him
to sit for months on end facing a German Jew who was conducting the police interrogation, pouring out his heart to
the man and explaining again and again how it was that he
reached only the rank of lieutenant colonel in the S.S. and that
it had not been his fault that he was not promoted. In principle he knew quite well what it was all about, and in his final
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statement to the court he spoke of the ‘revaluation of values
prescribed by the [Nazi] government.’ He was not stupid. It
was sheer thoughtlessness – something by no means identical with stupidity – that predisposed him to become one of the
greatest criminals of that period. And if this is ‘banal’ and even
funny, if with the best will in the world one cannot extract any
diabolical or demonic profundity from Eichmann, that is still
far from calling it commonplace. […] That such remoteness
from reality and such thoughtlessness can wreak more havoc
than all the evil instincts taken together which, perhaps, are
inherent in man - that was, in fact, the lesson one could learn
in Jerusalem. But it was a lesson, neither an explanation of the
phenomenon nor a theory about it.50
Much of the criticism of Arendt’s Eichmann pivots on the idea
that she made him smaller than he actually was: her opponents suggest that diminishing the depth of his evil also diminishes his guilt. Several elements of this “smallness” must
be separated from one another to understand how this idea
came to be.
Hannah Arendt did not say Eichmann was “but a cog in the
Nazi machinery,” an opinion often attributed to her. Nor did
Arendt say Eichmann “was but an instrument in the hands of
his superiors.” 51 One could say that Arendt makes Eichmann
something in between a cog and a monster. Arendt does not
make him small in his job. She gives him ambition, but cancels
out any motive for the crime (ideology, anti-Semitism), turns
him into a hollow man. She does however make him small as a
person, with all the awful and crude character traits she sums
up. An ambitious man, but not the mastermind of the murder
of the Jews that Hausner claimed he was. One willing to commit horrific crimes in the best manner he could, and willing to
let “society” soothe his conscience.
Arendt’s Eichmann is not a cog, and Arendt does not depict
the Third Reich as a bureaucratic machine. Instead, she emphasises the social aspect of the mass murder: how a society created the environment in which the mass murder was
possible; how Eichmann reflected the morals of everyone
around him; how he eagerly fulfilled his superiors’ wishes.
‘His conscience was indeed set at rest when he saw the zeal
and eagerness with which “good society” everywhere reacted as he did,’ Arendt writes. ‘He did not need to “close his ears
to the voice of conscience,” as the judgment has it, not because he had none, but because his conscience spoke with a
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“respectable voice”, with the voice of respectable society
around him.’ 52
Arendt’s Eichmann does seem to be interchangeable, when
Arendt argues that the moral collapse left hardly anyone unaffected, ‘even among the victims.’ Eichmann was average,
according to Arendt, normal, but only in the context of the
Reich, and he was not ordinary – a word she never uses for
Eichmann. Normal and average means conforming to the
standard. Arendt argues Eichmann was normal within the
abnormal standards of the Reich. Eichmann’s inversion of
conscience, his succumbing to the moral collapse was average. Ordinary means possessing no significant traits. Arendt
argues Eichmann’s personality was bizarre, also in the context
of the Reich. And he committed extraordinary crimes of unprecedented character: mass murder without motive, without
criminal intent. In sum, according to Arendt, Eichmann was a
normal, average – though not ordinary or mediocre – man who
consciously committed horrific crimes, condoned by all of society and, in a perverted way, even by some of his victims.53

52

Ibid., 126.

53 In her Postscript, Arendt also stated
that Eichmann was not ‘stupid,’ and not
‘common,’ and that her ‘banal’ does not
stand for ‘commonplace.’ Ibid., 58.

Reviewers counter Arendt’s position on the nature of
Eichmann’s evil
Superficially, the difference of opinion on the perpetrator
theme is quite simple. Arendt’s supporters agree that Eichmann’s evil was ‘banal,’ her opponents claim it was ‘radical’
or ‘demonic.’ It is important to note that even among these
historian-reviewers, the discussion is not about Eichmann’s
responsibilities and role in the murder – only in Borwicz’s review, and only allusively (see below).
The first question on the minds of many of Arendt’s reviewers seems to be: is banal evil a lesser evil than radical or demonic evil? Is a monster’s evil deeper or somehow worse
than that of a normal man? Arendt’s supporters think it is not.
Arendt’s opponents think it is: a crime such as Eichmann’s must
have been committed by someone deeply evil, they argue. Just
because Eichmann had banal character traits, does not make his
evil banal, is Holthusen’s opinion for instance. If Eichmann was
indeed a perfect Nazi (as Holthusen presumes he was) his evil
was radical. And Mann writes: ‘Man sinks to the level of his more
disgraceful aims, even if he had originally not been inclined towards them. […] Eichmann […] cannot have been as harmless
and good-natured as Arendt makes him out to be.’ Arendt has
misunderstood the banality of evil, Borwicz states: Eichmann
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54 ‘Zudem sinkt der Mensch mit seinen infameren Zwecken, selbst wenn sie
ursprünglich nicht in ihm angelegt gewesen wären.’ Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und
der Eichmann-Prozess’, 628. ‘Eichmann
s’était appliqué à sa besogne avec frénésie,
la joie au coeur.’ Borwicz, ‘Le “roman”
d’Hannah Arendt’, 3.

was not only a clown, he was also a monster. He was a vicious
anti-Semite, Borwicz claims, and a ‘coldly calculating coward’,
who conducted his task ‘frenetically and with joy in his heart.’ 54
Reviewers thus openly advance their position on the nature
of Eichmann’s evil: if Eichmann was “normal” or not, if his evil
was radical instead of banal. But why a reviewer thinks Eichmann
must have been a demon, smarter than Arendt makes him, or
radically evil, is much harder to find in the texts. The reconstruction of their argumentation shows for instance that some reviewers present their actual counter-standpoint as a starting point –
meaning the argumentation ends there (section 6.2). Borwicz for
instance states that “Eichmann was the chief executor of the extermination,” a position very different from Arendt’s, yet he gives
no arguments for this counter-standpoint. Thus he leaves undefended a major difference of opinion with Arendt in his text.
Scheffler’s discussion of Eichmann is exceptional among the
fifteen and in the larger context of the controversy: he is one of
very few who discuss Eichmann without discussing the banality
of evil (he does however address the question of Eichmann’s conscience, a central issue in Arendt’s argumentation on the banality of evil). Scheffler only discusses how Eichmann fitted in the
Nazi world he was a part of. He provides a wealth of new argument-facts while doing so, which is also exceptional in this discussion – as well as in the larger context of a controversy that
consisted of endless re-interpretation of the same evidence. Except for a few speculations of his own on Eichmann’s conscience,
Scheffler looks at Eichmann strictly from a practical historical
perspective: how Eichmann’s behaviour and activities fitted in
the context he worked in, what Arendt has not understood about
the SS, and about the Third Reich in general.55
Recurring arguments against Arendt’s position on the
nature of Eichmann’s evil: using the same facts for an opposite
interpretation
When Arendt’s opponents counter her on the perpetrator theme,
little or no new factual argumentation is offered. Arendt’s interpretations are simply turned around: the same evidence she uses
is interpreted in the opposite manner, to back an opposing point
of view. Sometimes the reviewer does not even indicate he is
interpreting the same evidence in an opposite manner; he just
provides the evidence as a decisive argument in his favour. The
main issue in the historian-reviewers’ discussion of Eichmann is
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neither his character, nor his crimes, but the nature of his evil.
Arendt’s opponents turn the evidence around to attack weak
spots in Arendt’s argumentation: her speculations on when
Eichmann is lying or not; on Eichmann’s inverted conscience,
her explanation of Eichmann’s warped use of Kant (chapter 2).
The interpretation of the nature of Eichmann’s evil hinges on
the interpretation of his own statements and those of his colleagues: Arendt sees truthful statements where her opponents
see lies. However, there is little or no discussion on why the evidence must be interpreted in a certain manner. Arendt states
that Eichmann is often bragging or forgetful. In addition, she
states that his superiors made him bigger than he was, to cover themselves in post-war trials. Her opponents provide the opposite interpretation.
Borwicz for instance inverts Arendt’s claims one by one, using the same examples that Arendt does. Borwicz calls Arendt’s
decisions of when Eichmann and others are lying, ‘arbitrary,’
and states that Eichmann and his fellow SS are telling the truth
in those same instances. Against Arendt’s claim that Eichmann
did not have criminal intent or lowly motive, Borwicz pits the
claim that Eichmann was motivated by a sadistic, murderous
anti-Semitism. This he backs up with the same citations that
Arendt considers ‘bragging.’ Of the Himmler-episode, Borwicz
writes that disobeying Himmler was not a proof of Eichmann’s
loyalty to Hitler, as Arendt claims (chapter 2). To the contrary:
it was a demonstration of Eichmann’s will to kill Jews, says Borwicz. Another example: according to Arendt, Eichmann was
boasting when he cried ‘I will jump into my grave laughing, because the fact that I have the death of five million Jews on my
conscience gives me extraordinary satisfaction.’ 56 According to
Borwicz this was not a boast, but a statement indicative of his
true state of mind. Et cetera.
Holthusen also interprets the Himmler-episode and ‘I will
jump in my grave...’ as signs of Eichmann’s devil-inspired evil.
Not as signs of respectively his sense of duty and oblivious boastfulness, as Arendt does. Mann, too, interprets the Himmler-episode contrary to Arendt: not as evidence of Eichmann’s convoluted sense of duty, but as evidence of his criminal intent.

55 For instance Eichmann’s ‘idealism,’
which expressed itself in an interest in
Zionism according to Arendt: this was
nothing more than a job requirement
at the time, says Scheffler. This is one
instance among several where Scheffler
authoritatively cools down an issue that
garnered much heat in the controversy.
In this case, it is the much-discussed issue
if Arendt had been serious when she
said Eichmann had been an enthusiastic
Zionist. In the controversy, this served as
proof of Arendt’s intention to ‘exculpate’
Eichmann. Scheffler, ‘Hannah Arendt
und der Mensch im totalitären Staat’, 32.

Other recurring arguments against Arendt’s position on the
nature of Eichmann’s evil: Eichmann’s “baseness”
According to Arendt, Eichmann was a mass murderer without
base motives or criminal intent. This led her to conclude that
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Arendt, EIJ, 47.

57 ‘[L]’ancien commandant du camp
de Plaszow, Amon Leopold Goeth [...]
perpétrait l’assassinat de 30.000 personnes,
dont des centaines, fusillés ou pendues de
ses propres mains [...] Il nous faut constater qu’en dépit de toutes les suggestions
possibles, si l’accusé fut monumental, ce
fut, uniquement et exclusivement, dans
le crime et dans sa bassesse. A l’instar
de la plupart des SS, il fut une nullité
avilie.’ Borwicz, ‘Le «roman» d’Hannah
Arendt’, 3.

58 ‘Es wäre zu überlegen, ob [Eichmann] [...] genau genommen nicht
etwas viel Schlimmeres gewesen ist,
nämlich ein perfekter Nazi: Anhänger
einer “Weltanschauung”, die aus lauter
Nichtswürdigkeiten, aus Haß, Wahn und
Dummheit planlos zusammengewürfelt
und daher der ideale Nistplatz war für
den großen Durcheinanderwerfer, den
“Diabolos”, zu deutsch: für den Teufel.
[...] Das Böse, das er auf sein sogenanntes
“Gewissen” genommen hat, wäre aber
dann – und doch wohl in jedem Falle!
– nicht “banal” zu nennen, auch wenn
sein Charakter neben entsetzlichen auch
banale Züge aufweist; es wäre, wenn es
überhaupt begrifflich zu definieren
ist, das “radikal Böse” im Sinne Kants.
‘Holthusen, Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
und die Kritiker’, 183.

his evil was ‘banal.’ The historian-reviewers who argue against
Arendt on the perpetrator theme, present arguments that allusively challenge this interpretation: arguments that show that
Eichmann did have base motives and criminal intent, and that
his evil was therefore ‘radical.’ Arendt’s opponents Borwicz
and Mann for instance are convinced that a radically evil deed
cannot be committed by a banal man. As previously noted,
Mann states that ‘Man sinks to the level of his more disgraceful aims, even if he had originally not been inclined towards
them.’ In other words: even is a man is normal or banal, he becomes radically evil when he commits radically evil deeds. As
Borwicz explains, the evildoers were indeed banal: the majority of the SS were ‘nobodies.’ But Arendt has misunderstood
this banality: it does not preclude base motives and criminal
intent. A man like Amon Göth, concentration camp commander, was a nobody too. Nevertheless, Borwicz writes, ‘[Göth]
conducted the assassination of 30.000 people, hundreds of
whom shot or hung with his own hands. […] If [he] was monumental, it was, uniquely and exclusively, in [his] crime and
in [his] baseness.’ 57 These two opponents start from the presupposition that the nature of the crime tells us the nature of
the criminal.
Holthusen also opposes Arendt on the perpetrator theme,
but his starting point is different. Holthusen knows that ‘if he
was a perfect Nazi, his evil was radical,’ because ‘the Nazi ideology was the ideal breeding ground for the devil.’ According
to Holthusen there are clear indications that Eichmann was indeed, ideologically, a ‘perfect Nazi.’ 58 In other words: not his
crimes, but his ideology determined the nature of his evil. This
also is an allusive way of arguing that Eichmann had the malevolent intentions and ideological commitment that Arendt
claims he did not.
Recurring arguments in defence of Arendt’s position on
the nature of Eichmann’s evil: “banal evil is worse than
radical evil”
In the controversy, Arendt was often accused of trying to diminish Eichmann’s guilt. To present Eichmann as a normal
man, without criminal intent, means making him smaller;
making his guilt smaller; and even, many of Arendt’s opponents in the controversy claim, playing down the horror of his
crimes. This might have dire consequences, as Poliakov and
Mann both argue: by blurring the line between perpetrators
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and victims, Arendt gives ammunition to ex-Nazis and Nazi-apologists (section 6.2).
Arendt’s defenders respond to this with the argument that
the evil of a normal man is much more horrible and terrifying
than that of a monster. ‘That the monstrous role which Eichmann played could be performed by such a normal type is far
more horrible than the picture of Eichmann presented by the
prosecution,’ writes Burin; and Mosse agrees with Arendt that
‘Eichmann was “terrifyingly normal”.’ 59 What is more terrifying about banal than about radical evil according to these
discussants? The consequence that Eichmann’s crimes can
be repeated in the future. If Eichmann was normal and had
no criminal intent, then many more people can be or become
like him. For those in agreement with Arendt, Eichmann is a
symbol: the new type of criminal, as Arendt herself calls him,
but in the eyes of her reviewers also the model of a totalitarian
man; of an ordinary or normal man in a totalitarian system. Or
even, as Wucher and Arnsberg claim, proof for Arendt’s theory in The origins.60
These reviewers see Eichmanns around them: in the present, or in the near future. Mosse for instance worries that ‘the
modern trend towards allegiance to national ideology rather than universal standards of thought survived [Eichmann’s]
death.’ And Vidal-Naquet stresses that Eichmann’s significance lies in the continuing use of totalitarian-type language
today. Words can be used to make people look away, to soothe
their consciences, for instance when one calls torture “interrogations.” He writes that ‘Frenchmen were reassured about
[...] the “interrogations” in the overseas territories [Algeria]
simply because the words [...] were put in quotation marks.’ 61
Wucher, too, reminds his readers of their past and future responsibility by way of Eichmann: ‘It is not enough, not to be
an Eichmann and always to be anxious not to get one’s hands
dirty. The smallest concession, in itself maybe harmless and
in no way criminal, can help to support totalitarianism.’ In
the same vein, Handlin explicitly warns that ‘Eichmann was
an ordinary man like many others, only the result was a monstrous crime. Those who live in highly organised societies, do
jobs, obey orders, wish to get ahead, need desperately to learn
when to say no.’ The Cold-War-era worries pervade Handlin’s
entire review.62
Paret goes furthest of all, explicitly hammering home his
standpoint that we have an obligation to see the Eichmann
in ourselves (section 6.4). He elaborately defends the stand-

59 Frederic S. Burin, Political Science
Quarterly 79 no.1 (March 1964) 122-125, at
124. Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’. Arendt
uses this argument herself, too. Arendt,
EIJ, 276.

60 Wucher, ‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um Hannah
Arendt’, 7. Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein
Dämon?’, 3.

61 Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’. ‘Qui dira
[...] [c]ombien de Français se sont tranquillisés sur les camps soviétiques, simplement parce qu’on les appelait “camps
de rééducation”, sur les interrogatoires
outre-Méditerranée, simplement parce
qu’on assortissait les mots, les simples
mots, de guillemets?’ Vidal-Naquet, ‘La
banalité du mal’.

62 The lesson to learn, according to
Handlin, is that we should arm ourselves
for the future. ‘Rationally considered,
the experience of the War and the
consequences of Hitlerism should have
persuaded us of the absolute urgency
of developing an international code
that would limit the immoral use of
sovereign state power.’ Instead, he says,
we have withdrawn in our nation-states.
He writes: ‘In a world perilous beyond
earlier imagining, safety seems to rest in
the intimate group and the very concept
of a general humanity grows vague and
indistinct.’ Handlin, ‘Hannah Arendt’s
Eichmann’, 21. The New Leader, the magazine in which Handlin’s review appeared,
was left-liberal, anti-Stalinist.
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63 Although Arendt clearly does not
agree with everything Paret says, in her
copy of Paret’s article in the Arendt
Papers, this argument on the “respectable
man doing his duty” is marked with
double lines in the margin – these are
probably her markings. Roger Paret, ‘Qui
n’est pas Adolf Eichmann?’, Preuves 17
no.191 (January 1967) 8-17, at 15.

point that there is nothing German or fascist about Eichmann
and his crimes, that we cannot ward off the danger by calling ourselves anti-fascist (“antifascism” was all the rage in
Paret’s day and intellectual environment). Because both ‘fascist’ and ‘anti-fascist’ crimes against humanity (Auschwitz,
Hiroshima) were a matter of ‘respectable men doing their
duty.’ 63 We must question this principle, Paret says, if we want
anything to change.
Conclusion: clashing worries in the discussion of Eichmann
Among these historian-reviewers, both sides of the discussion claim that it is crucial and urgent to understand Eichmann’s
evil in one way or the other. In their argumentation, two distinctly different world views, and two distinctly different worries,
clash. Those arguing against Arendt start from the presupposition that radical evil simply cannot be committed with banal motives. They are concerned with Eichmann as an individual, with
his individual guilt; as well as with Nazi perpetrator guilt in general, which must be clearly demarcated so as not to risk ‘blaming the victims.’ By contrast, those who agree with her think that
Arendt’s theory of a banal evil has to be true, because they see
the same mechanisms that operated around Eichmann operating still. For them, Eichmann is less an individual than a model, a
new type of criminal, a possibility. They start from the presupposition that many people can do what he did, given a certain set of
circumstances.
If Arendt’s opponents are concerned with the proper depiction of the past, the discussion of her defenders revolves
around worries of the future: failing to understand Eichmann
as a normal man will have disastrous results, they warn. Only
if we understand that the most horrific crimes can be committed by normal men, can we combat the recurrence of this new
type of crime in the future. Because reoccur they will – something of which Arendt herself is also convinced.
5.2.3 Differences of opinion on the judgment of resisters
and bystanders
The discussion of resisters and bystanders in the selected reviews concerns and interweaves three separate issues:
Arendt’s judgment of the German resistance as bystanders to
the murder of the Jews; the complicity she ascribes to German (organised) society for the murder; and the moral respon-
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sibility she assigns the German people for the murder. All five
Germans (Mann, Arnsberg, Scheffler, Wucher, Holthusen),
three Americans (Epstein, Burin, Handlin) and two Frenchmen (Vidal-Naquet and Paret) discuss one or more of these
issues. Arendt’s assessment of society’s complicity and bystander responsibility mostly meets with agreement or even
enthusiasm; by contrast nobody voices agreement with her
position on the German resistance. The differences of opinion on the German resisters, organised German society and
the ‘ordinary German’ (as Arendt calls him) are more explicit
than on the victim and perpetrator themes. Otherwise, the argumentation is strikingly similar to the argumentation on the
other two controversial themes.
This section first recalls Arendt’s moral judgments of the
German conservative resistance. It shows which of her judgments the historian-reviewers counter, both directly and by
allusion. Then this section turns to Arendt’s positions on the
moral responsibility of the German people and on the ‘ubiquitous complicity’ of German society, and considers the reviewers’ positions pro and contra. After that, this section looks at
recurring arguments on all three issues.
Arendt’s moral judgments of the conservative resistance
in Germany
German and European bystanders are an important element
of Arendt’s argumentation on the moral collapse. She argues
that Eichmann could do what he did, because he did not meet
any resistance in any of the countries where he organised the deportations. Arendt’s proof: in the few places the Nazis did meet
resistance, their consciences recalled the morality of the former
world, and their policies changed. In Arendt’s theory of the moral collapse, the German resistance are bystanders to the mass
murder, and nothing more. Especially the conservative resistance comes in for criticism. In the section of her book that discussed the Nazi measures to deal with the conscience of those
involved in the mass murder, Arendt writes:
[The] question of conscience, so troublesome in Jerusalem, had
by no means been ignored by the Nazi regime. On the contrary, in view of the fact that the participants in the anti-Hitler conspiracy of July, 1944, very rarely mentioned the wholesale massacres in the East in their correspondence or in the statements
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Arendt, EIJ, 97.
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Ibid., 97-99, 104.
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Ibid., 100.

67

Ibid., 103-104.

68 ‘What had sparked their opposition
had been not the Jewish question but
the fact that Hitler was preparing war,
and the endless conflicts and crises of
conscience under which they labored
hinged almost exclusively on the problem
of high treason and the violation of their
loyalty oath to Hitler.’ Ibid., 98.

69

Ibid., 102-103.

70

Ibid., 99.
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they prepared for use in the event that the attempt on Hitler’s
life was successful, one is tempted to conclude that the Nazis
greatly overestimated the practical importance of the problem.64
Just as she does for the Jewish leaders, Arendt analyses three
specific ‘moral problems’ in the behaviour of the conservative resistance. The quotation above contains her first moral judgment
of these German resisters: that they hardly concerned themselves with the mass murder. Arendt extends this judgment:
these resisters hardly concerned themselves with the massacres in the East, in spite of their detailed knowledge of what was
going on. Arendt’s proof: there is hardly any mention of the mass
murder in their writings. They did not see Hitler’s essence: the
mass murderer.65 Arendt’s second moral judgment is that they
resisted only for the honour of their nation, not for their fellow
man. Arendt writes: ‘No doubt these men who opposed Hitler,
however belatedly, paid with their lives and suffered a most
terrible death; the courage of many of them was admirable,
but it was not inspired by moral indignation or by what they
knew other people had been made to suffer; they were motivated almost exclusively by their knowledge of the coming defeat and ruin of Germany.’ 66
These first two moral judgments essentially amount to
the same: that the resisters did not care what was happening to the Jews. Third, Arendt claims these resisters were
part of the moral collapse, sharing the ‘new set of German
values’ and the inverted conscience of German society under the Nazis. They could no longer ‘tell right from wrong.’ 67
She even suggests the conservative resistance was, for a
large part, in sync with the Nazis when it came to the treatment of Jews, she writes.68 Her main proof for this third moral
judgment are the writings of Carl Goerdeler, one of the leading figures in the conservative resistance. In line with early Nazi policy, Goerdeler wrote of solving ‘the Jewish problem’ by ‘resettling’ Jews in an independent state of their own.69
Arendt argues that Goerdeler’s ideas are representative for a
large part of the conspiracy of the 20th of July; she calls him
‘their leader.’ 70 Her moral judgments of the conservative resistance express criteria for a “morally pure resistance” under
the Nazis: resistance motivated by the fate of one’s fellow man,
resistance untainted by the moral collapse.

5: The organisation of the discussion in fifteen reviews by historians

Reviewers counter Arendt’s moral judgments of the
conservative resistance
Just as Arendt’s judgments of the Jewish leaders met with
near universal dismay, her turning the conservative German
resistance into bystanders met with general opposition from
her reviewers in West-Germany. (The German resisters very
rarely appeared in the discussion in other countries.) German
reviewers felt that members of the German resistance, just
like the Jewish leaders, had to be protected from being swallowed by the pitch black of Arendt’s moral collapse. Among the
selected historian-reviewers, four of the five Germans counter
Arendt’s positions on the conservative resistance (Mann, Scheffler, Wucher, and Holthusen).71 Of the other historian-reviewers,
only Epstein discusses the subject.
Arendt’s moral judgments of the German resisters are often
countered directly by these reviewers, as opposed to the allusive
response to her moral judgments on the victim theme. Mann for
example uses quotations from Arendt to indicate which of her
judgments he is countering. By contrast, when he inverses the
interpretation of one of Arendt’s proofs (a citation from Goerdeler), one is reminded of the discussion on Eichmann, where the
same evidence is used to prove opposing positions.72
Wucher argues against all three moral judgments in one
breath, mixing direct and allusive counters. He writes:

71 Arnsberg indicates criticism but
does not spell it out. Arnsberg, ‘War
Eichmann ein Dämon?’, 17.

72 Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess’, 630. Arendt, EIJ, 101.

Hannah Arendt refers to Goerdeler, in whose strangely fantastic projects for the future there is talk of a “permanent solution” for the Jews on [their] own territory, and concludes from
that the general attitude of the resistance to the question of
the Jews. In reality the destruction of the Jews was for not few
participants in the patriotic conspiracy the final proof of the
criminal character of the Hitler regime – even if the gruesome
word “Final Solution” rarely appears in the tangible testimonies of the resistance.
Here Wucher directly denies Arendt’s third judgment, that
the conservative resistance shared Nazi values on the ‘Jewish Problem.’ He rejects Arendt’s main argument for this judgment: that Goerdeler’s thought is representative for the conservative resistance. At the same time, Wucher allusively
denies Arendt’s first judgment that the resisters knew what
was going on but did not care. He concedes that the resisters
did not write explicitly about the mass murder, but denies that
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73 ‘Hannah Arendt verweist auf
Goerdeler, in deren merkwürdig phantastischen Zukunftsprojekten von einer
“Dauerlösung” für die Juden auf eigenem
Territorium die Rede ist, und schließt
daraus auf die allgemeine Einstellung des
Widerstands zur Judenfrage. In Wahrheit
ist nicht für wenige Teilnehmer an der
patriotischen Verschwörung die Judenvernichtung der endgültige Beweis für
den verbrecherischen Charakter des
Hitlerregimes gewesen – auch wenn
das schaurige Wort “Endlösung” in den
faßbaren Zeugnissen des Widerstands
selten vorkommt. ‘Wucher, ‘Psychologie
des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um
Hannah Arendt’, 8.

74 ‘Man kann über die Pläne der
verschiedenen Widerstandsgruppen über
die künftige Gestaltung eines vom Nationalsozialismus befreiten Deutschland
verschiedener Meinung sein, man kann
auch Betrachtungen über die illusionäre
Einstellung mancher Beteiligter anstellen,
die Gedanken Goerdelers für eine “Dauerlösung” eines [...] fiktiven “Judenproblems” verurteilen. Es ist allerdings nicht
möglich, dem deutschen Widerstand
abzusprechen, daß er aus einer tiefen
Gewissensprüfung, orientiert an Werten,
die für die ganze Abendländische Welt
verbindlich waren, zu seinem Entschluß
kam, sich gegen das Unrecht in Deutschland aufzulehnen, Werte, die auch H.A.
als die Grundlage ihrer eigenen Urteile
ansieht.’ Scheffler, ‚Hannah Arendt und
der Mensch im totalitären Staat‘, 37.
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this proves Arendt’s point. Because these resisters did see
Hitler for what he was, according to Wucher: ‘the destruction
of the Jews was […] the final proof of the criminal character of
the Hitler regime.’ 73 Simultaneously, this sentence allusively denies Arendt’s second judgment, that the resisters were
only concerned with Germany’s honour: the destruction of the
Jews motivated their resistance, Wucher argues, it was ‘the final proof’ of the nature of the regime.
In a similar fashion, Scheffler tackles two of Arendt’s moral judgments in three sentences, mixing direct and allusive
counters. Scheffler’s first two sentences:
One can have differing opinions of the plans of the different
resistance groups on the future shape of a Germany freed
from National Socialism, one can also criticise the illusory attitude of some of those involved, condemn the thoughts of
Goerdeler for a “permanent solution” of a […] fictional “Jewish Problem.” But it is not possible to dispute that the German resistance concluded it should turn against the injustice in Germany because of a deep trial of conscience, guided
by values that bound the whole European world, values that
H.A. too takes as the fundament of her own judgments.74
In the first sentence, Scheffler concedes that some members
of the conservative resistance had doubtful ideas. At the same
time he denies Arendt’s claim that these doubtful figures can
stand for the whole movement (‘some of those involved’).
This is an allusive counter against Arendt’s third judgment,
by way of her Goerdeler-proof. In the second sentence, Scheffler again refutes this third moral judgment, directly this time:
by denying the resisters were part of the moral collapse and
shared Nazi values.
In a third sentence finally, Scheffler continues defending the
non-Nazi values of the conservative resistance. At the same
time, he directly counters Arendt’s second moral judgment, that
they only resisted for the honour of Germany. He writes: ‘They
did not only fight against Hitler because he had ruined Germany. They fought Hitler in the first place because through him
and his regime, customs, decency and morality had been permanently wounded and the face of man[kind] deeply defiled.’ 75
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Arendt’s moral judgments of the German people; Arendt’s
argumentation on the complicity of German society
Just as her view of the Jewish leaders and the German resistance, Arendt’s view of the ‘ordinary German’ is bleak. She
concludes that ‘from the accumulated evidence one can only
conclude that conscience as such had apparently got lost in
Germany, and this to a point where people hardly remembered
it and had ceased to realize that the surprising “new set of
German values” was not shared by the outside world.’ 76 With
the exception of a very few people, the moral collapse had
swallowed the German people whole, Arendt argues. ‘In actual fact, the situation was just as simple as it was hopeless;
the overwhelming majority of the German people believed in
Hitler […]. Against this solid majority, there stood an indeterminate number of isolated individuals who were completely aware of the national and moral catastrophe […].’ 77 Only
in them the ‘ability to tell right from wrong had remained
intact.’ 78
The ‘moral problems’ Arendt sees in the behaviour of the
German people, are similar those she sees in the behaviour
of the Jewish leaders. One, the German people lied to themselves about what was really going on. Two, they knew about
and condoned Eichmann’s crimes by their enthusiasm or their
silence. Three, they cooperated with the regime. She sees the
route of compliance as the only morally defensible route for
the Jewish leaders. In the same vein, she thinks that each individual German can only be acquitted from (moral) responsibility, if he refused to cooperate with the regime. Hence Arendt’s
criticism of the innere Emigration of Germans opposed to the
regime – or ‘inward opposition’ as she translates it. Arendt
thinks true ‘inward opposition’ was practiced by very few people in the Reich. According to her, most self-proclaimed ‘inner
emigrants’ were actually cooperating with, collaborating with,
or were even part of the regime. ‘It is true that there were Germans who lived for twelve years in this “outer cold”,’ Arendt
writes, ‘but their number was insignificant, even among the
members of the resistance.’ She gives examples of people in
key positions in the Reich, who after the war claimed they had
been ‘inwardly opposed’ to the regime all the time. She writes:

75 ‘Nicht nur, weil er der Verderber
Deutschlands war, lehnte sich man gegen
Hitler auf, sondern primär, weil durch
ihn und sein Regime Sitte, Anstand
und Moral permanent verletzt und das
Antlitz des Menschen zutiefst geschändet
wurden.’ Ibid. By contrast, Epstein for
example only allusively argues against
Arendt’s position that the resisters were
motivated solely by the honour of Germany, not by the mass murder, when he
speaks of her ‘ignorant contempt for the
motives of the conspirators of July 20,
1944.’ Epstein, ‘The Eichmann affair’, 110.
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Arendt, EIJ, 103.
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Ibid., 99.

78

Ibid., 104.

[A]s a rather well-known “inner emigrant,” who certainly believed in his own sincerity, once told me, they had to appear
“outwardly” even more like Nazis than ordinary Nazis did, in
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Ibid., 127.

80

Ibid., 297-298.

81

Ibid., 251.

order to keep their secret. (This, incidentally, may explain
why the few known protests against the extermination program came not from the Army commanders but from old Party members). Hence, the only possible way to live in the Third
Reich and not act as a Nazi was not to appear at all: “Withdrawal from significant participation in public life” was indeed
the only criterion by which one might have measured individual guilt, as Otto Kirchheimer recently remarked in his Political Justice (1961).79
In most cases the good intentions of the ‘inner resisters’ were
so secret, that nobody could tell from the outside that the inner resistance was there, Arendt argues. This is a far cry from
the refusal of cooperation that she demands. Such a refusal
had serious consequences, even in the life of an ‘ordinary German’: loss of a job, exclusion by society, Arendt writes. Here
Arendt explicitly presents her criterion for individual responsibility of the ‘ordinary German’: withdrawal.80 In her own estimate, very few people chose to withdraw. By implication, most
individuals in Germany were in some measure responsible for
the mass murder, according to Arendt.
Eichmann was not only surrounded by a society that condoned the crimes he was a part of. The organised part of that
society was complicit in his crimes, Arendt writes: ‘civil servants in the state ministries, of the regular armed forces, with
their General Staff, of the judiciary, and of the business world
[…] the almost ubiquitous complicity […] had stretched far beyond the ranks of Party membership.’ A language system was
invented to invert the consciences of the perpetrators, she explains. Calling mass murder “euthanasia,” et cetera. However, this system also helped the German people keep up the
‘aura of systematic mendacity that had constituted the general, and generally accepted, atmosphere of the Third Reich,’
she writes. And the complicity survives to her day: ‘The youth
of Germany is surrounded, on all sides and in all walks of life,
by men in positions of authority and in public office who are
very guilty indeed but who feel nothing of the sort.’ 81
Reviewers agree with the complicity of German society and
the responsibility of the German people
As chapter 3 discussed, Arendt’s moral judgments of the German people and her standpoint on the ‘ubiquitous complicity’ of German society did not cause much controversy, to the
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contrary. On the German and European bystanders, reviewers
either accepted Arendt’s moral judgments matter-of-factly, or
they elaborately and enthusiastically endorsed them.
Among the fifteen historian-reviewers, one finds both kinds
of responses. Mosse is an example of the first category. Like
many other reviewers in the controversy, Mosse mentions
only in passing that ‘Eichmann’s self-deception was shared by
most of the German nation.’ This statement refers to Arendt’s
standpoint on the ‘aura of systematic mendacity’ throughout German society under Hitler, her claim that ‘German society of eighty million people had been shielded against reality
and factuality by exactly the same means, the same self-deception, lies, and stupidity that had now become ingrained in
Eichmann’s mentality.’ 82
Among the fifteen historian-reviewers one also finds five
examples of the second category: enthusiastic endorsers of
Arendt’s positions (Burin, Scheffler, Wucher, Vidal-Naquet,
Paret). These reviewers explore and elaborate Arendt’s positions on the ‘almost ubiquitous complicity’ of organised society and the issue of moral responsibility of the ‘ordinary German’.83 Burin for example in agreement cites Arendt that ‘the
logic of the Eichmann trial would have demanded the exposure of the complicity of all German offices and authorities in
the final solution […].’ He liberally paraphrases Arendt when
he says that there are ‘hundreds of other Eichmanns, many
of them free and prospering in Germany today.’ 84 In the very
complex argumentation that follows, Burin implies that many
Germans are dodging their individual responsibility and, just
like Arendt, hints at a collective or broad moral responsibility among the German people. Wucher, too, fully embraces
Arendt’s ‘ubiquitous complicity’ as well as her moral judgments of the German bystanders. In fact, his whole argumentation is built around the role of the bystander in the crime
(section 6.4).
If most of the argumentation on the bystander theme is similar or even identical to argumentation on the victim theme,
there is one phenomenon that is reminiscent of argumentation on the perpetrator theme. It is the attachment of a pressing goal to the discussion of these issues, a lesson that should
be learned. The goal of a discussion of bystander responsibility,
these reviewers argue, is to make German people today aware of
their responsibility – where applicable. This goes beyond punishing all those who are comprised in Arendt’s ‘ubiquitous complicity.’ Arendt wants the complicity of ‘organised society’ exposed,

82 Ibid., 52. In the controversy, these
remarks of Arendt’s were often paraphrased in agreement by non-German
reviewers.

83 In the selected reviews the issue of
the German bystanders was more often
and more extensively discussed than that
of the German resistance. This is atypical;
in the controversy overall, it was usually
the other way around (section 3.5).
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Burin, 123.

85 ‘Selbst wenn Hunderttausenden direkt und indirekt Beteiligter der Prozeß
gemacht wäre, so blieben noch Millionen,
die noch gar nicht begriffen haben, daß
sie auch ihr Teil mitzutragen hätten –
allein darum, weil sie Antisemiten waren
und ein judenmörderisches System mitgetragen, zumindest durch schweigenden
Konsens ermöglicht haben.’ Wucher,
‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um Hannah Arendt‘, 8.

86 ‘Die Ent-Dämonisierung Eichmanns bedeutet die Vernichtung der
“Sündenbock-Theorie” und eine Anklage
gegen das deutsche Volk.’ Arnsberg, ‘War
Eichmann ein Dämon?’, 18. As previously
noted, Vidal-Naquet argues something
similar: when he argues that Eichmann’s
crimes should make French people today
aware of their role in looking away when
crimes are committed.

but for some reviewers that is not enough: they want every ‘ordinary German’ to think about what they did, and could have done
instead. Even if the ‘hundreds of thousands’ who were directly involved had been brought before court, Wucher writes, ‘still millions would remain, who have not understood at all yet, that they
too should have to carry their part of the burden. They were anti-Semites and helped build a Jew-murdering system, or at least
enabled it through silent consent.’ 85
Arnsberg by contrast indicates disagreement with Arendt’s
suggestion of collective moral responsibility and with her positions on the German resistance. He does however explicitly welcome her criticism of the silent consent of most people in the
Third Reich. Eichmann in Jerusalem is the opposite of Hochhuth’s
Der Stellvertreter, Arnsberg thinks: a book that will force the German people to think about their own responsibility, instead of a
book that presents an escape from that. Arendt’s ‘un-demonising of Eichmann’ means ‘a destruction of the “scape-goat theory” and a charge against the German people,’ he writes.86
Reviewers counter Arendt’s moral judgments of the
German people
Among the selected historian-reviewers, Arendt’s bleak
view of the German people is challenged by four discussants
(Epstein, Handlin, Arnsberg, Holthusen). Handlin and Arnsberg
note their disagreement very briefly. By contrast, Epstein and
Holthusen defend the ‘ordinary German’ at some length. This
is quite rare in the context of the controversy: the ‘continuum
of guilt’ that Arendt had created (Handlin) generally only raised
protest where the Jewish leaders and the German resisters were
concerned.
Handlin follows Arendt in her argument on the ‘ubiquitous
complicity.’ ‘Totalitarian domination dragged all who were
touched by it down into the same mire of guilt,’ he writes. Handlin however explicitly deviates from Arendt, when he demands
a definition of guilt and responsibility, demands criteria for determining ‘a break in the continuum of guilt’ that Arendt paints.
Similarly, Arnsberg criticises Arendt for not providing a definition
of the ‘personal boundary’ between theoretical and practical (legally defined) responsibility. 87 Both Handlin and Arnsberg here
touch upon one of the problematic aspects of this controversy as
analysed in chapter 3: the vague definition of concepts such as
moral, legal and political responsibility, collective guilt and other
concepts that are used by Arendt and her critics.
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Epstein counters Arendt’s positions on the German resistance,
on the ‘inward opposition’ and on the German population in general, under the header of one overarching standpoint: that Arendt
is hostile towards the German people. ‘In a series of obiter dicta
she shows a singular enmity towards the German people, past
and present,’ Epstein states. Here Epstein does not so much argue against Arendt as simply deny her claims.88
By contrast, Holthusen is elaborate in his defence of the ‘ordinary German’ in the Third Reich. He completely disagrees
with Arendt that, as he paraphrases her claim, ‘80 million Germans had all formed the habit of shielding themselves from the
truth with the same techniques as Eichmann.’ Holthusen’s attack on this claim is part of the argumentation for an overarching
standpoint. In Holthusen’s review, this overarching standpoint
comprises the victim, perpetrator and bystander theme alike:
that Arendt suffers from ‘Systemzwang’: the urge to press everyone into her theory of moral collapse – even if they don’t fit.
Holthusen demonstrates by example. Individuals that don’t fit
Arendt’s theory are his counter-proof against Arendt’s all-embracing moral collapse – just as individual Jewish leaders (Borwicz) or individual conservative resisters (Mann) are counter-proof against the moral collapse in other reviews. Holthusen
is especially vocal on the issue of ‘inward opposition.’ He argues
against Arendt’s claim that it hardly existed, a claim that he regards as a refusal to take it seriously.89

87 Handlin, ‘Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann’, 19. ‘personelle Grenzlinie’ Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?’, 12.

88

Epstein, ‘The Eichmann affair’, 110.

89 Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die Kritiker’, 186-187.

90 Scheffler, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Mensch im totalitären Staat’, 367. Epstein,
‘The Eichmann affair’, 110.

Recurring arguments against Arendt’s moral judgments of
the German resistance and the German people: “motives”
and “circumstances” as factors in judgment
The argumentation on the bystander theme echoes the argumentation on the victim theme. Jewish leaders are defended
with their “good intentions”; the German resisters are defended with their “motives.” In contrast to the many allusive “intentions”-counters on the victim theme however, “motives” are explicitly named in the reviewers’ counter-argumentation against
Arendt’s claims on the German resistance. Epstein for example
speaks of her ‘ignorant contempt for the motives of the conspirators of July 20, 1944’; Scheffler of Arendt’s ‘view of the motives
of the resistance movement.’ 90 That might be because motives
are also an explicit part of Arendt’s second moral judgment of the
German resistance: one recalls she claims they were motivated
only by the honour of Germany, not by the suffering of their fellow Germans. By contrast, the intentions of the Jewish leaders
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91 Holthusen does present an allusive counter-argument on the resisters’
“motives.” Arendt’s main proof that the
conservative resistance shared the Nazi
mindset, is the doubtfully-motivated
Goerdeler; Holthusen opposes Goerdeler
with the example of resister Julius Leber. Leber was one of the most spotless
figures in the conservative resistance,
whose motives could not be doubted. By
summoning Leber, Holthusen in one go
allusively counters Arendt’s judgments of
the German resisters, as well as the arguments she uses to prove these judgments.
This defence of the German resistance
by Holthusen is very similar to defence
of the Jewish leaders in other reviews,
where examples of heroic Jewish leaders
are presented to topple Arendt’s judgment. The argument works as follows.
Arendt claims the conservative resistance
shared the Nazi mindset where Jews were
concerned; that they only resisted for the
honour of Germany, not for the plight
of those suffering under the regime; and
that they resisted only at the last minute. By contrast, Leber was a resister of
the first hour, and he fulfilled Arendt’s
criterion of “pure” resistance: he resisted
for his fellow man. He did time in a concentration camp, which further heightens
the heroism in his profile and gives him
the rigid moral backbone that Arendt
demands in her moral judgments. Leber
is a cunningly chosen example in yet
another way: he was an outsider among
the conservatives. A social-democrat, he
opposed the restorative streak of the resistance’s plan for the new Germany, something that Arendt vehemently criticises.
For Leber, only a radically new Germany
would do, a position with which Arendt
would wholeheartedly agree. Dorothea
Beck and Hans Mommsen, Julius Leber.
Sozialdemokrat zwischen Reform und Widerstand (Berlin 1983), 9, 12-13.

92 ‘Was hätte man von einer Nation erwarten sollen, die von einem
so grausamen und durchkalkulierten
Terrorsystem in Ketten gehalten wird?
Einen Volksaufstand? Eine demokratische
Massenbewegung? ’Holthusen, ‘Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann und die Kritiker‘, 187.
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do not matter in her moral judgments of them; this will be discussed in chapter 6. 91
Mann uses another argument familiar from the discussion
of the Jewish leaders: “circumstances” as extenuating factors
in judgment. Mann summons “circumstances” in defence of
those Germans who resisted by saving Jews (Grüber and others). Arendt claims these people also succumbed to the moral collapse, in acknowledging the exempt categories the Nazis
had dreamt up. Mann retorts: saving individuals or groups was
the best they could do in the circumstances.
Holthusen by contrast brings in “circumstances” to defend the
German people. He provides the circumstances of a ‘system of
terror’ to explain the lack of resistance to the regime: one cannot
expect an uprising of the people in this context.92
Other recurring arguments against Arendt’s moral judgments
of the German resistance and the German people: “historical
methodology”
The arguments defending the German resistance or the
German people echo the argumentation on the victim theme in
yet another way: in criticism of Arendt’s historical method. Mann
for instance echoes Borwicz’ argument on noble Jewish leaders, when he argues that Arendt ignores the noble martyrs of
the German resistance; those who do match her strict criteria
for morally pure resistance.
Another example: as previously discussed, the argument that
Arendt generalises incorrectly is often used to counter her on the
issue of the Jewish leaders. The thoughts or actions of one or a
few leaders are not representative for all of them, reviewers argue. Wucher uses this argument in the same manner for the German resisters, when he argues against Arendt’s claim that these
resisters shared the Nazi-mindset. One cannot derive the general
attitude of the resistance from the single example of Goerdeler,
Wucher writes. Scheffler also implies that Goerdeler’s thoughts
do not represent the whole of the conservative resistance, when
he explains that Goerdeler is but one of ‘some resisters’ that one
may criticise.
Holthusen explicitly names the methodological rule implied in
these arguments, when he counters Arendt’s claim that ‘these
men who opposed Hitler’ acted only out of national-political motives.93 Holthusen counters that this claim ‘is impermissibly generalised (there were no “these men”).’ Indeed, Holthusen alludes
to several methodological rules in his argumentation against
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Arendt’s moral judgments of the German resisters: she should be
precise; she should generalise correctly; she should tell us what
the resisters could have done differently.94 Arendt also betrays a
‘lack of historical imagination’ according to Holthusen. Here one
recognises another rule that was also used against Arendt on the
victim theme: the empathy a.k.a. ‘historical imagination’ needed
to properly evaluate historical actors. Scheffler explicitly names
the methodological rule at stake: ‘Here, too Hannah Arendt lacks
the empathy [to understand] the situation at the time, which is,
however, an indispensable prerequisite for a critical discussion
of the ideas and motives of the resistance movement.’ 95
Conclusion: a straightforward discussion
The reviewers’ defence of the Jewish leaders and the German
resisters is very similar, except that the latter is more straightforward. Maybe the reviewers who discussed this theme simply
knew more about these historical resisters, or maybe the subject
was less fraught with taboo. Whatever the explanation, the discussion of the German resistance is much more explicit and direct than
the discussion on the victim theme: Arendt’s judgments are unjust,
reviewers state.
The discussion of the responsibility of the German people for
the persecution and murder of Jewish Germans only takes place in
the texts of those defending Arendt’s positions. They make explicit
Arendt’s vague concept of the ‘ubiquitous complicity’ of organised
society; as well as her suggestion of a near collective responsibility
of the bystanders. To assign some form of responsibility to ‘the ordinary German’ apparently was not controversial, as an assignment of
responsibility to Jewish leaders or resisters was. A recurring argument for agreeing with Arendt on this issue is a pressing goal, just
as on the perpetrator theme: that the ordinary German needs to be
taught or reminded of his responsibility.
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Arendt, EIJ, 100.

94 ‘Sie nimmt Anstoß daran, daß “alle
diese Männer” aus “nationalpolitischen”
Erwägungen heraus gedacht hätten -, ein
Vorwurf, der a) ungenau ist (was heißt
“national-politisch”?), b) unerlaubt verallgemeinert - gab es nicht, von Goerdeler
bis Leber, ganz verschiedene Fraktionen
und Tendenzen?, c) vergißt, eine sinnvolle
Alternative zu nennen, d) einen Mangel
an historischer Vorstellungskraft zu
verraten scheint: warum einen Widerstand postulieren, den es nach Lage der
Dinge (nachdem alle Organisationen der
deutschen Linken schon 1933 zerschlagen,
die meisten ihrer Führer “unschädlich”
gemacht worden waren) nicht geben
konnte, und den verwerfen, den es geben
konnte und gegeben hat?’ Holthusen,
‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die
Kritiker‘, 187.

95 ‘Auch hier fehlt H.A. das Einfühlungsvermögen in die damalige Situation,
eine unabdingbare Voraussetzung jedoch
für eine kritische Auseinandersetzung
mit den Ideen und Motiven der Widerstandsbewegung.’ Scheffler, ‚Hannah
Arendt und der Mensch im totalitären
Staat‘, 37.

5.2.4 The organisation of the discussion of the fifteen reviewers with Arendt, in brief
Comparing of the reviewers’ reconstructed argumentation structures on the three controversial themes; and comparing the reviewers’ standpoints and arguments to Arendt’s standpoints and
arguments, this chapter has enabled a very brief overview of the
differences of opinion between Arendt and the fifteen reviewers,
as well as the arguments that recur between the reviews.
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Arendt, EIJ, 11-12, 283.
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Ibid., 91, 276, 278-279.

There is not one distinct main difference of opinion on the victim theme; most reviewers present several (sub-)differences of
opinion with Arendt under the header of a general standpoint
that her positions on the Jewish leaders are wrong or incorrect.
At first glance, the discussion of the victim theme seems to be
about Arendt’s main judgment of the Jewish leaders; and about
historical facts. Careful consideration and reconstruction of the
reviewers’ argumentation however, shows that the discussion is
mainly about Arendt’s four specific moral judgments of the Jewish leaders; and about rules for judgment of these historical actors. One can distinguish several differences of opinion between
Arendt and the reviewers on the victim theme:
•
•
•
•
•

Whether Arendt’s main judgment is just
Whether one can (or may) judge the Jewish leaders
Whether the Jewish leaders acted out of selfish motives
Whether the Jewish leaders abused their power
Whether the Jewish leaders withheld knowledge that they
should have shared
• Whether the Jewish leaders succumbed to the
moral collapse
In defence of their positions of these issues, the reviewers use
similar (and sometimes identical) arguments:
•
•
•
•

The circumstances the Jewish leaders were in
The good intentions of the Jewish leaders
The good deeds of the Jewish leaders
That the Jewish leaders acted as all other people did (or would
have done)
• Historical-methodological arguments
The argumentation against Arendt on the Jewish leaders either
works against one of her specific moral judgments, or more generally as a coverall argument against any of her moral judgments
of the Jewish leaders. In addition, several reviewers stack these
arguments: the Jewish leaders had no choice and good intentions and they were blinded by their noble morals and their difficult circumstances should be taken into account and a (general)
judgment of the Jewish leaders is not allowed (yet). Sometimes
the stacking of these arguments weakens the argumentation: if
the Jewish leaders had no choice, why should their actions be defended with their good intentions and good deeds?
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In contrast to the victim theme, there is but one main difference of opinion on the perpetrator theme:
• Whether Eichmann’s evil was ‘banal’ or ‘radical’
At issue are not Eichmann’s crimes, but a theoretical question of
the nature of Eichmann’s evil. A set of historical facts (or rather,
evidence) on Eichmann, as presented in his trial, is re-interpreted by Arendt, and then re-re-interpreted by her opponents. They
(partly) revert the perspective back to prosecutor Hausner’s. The
difference of opinion on Eichmann speaks clearer from the texts
than the differences of opinion on the Jewish leaders. In the case
of the arguments used, the situation is the opposite; it is hard to
understand why precisely Arendt’s opponents think Eichmann’s
evil was radical, or why her defenders are so convinced it was banal. Again, most reviewers provide similar arguments:
• I nversion of Arendt’s interpretation of the same evidence;
for example Eichmann’s infamous citations, or the Himmlerepisode (Arendt’s opponents)
• R
 epetition of Arendt’s interpretation of the evidence (Arendt’s
defenders)
Attacks on Arendt’s positions of the Jewish leaders focus on
the softening of her too-harsh judgment. By contrast, attacks
on Arendt’s Eichmann target weak spots in her argumentation.
The conflict between his bizarre personality and her view of him
as ‘normal’ is turned around: his personality quirks prove that he
was abnormal, according to Arendt’s opponents. Her random decisions of when Eichmann is bragging or lying, are replaced by an
equally random decision that he was always telling the truth when
he said something outrageous or self-incriminating. Her convoluted argument on Eichmann’s use of Kant is put aside as convoluted.
Interestingly, on the perpetrator theme these historian-reviewers
do not put Arendt in her place with the historical-methodological
rulebook, whereas on the victim and bystander theme they do.
The differences of opinion on the bystander theme are quite
transparent. There are two main differences of opinion on the resisters and bystanders:
• W
 hether Arendt’s moral judgments of the German resisters
are just
• W
 hether Arendt’s moral judgments of the German people
are just
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In addition, there are several more specific (sub-)differences of
opinion between Arendt and these reviewers:
• Whether the German resisters hardly concerned themselves with the massacres in the East, in spite of their
detailed knowledge of what was going on
• Whether the German resisters resisted only for the honour of
Germany, not for their fellow man
• Whether the German resisters succumbed to the moral
collapse
• Whether the German resisters shared the Nazi mindset
• Whether the German people collectively lied to themselves
• Whether the German people condoned Eichmann’s crimes
through their silence
• Whether the German people cooperated with the regime
• Whether the German people generally knew about the Final
Solution
• Whether ‘inward opposition’ was a sham
• Whether the German people (near) collectively succumbed
to the moral collapse
Arendt’s moral judgments are countered by explicitly denying
them; by questioning or re-interpreting her evidence; and by offering opposite evidence. Reviewers also use arguments similar
to the arguments on the victim theme:
• The noble motives of the German resisters
• The circumstances the German resisters were in
• Historical-methodological arguments
Just as on the victim and perpetrator themes, those who attack
Arendt choose the weakest points in her argumentation, and
avoid the stronger parts. It is easier to deny the Jewish leaders
had a choice in their actions, than to discuss the concrete and
disturbing instances of power abuse that Arendt names as arguments for her moral judgment. Likewise, her reproaches of the
conservative resistance are most often countered by attacking
her weakest proof: her presentation of Goerdeler as ‘their leader.’
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5.3 CONCLUSION
In discussing the most important differences of opinion between
Arendt and the fifteen reviewers, this chapter highlighted three
aspects of the discussion of Arendt’s book that were also discussed in chapter 3: the repetition of arguments; the discussants’ claim to possession of The Facts; and the lack of clear definitions of key concepts in the discussion.
The amount of arguments the fifteen reviewers share is striking, on all three controversial themes. The points where Arendt’s
argumentation is attacked or embraced do not vary. This repetitiveness presents a stark contrast to the wealth of controversial
subjects and opinions in Arendt’s book, as well as to the wealth
of historical facts that could be presented in defence or in support of her positions. In other words: the discussion is quite limited in many respects. Wolfgang Scheffler’s and Paul Arnsberg’s
contributions show that a different discussion was possible: in
their choice of issues; in their choice of perspective; as well as in
the factual proportion of their argumentation.
The historian-reviewers’ factual discussion about the correctness of Arendt’s historical claims does not have much substance. The Historical Facts are window dressing for discussions
that have little to do with historical fact. In the case of the victim
theme, it is a discussion on the (moral) evaluation of a group of
historical actors, conducted allusively or even implicitly. In the
case of the perpetrator theme, it is a discussion of the interpretation of a limited and ambiguous set of historical facts, for the
(moral) evaluation of a single historical actor. The interpretative differences seem to stem from deeply seated convictions
on the nature of evil; this will be explored in chapter 6. The discussion on the resisters and bystanders echoes both of these
discussions, but it is conducted much more directly and positions do not seem to be so fundamentally opposed. On all three
themes, there is an urgency attached to being right on the matter: either the protection of the past is at stake, or a fearsome
future looms.
One must keep in mind that these reviews were not written
in a vacuum; they were, of course, responses to Arendt’s book.
From this perspective, it is clear that the response on all three
themes is a response to the shadow theme of Arendt’s book:
the moral collapse (chapter 2). Although Arendt does not say
so explicitly, she makes it clear that in her eyes, the acceptance
of the Nazis’ inverted morality was a choice. It was not something that simply happened to people. It did not just happen to
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Eichmann, not to the Jewish leaders, not to the German resistance, and not to the bystanders to the murder.
It is important to note here that Arendt does not proscribe
active resistance. What she does expect, is that each individual acts in a manner that makes clear he refuses the moral collapse: everyone who succumbed to the moral collapse she
judges for responsibility for the murders. She distinguishes
several groups of people in the Reich and the occupied territories, and for each of these groups she names one or more criteria on which she bases her judgment. Her criterion for Nazis, for
people in the government and in commerce is that they should
refuse to become involved in the murder. Her criteria for the
Jewish leaders are that they limit their activity to compliance;
do not abuse the power thrusted upon them; and enable people to make their own decisions in the horrific circumstances.
Her criterion for the German bystanders is that they withdraw
from public life as much as possible. Her criteria for the German
resisters are that they should refuse Nazi ideology (especially on race); and explicitly resist for their fellow man. Although
she carefully refrains from judging the ordinary victims, there
is one criterion that seems to apply to them as well: to refuse
Nazi ideas on race, by not accepting that there are special categories of Jewish people temporarily exempt from deportation.
Once one has extracted these criteria from Arendt’s argumentation, a large part of the discussion of these fifteen reviewers becomes much clearer. They are, in fact, discussing her
criteria for her moral judgments: either agreeing with them, or
opposing them with different criteria. In this manner, by allusion, is denied by her opponents the applicability of the theory of the moral collapse to the victims and resisters. That “circumstances” are a much-used argument against Arendt on the
victim theme is not surprising. She does not seem to consider circumstances at all in her (moral) judgment of the Jewish
leaders, whereas in the case of the ordinary victims she explicitly mentions their harrowing circumstances.96 More importantly, the whole point of her analysis of Eichmann’s crimes are his
circumstances, the ‘moral collapse’ (although she explicitly dismisses his circumstances as an attenuating factor in her (legal)
judgment of him).97 This might be one of the reasons for the accusation that she exculpates Eichmann and incriminates his
victims – an accusation several of the historian-reviewers also
allude to, as will be discussed in the next chapter.
Although she uses very strict criteria, it is unclear what type
of judgment these criteria are for precisely. Arendt blurs the
line between resisters and bystanders, and between bystand-
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ers and perpetrators – just as she blurs the line between victims and perpetrators in her criticism of the Jewish leaders.
She also blurs the line between legal and moral responsibility. She has no clearly defined or demarcated use of words like
“guilt,” “blame,” “responsibility,” “cooperation,” “collaboration.”
As both Handlin and Arnsberg astutely observe, she thus creates a continuum of guilt – wherein it is unclear who is responsible, and what responsibility entails.
As a result, a conceptual vagueness dominates a large part
of the discussion of these historical actors. What are Arendt
and these reviewers talking about? Collective or individual responsibility? Legal, moral or political responsibility? As section
3.3 already analysed, discussants often seem to confuse legal
and moral responsibility. In the discussion of Eichmann, Arendt
seems to be accused of diminishing Eichmann’s legal responsibility, and there is even a suggestion of her placing legal “guilt”
on the Jewish leaders’ shoulders – although in her book she is
very clear about Eichmann’s legal responsibility, and it is also
clear her judgment of the Jewish leaders is a moral one. And in
the discussion of the bystanders, the undertone of collective
guilt of the German people in Arendt’s book is made explicit –
but is that a moral, a legal or a political responsibility? Only in
her Postscript does Arendt make explicit what these judgments
are about: ‘individual moral responsibility’ and collective ‘political responsibility.’ 98 Here Arendt defends her moral judgment of historical actors against her critics: without judgment,
nothing is explained. Without judgment we are left with general theories that declare all guilty, without any consequence.
She writes:

98 In her Postscript, Arendt writes:
‘And although we can understand the
reluctance of those immediately affected
by the disaster – Germans and Jews –
to examine too closely the conduct of
groups and persons that seemed to be
or should have been unimpaired by the
totality of the moral collapse – that is,
the conduct of the Christian churches,
the Jewish leadership, the men of the
anti-Hitler conspiracy of July 20, 1944
– this understandable disinclination is
insufficient to explain the reluctance
evident everywhere to make judgments
in terms of individual moral responsibility.’ Ibid., 296-297. Here one gets a rare
glimpse of Arendt’s understanding for
the pain that her controversial positions
had caused. Arendt also explicitly refuses
to accept a collective guilt of the German
people: ‘Many people today would agree
that there is no such thing as collective
guilt or, for that matter, collective innocence, and that if there were, no one
person could ever be guilty or innocent.
This, of course, is not to deny that there
is such a thing as political responsibility
which, however, exists quite apart from
what the individual member of the
group has done and therefore can neither be judged in moral terms nor be
brought before a criminal court. Every
government assumes political responsibility for the deeds and misdeeds of the
past. […] but this kind of responsibility is
not what we are talking about here; it is
not personal, and only in a metaphorical
sense can one say he feels guilty for what
not he but his father or his people have
done.’ Ibid., 297-298.

99

Ibid., 296-297.

Justice, but not mercy, is a matter of judgment, and about
nothing does public opinion everywhere seem to be in happier
agreement than that no one has the right to judge somebody
else. [...] Needless to add, this taboo applies doubly when the
deeds or words of famous people or men in high position are
being questioned. This is currently expressed in high-flown assertions that it is ‘superficial’ to insist on details and to mention
individuals, whereas it is the sign of sophistication to speak in
generalities according to which all cats are gray and we are all
equally guilty. […] [there is a] reluctance evident everywhere to
make judgments in terms of individual moral responsibility.99
The division Arendt makes here between general and individual judgment to attack her opponents is remarkable, as she herself was often accused of generalising about groups of people to
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prove her theory. Indeed, in Arendt’s continuum of guilt very few
are exempt of responsibility – the ‘ordinary’ victims are, and a few
resisters whom she deems morally correct. In fact, Arendt makes
very few individual moral judgments in her book. Here and there,
she (positively) exempts a handful of individuals from her general judgment of a group of historical actors. Otherwise, the moral
collapse was ‘total’, as she herself says.100
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CHAPTER 6
Procedural problems in the
fifteen reviews by historians
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INTRODUCTION
To find out if and how these fifteen historians contributed
to the problematic character of the discussion, this chapter
presents selected fragments of the pragma-dialectical analysis and evaluation of the fifteen reviews. It looks specifically
at those parts of their discussion where procedural problems
occur that can be related to the problematic character of the
discussion; or those parts where these procedural problems
are deftly avoided. It also looks at discussants’ attempts to repair certain hindrances to the discussion of Arendt’s book in
the Arendt-controversy. This chapter answers the following
questions:
• A
 re there procedural problems in the fifteen reviews
that can be related to the problematic character of
the discussion?
• H
 ow do discussants attempt to counteract problems
in the discussion?
Chapter 3 described obvious problems in the discussion, as
well as distinct characteristics of the discussion that might
point to other, less obvious problems, or might help to explain
the discussion’s problems. These problems and characteristics form the background for the selected fragments of the
analyses and evaluations that are presented in this chapter.
Section 6.1 explores fundamentally opposed positions on
the victim theme in four reviews. It shows that there are conflicting starting points between Arendt and these reviewers
on the issue of moral judgment of the Jewish leaders; and
on the issue of the moral collapse. It also shows how these
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reviewers avoid derailing the discussion, in spite of these
conflicting starting points.
Section 6.2 examines other procedural problems, in five
reviews attacking Arendt: misrepresentations; personal attacks; standpoints presented as starting points; vagueness.
Section 6.3 then looks at the attempts of three reviewers
to address some of these procedural problems in their discussions of Arendt’s book. Sometimes these attempts cause
problems of their own: their attempts to address misrepresentations lead to other misrepresentations for example.
Section 6.4 looks at procedural problems in reviews defending Arendt: misrepresentations; personal attacks; vagueness;
conflicting starting points. One would expect that reviewers
defending Arendt only misrepresent the positions of Arendt’s
opponents. However, these reviewers also misrepresent
Arendt’s positions in a manner that contributes to the problematic character of the discussion.
Section 6.5 concludes the chapter. It relates procedural
problems, avoidance of procedural problems, and attempts
at repair in the fifteen reviews to the problematic character
of the Arendt-controversy.
The structure of each sub-section of this chapter is as follows. First, each review is briefly introduced, to get a general impression of the review and its context: where and when
did the review appear; who was this reviewer’s readership.
Then the sub-section turns to a detailed look at specific parts
of a reviewer’s argumentation: the parts where the conflicting starting points are located; where the resolution of the
difference of opinion is otherwise hindered; where a reviewer attempts to take these hindrances away. Fragments of the
reconstruction of the argumentation structure, and/or the
analysis and evaluation of a reviewer’s strategic manoeuvring
are presented: for instance someone’s third main standpoint
1
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and the sub-argumentation for that
standpoint; or the derailment of his
strategic manoeuvring in the presentation of a certain argument.
Often quite a bit of text and context
is needed to justify the reconstruction
of the argumentation structure; these
structures however are an important
part of the location of procedural problems in these reviewers’ texts. Where
explaining this reconstruction becomes
too elaborate for the scale of the chapter, the results of the reconstruction are
summarised. To make these fragments
and summaries more traceable, Appendix III presents the complete overviews
of the reviewers’ argumentation structure on the three controversial themes.
A final note: the fragments in this
chapter are illustrations. They are not an
exhaustive list of all instances of procedural problems in the fifteen texts that
can be related to the problematic character of the Arendt-controversy; nor do
they represent a complete set of examples of certain procedural problems that
can be detected in the fifteen texts.

1 To know a reviewer’s readership
is very important for the analysis and
evaluation of his argumentation. The
modern reader is not the same as the
readers of these reviews in the 1960s.
On the one hand, the modern reader
is more knowledgeable. To name but
one big difference: the general outline
of the organisation of the murder of
the Jews that a modern reader carries
in his head, is the result of decades of
research and historical debate. In the
1960s, this outline was only just beginning to emerge, in mammoth specialist
undertakings such as Raul Hilberg’s.
On the other hand, the modern reader
can be much less knowledgeable than
the specific audiences some of these
reviews were written for. The German-Jewish émigré reader of Aufbau;
the French-Jewish reader of Le monde
juif; the historian-specialist reader of
the Vierteljahrhefte für Zeitgeschichte:
these readers had a better command
of the facts, and had often personally
experienced the situations that were
being discussed.
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1 Robert J. Fogelin, ‘The logic of deep
disagreements’, Informal Logic 25 no.1
(2005) 3-11.

2 Frans H. Van Eemeren and Rob
Grootendorst, A systematic theory of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical approach
(Cambridge 2004), 98-99.

6.1 CONFLICTING STARTING POINTS IN THE DISCUSSION
OF THE VICTIM THEME
One of the conclusions of chapter 3 was that fundamentally
opposed world views and identities might be one of the causes of the problematic character of the Arendt-controversy. This
might indicate what argumentation theorists refer to as a ‘deep
disagreement’, a disagreement where fundamentally opposed
‘beliefs and preferences’ underlying the discussion hinder its
progress.1 Such fundamentally opposed ‘beliefs and preferences’ could manifest themselves in conflicting starting points between the discussants. (They could also be buried deeper, in presuppositions that cannot be reconstructed from the text.)
This section looks at four reviewers’ argumentation on the victim theme. Vidal-Naquet (6.1.1); Strauss (6.1.2); Scheffler (6.1.3);
and Mosse (6.1.4). It looks specifically at their argumentation on
the issue of judgment of the Jewish leaders, and in one case on
the issue of the moral collapse, because on these issues their
starting points conflict with hers. From a pragma-dialectical perspective, conflicting starting points can be a hindrance to the
resolution of a difference of opinion on the merits, when they
are presented as common starting points. These four reviewers
all avoid derailing their discussion with Arendt however: they
do not present these starting points as common starting points
between Arendt and themselves, but they search to persuade
their readers of these starting points (meaning the readers of
the newspapers and magazines that these reviewers wrote for).2
A note: for purposes of traceability, in the argumentation structures presented in this chapter I have added [square brackets]
around the text of an argument, to indicate where the literal text
was paraphrased. By contrast, implicit argumentation is indicated with (round brackets and italicised text). Where (sub)-argumentation is left out of the structure, this is indicated with […].
Standpoints and arguments discussed in the text are also presented in square brackets; I might for instance refer to a standpoint [1] or to arguments [1.1c] and [1.1d].
6.1.1. Vidal-Naquet
On the 13th of January 1967 the influential French newspaper Le
Monde published two reviews of Arendt’s book, side by side on
a page: a defence and an attack. Arendt’s defence was conducted by Pierre Vidal-Naquet.3 In this sixth and final phase of the
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controversy, the left-intellectual readership of Le Monde was
treated to a short, compact review titled ‘La banalité du mal.’
Vidal-Naquet’s review leans heavily on background knowledge
he presumes in the reader, and on their acceptance of his authority as a professional historian. He does not think much of
Arendt’s treatment of the Jewish leaders, but is very enthusiastic about her perspective on Eichmann. As many enthusiasts of
Arendt’s Eichmann do, he connects the banality of evil with the
bystander theme. What interests him most is the relevance of
‘the banality of evil’ for the present day.
One of Vidal-Naquet’s starting points conflicts with Arendt’s
presuppositions on choice

3 The second was an abbreviated version of Manès Sperber’s 1964 extensive
article in Preuves (chapter 3).

4 ‘Voici donc enfin traduit en français
ce livre brillant, parfois exaspérant,
souvent injuste, toujours intelligent, que
Hannah Arendt, sociologue et spécialiste
de science politique, juive allemande
installée en Amérique, a consacré au
procès Eichmann. La violence des
polémiques qu’il a suscitées un peu
partout dans le monde, est telle qu’on
voudrait ici se montrer plus calme et
dire brièvement ce que le livre n’est pas
et ce qu’il veut être.’ All citations Pierre
Vidal-Naquet, ‘La banalité du mal’, Le
Monde (January 13 1967) 16..

One of Vidal-Naquet’s starting points on the issue of moral judgment of the Jewish leaders, conflicts with Arendt’s presuppositions on this issue. To demonstrate this, one has to reconstruct
the argumentation structure of the entire first half of his review,
because Vidal-Naquet argues for one overarching main standpoint on the victim theme.
Vidal-Naquet first criticises the discussion of the victim theme
in itself. Then he tells the reader which discussion he does consider interesting (which also happens to be the real topic of the
book, according to him): the banality of evil. With this juxtaposition, he suggests that the controversy over the cooperation of
the Jewish leaders is a non-discussion. In the first paragraph of
the review, Vidal-Naquet presents the discussants: Arendt, her
critics and himself. He writes:
Here then, finally translated into French, is this brilliant book,
sometimes exasperating, often unjust, always intelligent, that
Hannah Arendt, sociologist and specialist of political science
German Jew living in America, has devoted to the Eichmann trial. The violence of the polemics it has provoked all over the world
is such that one wanted to be more calm here, and briefly say
what the book is not and what it wants to be.4
In the second paragraph, Vidal-Naquet notes that the subject of
the controversy is not the subject of the book. Here he almost
literally copies Arendt’s genre-defence from her Postscript
(chapter 2). He also presents his first main argument (I have
underlined it) for his first, implicit main standpoint:
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5 ‘Il n’est pas une histoire de la “solution finale”, et du reste ne prétend
nullement l’être. […] Encore moins est-il
une étude de l’attitude juive en face du
nazisme. Ce sont pourtant les quelques
pages quelle a consacrées à la « collaboration » juive, collaboration de la corde et
du pendu, qui ont suscité la polémique
la plus véhémente.’

6 ‘Il est vrai que Mme Arendt, sociologue à la fois ironique et passionnée,
écrivain au ton souvent cruel, ne tient
pas assez compte des nuances et du
cas d’espèce. Les interlocuteurs juifs
des nazis ont été parfois des héros et
parfois des canailles, parfois les deux à
la fois. Il n’est nullement certain qu’une
attitude d’affrontement direct aurait été
beaucoup plus efficace que la politique
ambiguë – ô combien ! – des “conseils
juifs” de l’Europe de l’Est. Dans l’U.R.S.S.
occupée il n’y eut pas de tels “ conseils
“ et la destruction, oeuvre des groupes
spécialisés, n’en fut pas moins efficace.
Mais enfin, pour l’essentiel Mme Arendt
ne nous apprend rien que nous ne
sachions. Les nazis ont su utiliser tous
les clivages existant au sein des communautés juives, clivages sociaux et clivages
nationaux. J’ai connu ce temps, et mon
père écrivait dans son journal, à la date
du 25 janvier 1943, au lendemain des
premières grandes rafles de Marseille:
“Certains (juifs français), qui poussent
la prudence jusqu’au point où elle
change de nom pour devenir lâcheté,
n’en persistent pas moins, contre la plus
aveuglante évidence, à déclarer qu’il ne
s’ait que des mesures ‘normales’ n’ayant
affecté que des étrangers.” Chacun a par
ailleurs entendu parler de la police juive
du ghetto de Varsovie ou du dictateur
paranoïaque de Lodz, Chaïm Rumkowski. Lui aussi fut du reste assassiné.
Les faits appartiennent aux historiens, le
jugement moral aux victimes.’
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It is not a history of the ‘Final Solution,’ and besides [it] does
not in any way pretend to be. […] It is even less a study of Jewish behaviour in the face of Nazism. Even so, the few pages
that she has devoted to Jewish ‘collaboration,’ [a] collaboration of the noose and the man hung, have aroused the most
vehement polemics.5
In the third paragraph, Vidal-Naquet concedes a point to
Arendt’s critics: he agrees that her main judgment of the Jewish leaders is un-nuanced (this is part of his argumentation
for his second main standpoint, not discussed in this section –
see Appendix III). He presents three more main arguments for
his first main standpoint (I have underlined them). He writes:
It is true that Ms Arendt, [an] ironic and at the same time passionate sociologist, [a] writer with an often cruel tone, does
not sufficiently take into account the nuances and the case at
hand. The Nazis’ Jewish liaisons were sometimes heroes and
sometimes scum, [and] sometimes both at the same time. It
is not at all certain if a directly confronting approach would
have been more effective than the ambiguous – o so ambiguous! – politics of the ‘Jewish Councils’ of Eastern Europe.
There were none of these ‘Councils’ in the occupied USSR,
and the destruction, the work of specialised groups, was not
less efficient [there]. But in the end, for the most part Ms
Arendt teaches us nothing we did not [already] know. [Footnote Vidal-Naquet with reference to Reitlinger and Hilberg] The
Nazis were able to use all the divides that existed at the heart
of the Jewish communities, social divides and national divides.
I was there at the time, and my father wrote in his journal on
the 25th of February, the day after the first great raids in Marseille: ‘Certain (French Jews), who urge for caution to the point
where caution changes her name to become cowardice, do
not persist any less, against the most blinding evidence [to
the contrary], in declaring that these are nothing but “normal”
measures, affecting no one but foreigners.’ Everyone for that
matter has heard of the Jewish police in the Warsaw ghetto, or
the paranoid dictator of Lodz, Chaim Rumkowski. On the other hand, he too was murdered. The facts belong to the historians, the moral judgment to the victims.6
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In this manner Vidal-Naquet criticises not only Arendt but also
and especially her critics for their ‘vehement’ discussion of a
subject on which there so obviously is little to discuss (according to him). Hannah Arendt is told off with an explicit quotation of two rules for discussing this subject: historians own the
facts, moral judgment is reserved for victims.
Next, in his fourth paragraph, Vidal-Naquet criticises the
controversy on ‘Jewish “collaboration” ’ in a more general
sense. The discussion also reflects a certain obsession with
“God’s chosen people” in the Western world, he writes:
Without a doubt, there is nothing particular about these phenomena themselves: one would readily discover analogous situations, for instance when studying the reactions of the Armenians faced with the Turks during and before the massacres.
Outside of the Armenian community however, no one evokes
these problems. Why are they constantly brought up when it
concerns Jews, and [concerns] only them? Because the Jew
‘sells’ well? Without a doubt, but also because [the idea that]
the Jewish people [were] ‘chosen’ has been accepted […] as
much by the Jews themselves as by the Christian West, and
[…] is deeply inscribed in the history of the Western [world].7

7 ‘En soi ces phénomènes n’ont sans
doute rien de spécifique: on en découvrirait aisément d’analogues en étudiant
par exemple les réactions des Arméniens
face aux Turcs pendant et avant les
massacres. Personne, pourtant, en dehors
de la communauté arménienne, n’évoque ces problèmes. Pourquoi sont-ils
constamment abordés quand il s’agit de
juifs, et d’eux seuls ? Parce que le juif se
“vend” bien ? Sans doute, mais aussi parce
que l’ “élection” du peuple juif a été assumée […] tant par les juifs et eux-mêmes
que par l’Occident chrétien, et qu’en ce
sens […] elle est profondément inscrite
dans l’histoire de cet Occident.’

8 ‘Le vrai propos de Mme Arendt n’est
pourtant pas là. Son livre est un reportage et une réflexion sociologique sur le
procès de Jérusalem. Je laisserai de côté
le reportage et les jugements – élogieux
quand il s’agit les juges, plus sévères
quand il s’agit de l’accusation – pour
m’en tenir au second point, de loin le
plus intéressant. L’objet du livre de Mme
Arendt est défini très exactement par
son sous-titre: Un rapport sur la banalité
du mal.’

Finally, Vidal-Naquet introduces the subject the discussion
should be about, in his eyes: the banality of evil. Again, he nearly literally copies Arendt’s genre-defence from her Postscript.
However, [Jewish ‘collaboration’] is not what Arendt truly intends [to discuss]. Her book is a report and a sociological reflection on the trial of Jerusalem. I will leave aside the report
and the judgements – eloquent when it concerns the judges,
more severe when it comes to the accusation – so I can keep
to the second point, by far the most interesting. The aim of the
book is defined very precisely by its subtitle: A report on the
banality of evil.8
In this first half of his review, Vidal-Naquet argues for an implicit main standpoint. What it is precisely is not immediately
evident. To reconstruct it, one has to read closely, because his
argumentation is quite layered. His arguments address several
issues simultaneously, and he addresses three antagonists at
the same time: Arendt, Arendt’s critics, and the reader.
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Vidal-Naquet clearly suggests that the discussion of the
Jewish leaders’ “collaboration” is not the issue we should be
discussing: we should be discussing Eichmann, he thinks.
However, Vidal-Naquet is not arguing that Jewish “collaboration” should not be discussed at all – after all, he discusses the
subject himself. He is saying that Arendt’s moral judgments
of the Jewish leaders are unfounded (they did not “collaborate”; that Arendt and her critics create a controversy where
there is nothing to discuss (the things Arendt describes are
well known); and that a discussion of her moral judgments is
pointless (only the victims may pass judgment on the Jewish
leaders). What is more, his arguments suggest that there is
no room for any moral judgment of the Jewish leaders: there
is nothing to judge them for; we are not in a position to judge;
and we do not judge other people in a similar situation for the
same behaviour (a variant of the much-used argument that
their behaviour was “only human”).
To catch all of these layers, Vidal-Naquet’s first main standpoint is reconstructed as follows: “The discussion of Hannah
Arendt’s book should not concern her moral judgment of the
Jewish leaders” [(1)]. Substitution is necessary to understand
Vidal-Naquet’s very compact expression of main argument
[(1).1a] (only indicated by the quotation marks around the word
“collaboration”) and sub-argument [(1).1a.1] (the analogy of the
noose and the hanging man). Vidal-Naquet’s gallows-analogy
suggests that the Jewish leaders’ cooperation was completely forced. There was nothing but an absolute disadvantage for
these “collaborators,” namely their own murder. By contrast,
the word collaboration implies an advantage for the collaborator, which is why Vidal-Naquet puts in in quotation marks.
In other words: the moral judgments that Arendt’s critics get
so worked up over, are completely unfounded: there was no
Jewish collaboration. It is important to note here that VidalNaquet does not misrepresent Arendt’s argumentation by saying that she accuses the Jewish leaders of “collaboration.” As
discussed in chapter 2, Arendt uses the word collaboration
only once, and avoids the word in the rest of her book. Arendt’s
French translator however used the words ‘cooperation’ and
‘collaboration’ interchangeably, including in Arendt’s infamous
main judgment of the Jewish leaders.
Arguments [(1).1b; (1).1c and [(1).1d] work in close concert:
yes, it is well known that the Jewish leaders did stupid and
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even reprehensible things (contrary to what some of Arendt’s
critics claim) [(1).1b and sub-argumentation]. Even so, this behaviour is not criticised: because historians stick to their facts
[(1).1c], and moral judgment is reserved fot the victims [(1).1d].9
In other words: a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders cannot
be a part of this (historical) discussion.
Vidal-Naquet’s fifth and and sixth main argument [(1).1e] and
[(1).1f] note that the subject of cooperation of victims in genocide
is only evoked when it concerns Jews. In other words: the discussion is biased, one does not judge other people in these matters.
(1) (The discussion of Hannah Arendt’s book should not concern
her moral judgment of the Jewish leaders)
(1).1a [There was no Jewish collaboration]
		(1).1a.1 [The collaboration of the Jewish leaders can be compared to the collaboration of the noose and the man hung]
	(1).1b [The behaviour that Arendt criticises is well known]
 		(1).1b.1 [It is well known that the Nazi’s exploited the social and national divides in the Jewish communities]
			 (1).1b.1.1a I was there at the time
			(1).1b.1.1b Some French Jews kept thinking the Nazi’s
would only deport foreign Jews
				(1).1b.1.1b.1a [They thought so in spite of the fact
that they were excessively careful]
				(1).1b.1.1b.1b [They thought so when the evidence to
the contrary was staring them in the face]
					(1).1b.1.1b.1b.1 They thought so even after the
first big raids in Marseille
				 (1).1b.1.1b.1c My father wrote this in his journal
			(1).1b.1.1c Everyone has heard of the Jewish police in
the Warsaw ghetto
			(1).1b.1.1d Or of Chaim Rumkowski, the paranoid dictator of Lodz
	(1).1c The facts belong to the historians
	(1).1d Moral judgment [of the Jewish leaders is reserved for]
the victims
		 (1).1d.1 Rumkowski was also murdered
		(1).1d.1’ (If the worst of the Jewish leaders was also a victim,
then moral judgment of them is reserved for the victims)
	(1).1e There is nothing specific about [Jewish collaboration]
(1).1f These phenomena are only evoked when Jews are concerned
[…]

9 As Vidal-Naquet’s reasoning is very
compact, one can reconstruct another
implicit premise to make more clear
how this reasoning works:
(1) (The discussion of Hannah Arendt’s book
should not concern her moral judgment of
the Jewish leaders)
[…]
 (1).1b [The behaviour that Arendt
criticises is well known]
 (1).(1c) (All the same, this behaviour is not
judged)
  (1).(1c).1a The facts belong to the
historians
  (1).(1c).1b Moral judgment [can only
be passed by] the victims
   (1).(1c).1b.1 Rumkowski was also
murdered
[…]
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10 In her Postscript, Arendt ridicules
her critics’ fear of moral judgment. Here
she explicitly rejects the argument that
only “those who were there”, may judge:
‘The argument that we cannot judge if
we were not present and involved ourselves seems to convince everyone everywhere, although it seems obvious that if
it were true, neither the administration
of justice nor the writing of history
would ever be possible.’ Hannah Arendt,
Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London 1994), 295-296. She also makes this
explicit in her letter to Scholem: ‘And
although you may be right that it is too
early for a “balanced judgment,” though
I doubt this, I do believe that we shall
only come to terms with this past if we
begin to judge, and judge strongly.’ Idem,
‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An exchange of
letters between Gerschom Scholem and
Hannah Arendt’, Encounter 22 no.1 (January 1964) 53-56. Idem, ‘Ein Briefwechsel
über Hannah Arendt’s Buch’, Mitteilungsblatt (MB) no.33 (August 16 1963)
4-5. This view on writing history is also
borne out by her book Past and Future,
which as critic Ronald Berman noted
at the time ‘observes that a characteristically objective interpretation of history
results in the loss of the moral sense,
for it implies both “noninterference”
and “nondiscriminination”. Relativism
emerges, and we lose our awareness of
the unique identity of all we perceive.’
Ronald Berman, ‘Hostis humani generis’,
The Kenyon Review 25 no.3 (Summer 1963)
541-546, at 542.

11

Arendt, EIJ, 117.

In this reconstruction, one can see that one of Vidal-Naquet’s
starting points on the issue of moral judgment of the Jewish leaders conflicts with Arendt’s. Arendt’s presupposes
that there was room for choice in the Jewish leaders’ actions;
Vidal-Naquet thinks there was not. A man hung cannot be said
to have “collaborated” with the noose around his head, he argues: in other words, cooperation of a victim with his execution cannot be called collaboration [(1).1a.1].
Vidal-Naquet’s prohibition of judgment in [1.1d] counters
Arendt’s standpoint that moral judgment of the Jewish leaders is not just necessary, but obligatory.10 In the text, VidalNaquet’s sternly proclaimed rule that “moral judgment belongs to the victims” has the appearance of a starting point;
however, Vidal-Naquet gives an argument for his rule. This
argument is an example of the impossibility of judgment in
these cases: how do we judge one of the Jewish leaders who
abused his power in the worst manner (Rumkowski), if he, in
the end, was a victim too? Arendt would agree with VidalNaquet’s starting point that the Jewish leaders were victims,
too, regardless of their behaviour [(1).1d.1]: she explicitly uses
this argument in her book.11 What she would not agree with
however, is that this can be used as an argument to refrain
from a moral judgment of them [(1).1d.1’].
Vidal Naquet tries to restrict the discussion of
the Jewish leaders
In the first half of his review, Vidal-Naquet unfolds a strategy
to restrict the discussion of the Jewish leaders. First he compartimentalises the discussion at the confrontation stage: he
presents the discussion of the Jewish leaders (and of the Final
Solution in general) as a “historical” subject, and the discussion of the banality of evil as a “sociological” subject. Then he
assigns the discussants to their places in the opening stage.
Arendt is a ‘sociologist.’ He himself is a historian, by implication a historian-expert even: unlike Arendt, he is familiar with
‘the nuances and the case at hand’ of the Jewish leaders under
the Nazi’s. The critics causing the ‘vehement polemics’ over
a ‘few pages’ of Arendt’s book are clearly not historians; else
they would know there is little to discuss (for Arendt presents
no new facts, and judgment is not up for discussion). At the
argumentation stage, Vidal-Naquet confirms this division and

254

6 Procedural problems in the fifteen reviews by historians

restriction of discussion territory, with his rules that historians
own the facts, and victims own the right to moral judgments.12
Argument [(1).1c] is ambiguous. On the one hand, the argument is designed to convince the readers of Le Monde that
moral judgment should be left out of the historical discussion: historians (should and do) stick to the facts. On the other
hand, the argument also tells Arendt – ‘sociologist and specialist of political science,’ so brilliant on the topic of the banality of evil – that she should leave the factual discussion of the
Jewish leaders to the historians. In other words: the Final Solution is historical territory, and Arendt is politely but firmly excluded from the historians’ club, by means of the compliment
that she is a brilliant sociologist (her angry response to this exclusion was discussed in section 3.3). What is more, this exclusion also undermines Arendt’s authority in the discussion
of the victim theme in the eyes of the reader.
However, the primary addressee of these arguments is not
Arendt, but Vidal-Naquet’s French audience. Vidal-Naquet
tries to convince this reader that certain restrictions in procedure and content (who may discuss what) are necessary in
a discussion of the Jewish leaders, because they were victims.
Vidal-Naquet does not only argue this explicitly and implicitly; it also clearly comes to the fore in the presentational aspect
of his strategic manoeuvring in his discussion with the reader.
For instance in the manner that he tries to persuade the reader of his starting point [(1).1a.1], that the Jewish leaders did not
have a choice. Vidal-Naquet presents this starting point with
the dramatic image of ‘the “collaboration” of the noose and
the man hung.’
This dramatic image works in no less than four ways. First
of all, it focuses the reader’s attention on this starting point,
where Vidal-Naquet departs from Arendt. Second, the image
calls to mind that the Jews were the helpless victims of the
Nazis; that any cooperation with their persecutors was conducted under force; and that it almost always ended in their
own murder. The man is already hanging (pendu) in VidalNaquet’s image; the noose is already around his neck. Third,
without mentioning them, the argument counters Arendt’s
specific moral judgments of the Jewish leaders: any moral dilemmas and choices that Arendt raises are obliterated
by Vidal-Naquet’s image of a man hung. Fourth, by putting
this image in the introductory paragraph, the hanging man

12 From this perspective of his strategic manoeuvring, one could make a
slightly less charitable reconstruction of
his main argumentation on the victim
theme:
(1) (Hannah Arendt should not judge the
Jewish leaders, and her critics should not
discuss her judgment)
(1).1a [There is nothing to judge]
	(1).1b [There are no new facts to
discuss]
(1).1c [Historians own the facts]
	(1).1d Moral judgment is reserved for
the victims
	(1).1e [Other people’s behaviour in
similar situations is not judged or
discussed, either]
[…]
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casts his shadow over Vidal-Naquet’s entire counter-argument against a discussion that includes moral judgment of
the Jewish leaders.
6.1.2 Strauss
One of the first historians to respond to Arendt’s book was
Herbert Strauss. Strauss’ article on Eichmann in Jerusalem was titled ‘The thesis of Hanna [sic] Arendt.’ It was published in Aufbau, in English, on May 17, 1963, and was thus
part of the controversy’s first phase. The review filled about
a page of this broadsheet paper, read by emigrant German
Jews in the US. In building his argument, Strauss could count on
these readers’ profound knowledge of and sentiments on the issues discussed. He only discusses the German Jewish leaders,
whom he defends unequivocally. For Strauss, the most important
point is that Arendt has not grasped the context in which the Jewish leaders operated: they had little or no freedom of choice, he
argues, and within this limited space they did the best they could.
Strauss suggests that there is nothing to judge the Jewish
leaders for
Strauss’ starting points on the issue of moral judgment of the
Jewish leaders conflict with Arendt’s presuppositions on this
issue. To demonstrate this, one has to reconstruct the argumentation structure of the nearly his entire review, because
important parts of Strauss’ argumentation on this issue are
implicit; and because he presents most of his argumentation
on the victim theme, including these parts, under the header
of one overarching main standpoint.
In the first part of this argumentation Strauss does not forbid judgment of the Jewish leaders; however, he does suggest
that there is nothing to judge the German Jewish leaders for.
This message comes to the fore quite clearly in his topical and
presentational choices in the confrontation, opening and argumentation stages.
First, his introduction of the discussion subject. The quote
below contains a part of the confrontation stage (the part
underlined by me) and a part of the opening stage (namely
some of his material starting points; the part not underlined).
Strauss writes:
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The central thesis of her book concerns the alleged collaboration of Jewish representatives with Nazis. […] Jews did accept, transmit and execute orders given to them by the Nazis.
The situations in which they behaved in this manner range
from paying taxes to the Nazi government, to non-resistance
before execution. Each has to be treated on its own merits.
The following comments are concerned with German-Jewish relations to Nazism. They are especially concerned with
the behavior of German-Jewish leaders before and after 1939,
in Germany.
Arendt’s major failure is her refusal to see the behavior of the
Jewish leaders in their proper context.13
Strauss’ topical and presentational choices in this introduction prepare the ground for his message that there is no basis
for a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders before the war. He
explicitly announces that the discussion is about judgment:
Arendt’s subject is the ‘alleged collaboration’ of the Jewish
leaders (note that he gives the false impression that Arendt’s
book revolves around the cooperation of the Jewish leaders:
‘her central thesis concerns’). Using the words ‘alleged’ and
‘collaboration’ immediately makes clear where Strauss stands
on the issue: he will defend the Jewish leaders against an absurd accusation. Yet Strauss explicitly agrees with Arendt on
the basic facts of the matter: ‘Jews did accept, transmit and
execute orders.’ 14 The discussion, then, is not about these
facts. It is about the judgment of these facts as ‘collaboration’:
‘Each [situation] has to be treated on its own merits.’ He cleverly creates the impression that Arendt criticises the Jewish
leaders in these situations, without actually arguing that she
does: the ‘situations’ that Strauss presents here, are almost
straw men. Neither ‘paying taxes to the Nazi government’ nor
‘non-resistance before executions’ are matters Arendt criticises Jewish leaders for doing. Strauss then makes it seem as
if he will prove the injustice of Arendt’s judgment by a simple
enumeration of The Facts: he claims there is a ‘proper context’
that Arendt purposefully ignores in her judgment. His decisive
phrasing of his main standpoint and his starting points here
adds to the impression of objectivity.
In sum, Strauss’ introduction of the discussion subject is
heavily stacked against Arendt. He presents his discussion of
Arendt’s moral judgment as a discussion of fact, associating her

13 Herbert Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna Arendt’, Aufbau/Reconstruction no.20
(May 17 1963) 13-14, at 13.

14 Here Strauss is actually conducting
a discussion with Arendt’s critics, who
presented examples of bad and good
Jewish leaders to counter Arendt – no
good, Strauss counters, the discussion
must be conducted on a more general
level. The complete sentence reads:
“No good is served by deflecting the
discussion and separating good from
bad Jewish leaders. The debate concerns
institutional decision-making, and must
be carried on about these issues.” In
what follows Strauss argues instead, just
like Vidal-Naquet does, that because of
the context there were no bad guys, that
all judgments are off.
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15 However, this narrow choice of
topic is also a somewhat risky strategy in
this particular context. Among the readers of Aufbau there will also have been
survivors who were extremely critical of
the German Jewish leadership. This is
confirmed by the letters they sent in.
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views with subjectivity, and his own views with objectivity (chapter 5). Strauss’ topical choice and adaptation to his audience’s
frame of reference are visible in his limitation of the discussion
topic (underlined above). It is a topic his German Jewish readers
are very familiar with: the German Jewish leadership. This move
in the confrontation stage is very effective for the rest of his argumentation: in the argumentation stage, it allows him to present a lot of arguments in a relatively limited space, because he
needs little room to explain matters to the readers.15
Then to the argumentation that Strauss presents after this introduction of the discussion subject. Strauss’ argumentation is
divided in two halves: a defence of the German Jewish leaders
before the war, and during the war. Strauss explicitly presents
a contrast between the situation of the Jewish leaders before
and during the war. The first situation allowed for ‘some freedom of action’; the second situation allowed no freedom of action. Strauss gives the impression that there is some room for a
(moral) judgment of the Jewish leaders in the pre-war situation.
Giving this impression may make him seem more reasonable to
the reader: of course, he does not forbid any judgment of Jewish leaders outright, there is some room for criticism, but Arendt
simply goes too far. However, as the reconstruction of his argumentation helps to show, the arguments he chooses add up to
a different message. Because Strauss does not mention any of
the choices of the Jewish leaders that he thinks can or may be
criticised. Nor does he present any arguments on the room for
choice these leaders had before the war, as opposed to their situation during the war. To the contrary: for both contexts, war and
pre-war, Strauss suggests and argues that there is nothing one
could or should judge. Strauss writes:
Arendt’s major failure is her refusal to see the behavior of Jewish
leaders in the proper context. Prior to 1939, the situation differed
from that of the war years. Before 1939, Jews had some freedom
of action. They discharged a great many communal responsibilities: welfare services, emigration, hospitals, schools, adult education, religious services, retraining – burdens increased as the
exclusion from Germany deepened. Jews had been living in Germany for centuries, and thought and felt as German Jews, visualizing only slowly that a radical end-phase of their history was
upon them. As little as middle class Germans, Jews were capable of violent resistance to the government – even if concerted
action had been possible, had had any chances of success, and
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could be organized where all established political and military
centers of power had failed.
It may well have been wrong – in retrospect – to carry on,
and give Jews a sense of security while disaster brewed underground. But the 1930s also saw appeasement, balanceof-power politics, and weakness in East and West, and for the
Jews the doors of the world were closed. Mrs. Arendt would
do well to study the record of the emigration offices, or read
a recent Swiss publication (by Prof Carl Ludwig) detailing the
fear even of some Swiss officials that their land may become
overrun by Jews.
The record of Jewish organizations and mass media – especially the C.V. Zeitung, but also many others – may well have
to come under greater scrutiny. They may have to admit illusions. But, in retrospect, did Hitler not owe his survival to
Chamberlain while his generals were plotting to overthrow
him in 1938? If Jewish behavior was based on illusions during
this period, so was practically everybody else’s. And the illusions were honorable, and saved about two-thirds of German
Jews who managed to emigrate before 1939.16

16 Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna
Arendt’, 13-14.

In the pre-war context, Strauss argues, the behaviour of the
Jewish leaders made sense, and thus should not be condemned. Their behaviour – ‘to carry on, and give Jews a sense
of security while disaster brewed underground’ – can only be
judged as ‘wrong in retrospect.’ At the time, German Jews acted on the same assumptions as other people in Germany.
Strauss is saying something more however. Not only does
the behaviour of German Jewish leaders make sense when
placed in its ‘proper context’ of the confinements and burdens
of the pre-war situation. He also argues that within these confinements, German Jews and German Jewish leaders acted
‘honourably,’ to the best of their knowledge and their abilities.
With an incredible result, moreover: they saved two-thirds of
German Jewry. In other words: these “good deeds” should also
be counted. Strauss’ topical choice here becomes apparent in
his choice for arguments much used in the controversy. Their
“circumstances”; the comparison with other people; the “intentions” they had; as well as the good they did, change the
evaluation of the Jewish leaders’ cooperation. One also recognises Strauss’ adaptation to his (very specific) audience’s
frame of reference: he lists a great many arguments very
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17 The C.V. Zeitung was a publication
of the Centralverein, one of the German
Jewish organisations Arendt criticises.

18 That Arendt ‘refuses’ to do so is
part of Strauss’ rhetorical thrust against
Arendt, not a standpoint he presents
arguments for. As we shall see in section
6.2, there are indeed reviewers who
actually argue Arendt has malign intent,
but Strauss is not one of them.
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quickly, only touching upon the ‘burdens’ of German Jewry,
on ‘weakness in East and West,’ et cetera. To understand what
the C.V. Zeitung is for instance, and for what it can be criticised, requires detailed knowledge of the historical context. 17
Still, no reader will have had trouble understanding the general message Strauss wants to convey: there are circumstances and other mitigating factors that leave little or no room to
condemn the German Jewish leaders.
How does Strauss achieve this? His strategy is most apparent in the presentational aspect of his strategic manoeuvring: Strauss presents concessions to Arendt, and follows
these concessions with (sub-)counter-standpoints. The concessions create the impression that there is room for criticism of the Jewish leaders; whereas his (implicit and explicit) counter-standpoints state that there actually is little or
no room. This strategic manoeuvring becomes more visible
when one reconstructs his first five main arguments (complete reconstruction in Appendix III). Strauss’ main standpoint
is that “Arendt’s major failure is her refusal to see the behavior of Jewish leaders in the proper context” [1].18 In the first
paragraph, he concedes that before 1939 the German Jewish leaders had some choice in their actions [1.1a]. He immediately counters this however: their actions were largely dictated by their circumstances [1.(1b)]. This counter-standpoint
is implied by the arguments that follow: within the context of
growing segregation, the German Jews were increasingly burdened [1(1b).1a and 1.(1b).1b]; and German Jews only slowly realised their circumstances had dramatically and permanently changed [1.(1b).1c]. One recognises the causal variant of
an argument on “circumstances” (chapter 5). To fully understand arguments [1(1b).1a and 1.(1b).1b], one needs the background knowledge that the Nazis increasingly forced the German Jews to take care of all their communal needs themselves
(Strauss lists examples: welfare, schooling, emigration…). Thus
the ‘Jews’ that Strauss refers to when he speaks of these burdens, must be read more specifically here: those Jews who were
part of the German Jewish organisations. In the reconstruction,
some subsitution is performed to make these arguments more
comprehensible in the overview.
In the second paragraph, Strauss presents a second concession and second counter-standpoint, this time explicitly: what
the Jewish leaders did ‘may well have been wrong’ [1.1c], but
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only in retrospect [1.1d]. The reader should infer: at the time,
under the circumstances, their course of action made sense
[1.1d.(1)]. Strauss gives four examples to illustrate why their behaviour made sense. First he refers to appeasement [1.1d.(1).1a]
and balance-of-power politics [1.1d.(1).1b]. With these two arguments he indicates that the outcome of war and mass murder
was not certain yet; international politics were trying to prevent a war. Then Strauss indicates that the German Jews had
few options: Eastern and Western nations did not stand up to
Hitler [1.1d.(1).1c] and the Jews had nowhere to go [1.1d.(1).1d].
In the third paragraph, Strauss concedes for the third time
that there is room for criticism [1.1e]. The German Jewish leadership harboured ‘illusions,’ Strauss writes, echoing Arendt’s
reproach that they lived in a ‘fool’s paradise’ (chapter 2). He
then implies his third counter-standpoint: mitigating factors
should be taken into account when scrutinising these illusions
[1.(1f)]. The first of these mitigating factors is a variation of the
argument that the leaders were “only human”: everybody harboured illusions at the time [1.(1f).1a]. Strauss then uses an argument on the Jewish leaders’ “intentions”: the Jewish leaders had ‘honourable’ illusions [1.(1f).1b]. His argumentation ends
with an argument on the leaders’ “good deeds”: notwithstanding their unrealistic assessment of the situation, the leadership
and organisations managed to get two thirds of the German
Jews out of the country [1.(1f).1c]. Here Strauss cleverly contrasts the illusions of the Jewish leadership and the rest of the
world: while others’ illusions helped Hitler to power [1.(1f).1a.1],
the illusions of the German Jewish leaders were honourable,
and did not stop them from saving many people.
1 Arendt’s major failure is her refusal to see the behavior of Jewish leaders in the proper context
1.1a Before 1939, Jews had some freedom of action
	1.(1b) (All the same, their behaviour was largely dictated by their
circumstances)
		1.(1b).1a [The Nazis burdened German Jewish organisations with the care for their own communities]
[…]
		1.(1b).1b These burdens increased as the exclusion from
Germany deepened
		1.(1b).1c German Jews only slowly realised that a radical
end-phase of their history was upon them
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[…]
	1.1c To carry on, and give Jews a sense of security while disaster brewed underground, may well have been wrong
1.1d But it is wrong only in retrospect
		1.1d.(1) (At the time, their behaviour made sense)
			1.1d.(1).1a The 1930s also saw appeasement
			1.1d.(1).1b The 1930s also saw balance-of-power politics
			1.1d.(1).1c The 1930s also saw weakness in East and
West
			1.1d.(1).1d For the Jews the doors of the world were
closed
[…]
	1.1e Some Jewish organisations and media may be scrutinised
for harbouring illusions [at the time]
	1.(1f) (All the same, scrutiny of these illusions should take mitigating factors into account)
		1.(1f).1a If Jewish behaviour was based on illusions during
this period, so was practically everybody else’s
			1.(1f).1a.1 In retrospect, Hitler owed his survival to
Chamberlain while his generals were plotting to overthrow him in 1938
		1.(1f).1b The illusions [German Jewish leaders based their
behaviour on] were honourable
		1.(1f).1c Even with illusions, [Jewish organisations] saved
about two-thirds of German Jews
[…]

As the reconstruction helps to show, Strauss does not really
think that there is any ground for a moral judgment of the German Jewish leaders before the war. Although he indicates that
there might be room for criticism, at each turn his arguments
minimise or deny this room. The Jewish leaders did the best
they could under the circumstances; they had good intentions;
and, he suggests, they did nothing wrong. To the contrary, they
did right. In this manner, he tries to persuade the reader that
there is nothing to condemn them for, while not forbidding criticism outright.
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Strauss’ starting points conflict with Arendt’s presuppositions
on choice
In the second part of Strauss’ argumentation, Strauss argues
explicitly against one of Arendt’s presuppositions on the issue
of moral judgment, namely that the Jewish leaders could make
wrong and right choices. However, his argumentation also becomes inconsistent here, and ends in starting points that still
conflict with the presupposition of Arendt’s that he is attacking.
Strauss implicitly argues that the Jewish leaders should
not be judged: because they had no choice and because, as
he points out with a concentration camp analogy, they were
victims. Strauss writes:

19 Strauss, ‘The thesis of Hanna
Arendt’, 14.

20 The text quoted is not the full second half of his argumentation; for the
demonstration this part is enough. The
full reconstruction of Strauss’ argumentation can be found in Appendix III.

When the war broke out the Jewish situation changed from
relatively free choices to no choices at all. I suggest to think
of these years in analogy to concentration camp life. Nobody
among Jewish leaders participated in decision making. […]
Like [in] concentration camps, the Nazis used Jewish organizations to execute their orders. This role of intermediary is tragic
and morally grey as was that of the concentration camp “élite”
of privileged prisoners. But if it involved cooperation, it involved
it at gunpoint. What these men did was decide for an immediate responsibility and hope that Jews would outlast their enemies. Would Mrs. Arendt not blame them for deserting under fire if they had saved themselves – as well they could have
– rather than keep in being the communal services to old, sick,
indigent and young? […]
Baeck and the men of the Reichsvereinigung may well have
made a wrong decision in hoping against hope. But the decisions they made were moral decisions in a situation where no
decision was absolutely right any longer.19
In this second half of his article, Strauss continues his presentation of the ‘proper context’ for assessing the role of the German Jewish leaders during the war. Here he explicitly attacks
Arendt’s presupposition that these leaders had a choice. There
was no choice, Strauss states, no alternative course of action.
The Jewish leaders’ cooperation was forced; withdrawing was
not an option; and resistance or flight were impossible.20 Parallel to the first part of his defence of the Jewish leaders, Strauss
presents concessions, followed by counter-standpoints. Now
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21 Strauss divides his argumentation
into three parts, separated by Roman
numerals: I, II, and III. The argumentation for each part is therefore reconstructed as multiple: [1.1a...]; [1.2a..]; [1.3a...].
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however, these concessions are not real concessions anymore:
their phrasing is loaded with his rejection of Arendt’s judgment. Concession one: the Jewish leaders played a tragic, morally grey role. Concession two: the Jewish leaders wrongly kept
hoping for the best. The phrasing of these concessions alone
already implies his counter-standpoint, nearly the same in both
cases: one cannot blame the Jewish leaders for doing this.
His first substandpoint, in the first paragraph, refers to his
contrast of the situation before and during the war: now, the
Jewish leaders had no choices anymore [1.2a].21 Their situation
can be compared to life in concentration camps [1.2a.1a], because all decisions were made for them by the Nazis [1.2a.1a.1].
In the second paragraph, Strauss repeats his concentration
camp analogy [1.2b]. Then he presents his first “concession”:
the role of the Jewish leaders was ‘morally grey’ [1.2c]. This is
not a true concession: Arendt does not claim the role of the
Jewish leaders was morally grey. To the contrary, she presents
their choices as quite simple, as morally black-and-white. The
‘moral grey’ actually works as an argument against Arendt, because Strauss trusts the readers to associate the ‘grey’ situation in the concentration camps with a situation that is too
complicated for moral judgment. By associating the Jewish
leaders with concentration camp prisoners, Strauss also recalls their victim status in the mind of the reader.
Strauss’ counter-standpoint against Arendt is implied by the
rhetorical question ‘would Mrs Arendt not blame them…?’; by
the word ‘tragic’ [1.(2d).1a]; and by his subsequent arguments.
Yes, what they did was morally grey, but if they cooperated
(which, the ‘if’ suggests, they did not always do), it was at gunpoint [1.(2d).1b]. Strauss’ counter-standpoint can therefore be
reconstructed as: even if their role was morally grey, one cannot blame them for assuming this role [1.(2d)]. The word “assume” in this reconstructed standpoint is carefully chosen to
make it compatible with his further argumentation: although
Strauss’ concentration camp analogy suggests that the Jewish
leaders were cast or forced in this role, later he also argues that
the Jewish leaders chose to remain in this role, even when they
had an option to get out of it.
The rest of Strauss’ arguments here demonstrate the Jewish leaders’ altruistic intentions, motives and deeds [1.(2d).1c-e].
Again, Strauss lets the reader infer that the circumstances,
good intentions and good deeds should inform a moral judg-
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ment of the Jewish leaders. Or rather, should stifle it. In the last
quoted paragraph, Strauss repeats his implicit message that
the Jewish leaders cannot be judged in this situation, by freighting his concession with emotion: the Jewish leaders ‘may well
have made a wrong decision in hoping against hope.’ [1.2h]. Unlike the previous “concession,” this one is unambiguously presented to the reader as an argument against Arendt. His implicit counter-standpoint that the Jewish leaders cannot be judged
for deciding to keep their spirits up in times of horror (nor for
other, more controversial decisions that Arendt discusses and
Strauss does not name) [1.(2i)], can be reconstructed from his
starting point that the circumstances did not allow for blackand-white moral choices [1.(2i).1]. With this argument he points
back to the ‘moral grey’ of his concentration camp analogy.
1 Arendt’s major failure is her refusal to see the behavior of Jewish leaders in the proper context
[…]
	1.2a When the war broke out the Jewish situation changed
from relatively free choices to no choices at all
		1.2a.1a Their situation in these years can be compared to
the life in concentration camps
			1.2a.1a.1 Nobody among Jewish leaders participated in
decision making
[…]
	1.2b Like [in] concentration camps, the Nazi’s used Jewish organisations to execute their orders
	1.2c This role of intermediary was morally grey
	1.2c.1 It can be compared to the concentration camp ‘élite’ of
privileged prisoners
	1.(2d) (All the same, one cannot blame the Jewish leaders for
assuming this role)
		1.(2d).1a This role of intermediary was tragic
			1.(2d).1a.1 As was the role of the ‘élite’ in the concentration camp
		1.(2d).1b If it involved cooperation, it was at gunpoint
		1.(2d).1c What the German Jewish leaders did was decide
for an immediate responsibility
		1.(2d).1d They hoped that Jews would outlast their enemies
		1.(2d).1e They did not save themselves
		1.(2d).1f They could have saved themselves
		1.(2d).1g They chose to continue their communal services to
old, sick, indigent and young
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[…]
	1.2h Baeck and the men of the Reichsvereinigung may well
have made a wrong decision in hoping against hope
	1.(2i) (All the same, one cannot blame them for making some
wrong decisions at the time)
		1.(2i).1 They made moral decisions in a situation where no
decision was absolutely right any longer
In Strauss’ review there is a tension between his “factual” presentation and the actual substance of his argumentation, namely criteria for moral judgment, and reasons to refrain from it. In
the overview above, this tension is visible in the contrast between his “objectively” phrased main standpoint (‘proper context’) versus his emotionally freighted arguments (‘tragic’; ‘the
old and sick’; ‘hoping against hope’). It can be resolved by reconstructing a different, implicit main standpoint: “Arendt unjustly condemns the cooperation of the Jewish representatives
with the Nazis” [(1)] (see Appendix III).
The reconstruction also helps to show where and why
Strauss’ discussion with Arendt becomes problematic: Strauss’
argumentation becomes inconsistent in this second part.
Strauss explicitly argues that the Jewish leaders had no room
to make choices [1.2a]. And yet he also argues that they made
choices [1.(2d).1c and 1.(2i).1]; and that those choices were admirable: staying on for their people instead of saving their own
hides [1.(2d).1f and 1.(2d).1g]. Thus, in his zeal to exonerate the
German Jewish leaders, Strauss stacks argument upon argument, until they cancel each other out.
In a more charitable interpretation, Strauss argues that the
wrong choices these leaders made are morally cancelled out
by their not-fleeing, by their taking care of their people. Even
in this interpretation however, the arguments do not sit well
together: they had no choices at all [1.2a]; nobody participated in decision making [1.2a.1a.1]; and they made moral decisions [1.(2i).1]. What is more, it is precisely these moral decisions that Arendt criticises, and it is here that, paradoxically,
Strauss’ starting points conflict with the very presuppositions
of Arendt’s that he is also arguing against: Strauss assumes
the context made correct moral decisions impossible; Arendt
assumes it did not. In other words: Strauss’ discussion with
Arendt stops where it should begin.
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6.1.3 Scheffler
Wolfgang Scheffler’s review of Eichmann in Jerusalem was part
of the fifth phase of the controversy, the independent German
discussion. ‘Hannah Arendt und der Mensch im totalitären Staat’ appeared in the November 4, 1964 edition of Aus Politik und
Zeitgeschichte. APuZ, as it is often abbreviated, was (and is) an
educational publication of the West-German Home Office.22 It
is a journal with scholarly content, written for scholars as well
as a wider audience. However, Scheffler’s twenty-page review
is not very accessible: unclearly structured, overflowing with
complicated details, large parts of his argumentation cannot
be understood without considerable background knowledge.
On the other hand, Scheffler does bring a wealth of factual information to the discussion, especially on Eichmann. His review
is one of the most elaborate and detailed in the controversy.
Scheffler describes Arendt’s central theme, the moral collapse,
as ‘the conscience of man in a totalitarian state’; hence the title of the article.23
Scheffler’s starting points conflict with Arendt’s presuppositions on choice
Like Strauss, Scheffler divides his discussion of the Jewish
leaders’ role in two parts: before the war, and during the war.
And like in Strauss’ review, it is in this second part of his argumentation that Scheffler’s starting points conflict with Arendt’s
presuppositions on the Jewish leaders’ room for choice. This is
the part of the argumentation that is examined in this section.
Scheffler’s defence of the Jewish leaders is conducted under
the header of one main, very specific standpoint: that ‘Hannah
Arendt wrongfully reproaches the Jewish population, especially the Jewish leaders and in particular the Zionists […] for cooperating with the Nazis, and therefore having made the murderers’ work considerably easier.’ 24 In the argumentation that
follows, Scheffler alternates between proving the incorrectness
and the wrongfulness of a great many of Arendt’s claims on the
victim theme. In the reconstruction therefore, this highly specific announcement of what he is going to argue is substituted
with the standpoint “Arendt’s judgments of the cooperation of
the Jewish population with the Nazis are incorrect and unjust”
[1]. The argumentation for this complex standpoint is divided

22 More precisely: of its educational
department Bundeszentrale für politische
Bildung, which was called the Bundeszentrale für Heimatsdienst until 1963.
Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung,
‘Geschichte der Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung. Gründung und Aufbau
1952-1961’(July 10, 2011). <http://www.
bpb.de/geschichte/deutsche-geschichte/
geschichte-der-bpb/36421/gruendungund-aufbau-1952-1961>

23 Wolfgang Scheffler, ‘Hannah
Arendt und der Mensch im totalitären
Staat’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte. Beilage
zur Wochenzeitung Das Parlament no.B
45 (November 4, 1064 1964) 19-38, at 21,
38. Scheffler thought it paramount to
educate people on the crimes of the
Third Reich. His first attempt towards
this goal was a small book called Der Nationalsozialistische Judenpolitik (see chapter
5). Considering the accessible style of this
first publication, Scheffler’s review of
Eichmann in Jerusalem is somewhat of a
riddle. In his review, Scheffler explicitly
acknowledges that the readers will not
have the necessary facts to their disposal
to critically evaluate Arendt’s book. Yet
his answer to this is counterproductive:
he provides so much detail, that his
argumentation is confusing even for
someone intimately familiar with the
book. To grasp his arguments on the
victim theme, for instance, the reader’s
has to have a detailed understanding of
the different Jewish organisations and
changing circumstances of German
Jewry under the Nazis, before and after
1939: Centralverein, Reichvertretung,
Reichsvereinigung… Paul Arnsberg’s review,
published alongside, is nearly as long,
but much more comprehensible.

24 Idem, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Mensch im totalitären Staat’, Aus Politik
und Zeitgeschichte. Beilage zur Wochenzeitung Das Parlament no.B45 (November 4
1964) 19-38, at 22. The argumentation that
follows, is presented under the header
‘On the question of “cooperation”.’ Putting “cooperation” in quotation marks,
Scheffler already indicates his opinion
on the matter: what the Jewish leaders
did cannot be judged as cooperation.
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25 Scheffler first tackles Arendt’s
criticism of the Zionists [1.1a-g]. He states
she singles out the Zionists especially for
their “cooperation” with the Nazis before
the war, and that she unjustly reproaches
them for being politically motivated. In
the second part of his argumentation,
Scheffler briefly defends the German
Jewish leaders in general, before the war
[1.2…]. Here he denies that there was any
“cooperation” or “negotiation” going on.
He also denies that pre-war “cooperation” made the murderers’ work easier, as
Arendt claims.
26 Scheffler is writing for a heterogeneous audience. In his discussions with
Arendt and with other specialists, his
choice for detailed factual arguments is
a topical one. In his discussion with a
more ordinary reader by contrast, it is
predominantly a presentational strategy:
such an overwhelming amount of facts
affirms Scheffler’s authority as an expert
on the subjects discussed. It thus serves
to convince them of the correctness
of his views, even if they might not
always understand the substance of his
complex factual argumentation. What
is more, Scheffler presents most of the
discussion of Arendt’s book as a simple
matter of fact. ‘Everyone who knows the
events from the available source material
knows […],’ is how Scheffler begins a
counter-argument for instance. Or he
claims that there is only one interpretation possible, as follows: ‘only in this way
can one understand correctly […].’ And
some opinions of Arendt’s are simply
‘out of the question,’ according to Scheffler. His tone is businesslike: Scheffler
states that Arendt presents a distorted
picture of reality, and then proceeds to
present The Facts. However, Scheffler
also backs his Facts up, which is rare in
this controversy: he provides long quotes;
footnotes with page references; literature
suggestions; the location of primary
source material.
‘Jeder, der die Vorgänge auf Grund des
vorliegenden Materials kennt, weiß,
daß die Gründung der Reichsvertretung wegen er von der Berliner
Gemeinderepräsentanten eingenommenen Haltung nicht gerade einfach
verlief.’ ‘Nur so kann man z.B. das 1933
abgeschlossene Transferabkommen
(“Haavara-Abkommen”) richtig verstehen.’
‘Sieht man sich die Zusammensetzung
der Reichsvertretung einmal an, so
kann gar keine Rede davon sein, daß
die Zionisten in ihr über die Mehrheit
verfügten.’ Scheffler, ‘Hannah Arendt
und der Mensch im totalitären Staat‘,
24-25.
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into three parts (see Appendix III).25 In the third and final part,
Scheffler argues explicitly that judgment is not allowed when it
concerns Jewish leaders during the war [1.3-…]. This is the part
that will be examined and partly reconstructed here.
In his discussion of the German Jewish leaders before the war,
Scheffler mainly concerns himself with detailed corrections
of Arendt’s facts. His argumentation here is winding, dense,
and often hard to follow without considerable background
knowledge.26 Scheffler also presents the familiar arguments
on the Jewish leaders’ “circumstances”, “intentions” and “good
deeds” (chapter 5). These arguments are much more comprehensible, and nearly identical to the ones Strauss uses. In the
second part of his argumentation, on the leaders’ situation during the war, Scheffler explicitly argues that judgments are off.
If the emphasis of his previous argumentation was on his correction of Arendt’s facts, now Scheffler starts arguing that
Arendt has broken (mostly methodological) rules with her judgments of the Jewish leaders. Scheffler does not discuss the rationale behind the rules; rather, he shows how Arendt breaks
these rules.
Scheffler’s defence of the Jewish leaders during the war
is supported by five main arguments that are (sub-)counter-standpoints against Arendt (complete reconstruction in
Appendix III). Scheffler’s rejection of judgment of the German
Jewish leaders is the first of these main arguments and the
first of the rules that he names: one cannot collectively condemn the Jewish leaders, as Arendt does [1.3.1a]. The argumentation for this sub-standpoint is directed at the wrongfulness
of Arendt’s judgments: they are unjust because the cooperation of the Jewish leaders was forced; and because no one can
presume to judge these people in such an extreme situation.
Scheffler writes:
And now to the situation during the war. It is known that the
Gestapo forced the Reichvereinigung to provide assistance with
the technical preparations of the deportation. It is entirely understandable that because of this [assistance], some of the representatives incurred the hatred of the other persecuted. But it
is just as obvious that, as a consequence of the totalitarian laws,
there was almost no way out of this horrible situation for those
who ended up in it. Just as one cannot reproach all the German Jews together in 1933 for not overseeing, to its last conse-
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quence, what was coming – this “guilt” they shared with quite a
lot of people inside and outside of Germany, as is well known –,
one cannot collectively condemn people who found themselves
in one of the most extreme situations possible. One can depict the problems this predicament gave rise to, analyse these
problems – but who would want to be a judge here? Even those
who had a foreboding of the course of events, people such as
Kurt Blumenfeld or Leo Baeck (who in 1933 spoke the prophetic words ‘The thousand-year history of German Jewry has
ended’), still could not imagine how terrible the end would be.
The process of the persecution even today surpasses the imagination of every normal human being, only we now know, what
perversities people are willing and able [to commit], even in
our times.27
Scheffler’s message here is clear: the Jewish leaders should not
be judged. The structure of his argumentation, however, is not
so clear. At the beginning of the quoted paragraph, Scheffler
announces the third part of his argumentation, against Arendt’s
judgments of the Jewish leaders during the war [1.3]. At first
sight, it seems Scheffler presents not one, but two counter-standpoints to support [1.3]. The counters are phrased as
rules: one, one cannot collectively condemn the Jewish leaders
for their assistance with the deportations; and two, one cannot
collectively reproach the German Jews collectively not understanding in 1933 that their persecution would end in murder (in
the reconstruction, these two (sub-)counter-standpoints would
then become [1.3.1a and 1.3.1b]).
However, this reconstruction is not very charitable: it unjustly
ascribes a straw man to Scheffler. His argument that ‘one cannot blame all the German Jews that they did not see what was
coming’ is not a counter-standpoint against Arendt. It should
be read as a hyperbole of Arendt’s assessment that before the
war, the German Jews lived in a ‘fool’s paradise.’ It is an argument for Scheffler’s counter-standpoint that a blanket judgment of the Jewish leaders is not possible (or, as some of his
arguments suggest, not allowed) [1.3.1a]. It is an argument by
comparison, as the argumentative indicator suggests: one does
not judge the German Jewish leaders as a collective, just as (in
German: ‘genausowenig’) one does not blame the German Jews
for not understanding, the minute Hitler rose to power, that they
were going to be murdered [1.3.1a.1d]. Nobody understood that,

27 ‘Und nun zur Kriegssituation.
Es ist bekannt, daß die Gestapo die
Reichsvereinigung zwang, bei den technischen Vorbereitungen der Deportation
Hilfsdienst zu leisten. Daß sich einzelne
ihrer Vertreter dadurch den Haß der
anderen Verfolgten zuzogen, ist völlig
verständlich. Aber ebenso offenkundig
ist, daß es, den Gesetzen des totalitären
Staates zufolge, kaum einen Ausweg für
diejenigen gab, die in diese furchtbare
Situation gerieten. Genausowenig wie
man den deutschen Juden insgesamt
einen Vorwurf daraus machen kann,
dass sie 1933 das Kommende nicht bis
zur letzten Konsequenz übersahen –
diese “Schuld” teilten sie bekanntlich mit
ziemlich vielen Menschen innerhalb
und außerhalb Deutschlands –, kann
man die in der äußersten Grenzsituation menschlicher Bewährungsprobe
stehenden Menschen pauschal verurteilen. Man kann die daraus sich ergebenden Probleme darstellen, analysieren
– aber wer will hier Richter sein? Auch
diejenigen, die wie Kurt Blumenfeld
oder gerade Leo Baeck (der 1933 die
prophetischen Worte sprach: “Die
tausendjährige Geschichte des deutschen
Judentums ist zu Ende”) den Gang der
Dinge ahnten, hatten trotzdem keine
Vorstellung davon, wie entsetzlich das
Ende sein sollte. Der Verlauf der Verfolgung übersteigt noch heute die Vorstellungskraft jedes normalen Menschen,
nur wissen wir jetzt, zu welchen Perversität Menschen auch in unserer Zeit
bereit und fähig sind.’ Ibid., 26.
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Scheffler adds, to make sure he is not misread [1.3.1a.1d.1]. One
recognises a variant of the “only human”-argument (chapter 5).
Scheffler adds another familiar argument, on the extreme circumstances of the Jewish leaders [1.3.1a.1e].
The rest of the argumentation is reconstructed as follows.
Scheffler’s first main argument for [1.3a.1a]: the Jewish leaders’
assistance was forced [1.3.1a.1a] By contrast, his second and
third main argument are (again) complicated. Just like Strauss
does, Scheffler presents a concession-counterclaim construction. The concession to Arendt is that “indeed, the Jewish leaders were hated by those they presided over.” In Scheffler’s eyes,
this is not an argument for Arendt’s standpoint that the Jewish
leaders made immoral choices. Instead, he uses it to imply that
we should not judge the Jewish leaders: the condemnation of
the victims is ‘understandable’ [1.3.1a.1b]; that we understand
their condemnation however, does not mean that we ourselves
can (or should or may) judge them [1.3.1a.(1c)].
Scheffler gives two arguments for this implicit argument.
The first is that the Jewish leaders were victims, too – Scheffler speaks of the ‘other persecuted’ [my emphasis MB] [1.3.1a.
(1c).1a]. The phrasing of his second argument refers to the victim status of the Jewish leaders as well, and at the same time
suggests they had no choice: ‘there was almost no way out of
this horrible situation’ [1.3.1a.(1c).1b]. With his concession and
this sub-argumentation, Scheffler makes clear that the judgment is not ours to make; but his arguments leaves in the middle whether it is impossible or simply not allowed to make this
judgment. The implicit argument [1.3.1a.(1c)] is therefore reconstructed as “all the same, it is not our place to judge them for
this assistance.”
1 [Arendt’s judgments of the cooperation of the Jewish population
with the Nazis are incorrect and unjust]
[…]
	1.3 [Arendt’s judgments of the activities of the Jewish leaders
during the war are incorrect and unjust]
		1.3.1a [One cannot judge the Jewish leaders as a collective,
as Arendt does]
			1.3.1a.1a Their assistance with the deportations was
forced
				1.3.1a.1a.1 It is a known fact that the Gestapo forced
the Reichvereinigung to provide assistance with the
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technical preparations of the deportation
			1.3.1a.1b [One can understand that the other victims
30e problems arising from their predicament
		1.3.1a.1g [One does not presume to judge people in this
most extreme situation]
				1.3.1a.1g.1a The persecution process was unimaginable
					1.3.1a.1g.1a.1a Even those who had a foreboding
of the course of events still could not imagine
how terrible the end would be
						1.3.1a.1g.1a.1a.1a Kurt Blumenfeld for example
						1.3.1a.1g.1a.1a.1b And Leo Baeck
				1.3.1a.1g.1b Even today it is beyond the imaginative
power of normal people
[…]

28 Scheffler phrases his argument as
a rhetorical question here: who would
want to judge people in this most extreme situation? He then provides arguments to show that the situation was
not only extreme, but that the process of
persecution and murder was unimaginable – at the time, and even now. The
argument is thus paraphrased as “one
does not presume to...”

Just as Vidal-Naquet and Strauss do, Scheffler presents arguments against a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders: one cannot collectively condemn the Jewish leaders [1.3.1a]; and it is not
our place to judge them [1.3.1a.(1c)]. Scheffler’s phrasing indicates that there might be some room for judgment of individual Jewish leaders: he argues explicitly against a collective judgment. At the same time, he makes clear that it is not our place
to do so: the hatred of the other victims is ‘understandable,’ he
writes [1.3.1b] – which suggests that these feelings are none of
our business, because we “were not there.” Finally, his rhetorical question ‘who would want to be a judge here?’ suggests that
judgment of people in such a situation is impossible [1.3.1a.1g].28
Because the persecution process was, and still is, unimaginable
[1.3.1a.1g.1a and 1.3.1a.1g.1b]. In this manner, Scheffler argues
that judgment of the German Jewish leaders is neither possible, nor reasonable, nor allowed. Just like Vidal-Naquet, he also
tells the readers what is allowed: one may ‘depict and analyse
[the Jewish leaders’] problems’ [1.3.1a.1f].
In the reconstruction, one can locate Scheffler’s starting points on the extreme circumstances of the Jewish leaders, that, according to him, forced their actions [1.3.1a.1; 1.3.1a.
(1c).1b.1 and 1.3.1a.1e]. These starting points clash with several of Arendt’s presuppositions on the leaders’ room for choice
that underlie her harsh moral judgments. Arendt made these
presuppositions explicit in her Postscript, and in her letter to
Scholem: the circumstances did not force the Jewish leaders;
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29 In her Postscript, she wrote: ‘How
troubled men of our time are by this
question of judgment (or, as it is often
said, by people who dare “sit in judgment”) has emerged in the controversy
over the present book, as well as in the
in many respects similar controversy
over Hochhuth’s The Deputy. What has
come to light is neither nihilism nor
cynicism, as one might have expected,
but a quite extraordinary confusion over
elemental questions of morality – as if
an instinct in such matters were truly
the last thing to be taken for granted in
our time. […] Thus, some American literati have professed their naïve belief that
temptation and coercion are really the
same thing, that no one can be asked
to resist temptation. (If someone puts a
pistol to your heart and orders you to
shoot your best friend, then you simply
must shoot him. Or, as it was argued
– some years ago in connection with
the quiz program scandal in which a
university teacher had hoaxed the public
– when so much money is at stake, who
could possibly resist?).’ And in her letter
to Scholem Arendt wrote: ‘Es gab keine
Möglichkeit des Widerstandes, aber es
gab die Möglichkeit, nichts zu tun. Und
um nichts zu tun, brauchte man kein
Heiliger zu sein, sondern man brauchte
nur zu sagen: Ich bin ein einfacher Jude,
und ich will nicht mehr sein. Ob diese
Leute in allen Fällen verdient haben,
gehängt zu werden, ist eine ganz andere
Frage. Was hier zur Debatte steht, sind
die Argumente, mit denen sie sich vor
sich selbst und vor andern gerechtfertigt
haben. Über diese Argumente steht uns
ein Urteil zu. Diese Leute standen auch
nicht unter dem unmittelbaren Druck
des Terrors, sondern nur unter dem
mittelbaren. Über die Gradunterschiede
in diesen Dingen weiss ich Bescheid. Es
gab da immer noch einen Raum des
freien Entschlusses und des freien Handelns.’ Arendt, letter to Scholem, July 20
1963, as quoted in Hannah Arendt, Ich
will verstehen. Selbstauskünfte zu Leben
und Werk (2nd edn.; München 2013), 35.
This passage is slightly adapted in Idem,
‘Eichmann in Jerusalem. An exchange of
letters between Gerschom Scholem and
Hannah Arendt’.
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the pressure of terror was not ‘immediate’, but ‘indirect’; there
was still room to make the correct moral decisions; they could
have complied instead of cooperated. 29
In this reconstruction, one also finds the familiar starting
point that the Jewish leaders should not be judged because
they were victims, too [1.3.1a.(1c).1a]. As discussed earlier,
Arendt explicitly uses the starting point that the Jewish leaders were victims, too; she would not however agree that this liberates them from moral judgment.
Not visible in this overview are several strategic nudges that
Scheffler gives the readers to persuade them that they should
not judge the Jewish leaders. For instance, he notes that the Reichsvereinigung were forced to help with the ‘technical preparations’ of the deportation – a phrasing that implies they were
not involved in the entire process of deportation, and not in the
murder itself. The word he uses to describe this assistance,
‘Hilfsdienst’ (emergency assistance) is also carefully chosen: it
is normally used in the context of emergency or humanitarian
services and should thus be taken to read: selfless assistance.
Not only the presentation of Scheffler’s arguments in this paragraph is notable; his adaptation to his German audience is also
evident. Scheffler humbles the readers by reminding them of
their own (historical and current) responsibility. He points out
that nobody at the time could foresee what was coming, ‘as is
well known.’ And he suggests that even though we now know
‘what perversities people are willing and capable of’ (meaning
unlike people did before the Holocaust), we are not doing anything about it ourselves: these perversities are ‘still [happening]
in our time.’ The rhetorical question that Scheffler thus forcefully suggests is: who are we to judge?
6.1.4 Mosse
In the summer of 1963, in its second phase, the controversy in
the US was at its peak. The July 1963 issue of The Progressive,
a left-liberal magazine from Madison, Wisconsin, published a
review by George Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann.’ Stylistically this
single-page, yet profound review is perfectly tailored to the university-affiliated, left-liberal audience of The Progressive. The
clarity of its content for this audience is another matter, as will
be discussed in this section. Mosse’s text is in many respects
similar to Vidal-Naquet’s: in its concise style, its dense argu-
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ments, and its stern historian’s tone. Both reviewers are enthusiastic about Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann; they warn of modern Eichmanns; and they criticise her treatment of the Jewish
leaders. But where Vidal-Naquet’s perspective is of his native
France, German-born Mosse defends the German Jewish leaders.
Mosse’s starting points conflict with Arendt’s starting points
on the moral collapse
Mosse’s disagreement with Arendt is more profound than that
of the previous reviewers. Mosse disagrees with Arendt on the
issue of moral judgment, but that is not where his discussion
with Arendt is problematic: Mosse also counters Arendt’s theory of the moral collapse. In his argumentation on this issue,
he presents starting points that conflict with Arendt’s starting
points on this issue. To demonstrate this, one has to reconstruct
the argumentation structure of the first half of his review, because Mosse argues for one overarching main standpoint on
the victim theme.
Mosse explicitly announces the difference of opinion on the
Jewish leaders is about judgment, not about fact. In the first
paragraph of his review, Mosse explicitly states that Arendt’s
book is ‘factually accurate and based upon the latest sources.’
By allusion, this counters all those who argued that Arendt’s
facts were not in order – think of Jacob Robinson and the ‘hundreds of errors’ he found (chapter 3). But Mosse’s explicit starting point that Arendt’s facts are in order does not just counter
Arendt’s critics; it is also an announcement of what he will not
be discussing. What he will be discussing, Mosse announces in
his second paragraph. Here he explains why, in spite of Arendt’s
correct facts and other merits of the book, there has been such
a ‘storm of criticism’: the facts are in order, Arendt’s judgments
are not. Mosse writes:
[A] dimension of the Jewish catastrophe is missing, and it is
this which has caused a storm of criticism. Miss Arendt is theoretically right but wrong in practice, especially in her condemnation of Jewish collaboration with the Nazis. She is prone to
disapprove of any contact between Nazi and Jew, whether it
be Zionist negotiation for emigration or the position of Jewish
leadership in the face of extinction. She often makes her point
through innuendo: For example, Jewish officials ‘could be trust-
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30 George L. Mosse, ‘Captive Eichmann’, The Progressive, 27 no.7 (July 1963).

31 Mosse rephrases this example several times: ‘a dimension is missing,’ ‘a sense
of the extreme situation’ is omitted, it is
a ‘serious omission.’

ed’ to compile deportation lists, and so indeed they could. But
this is hardly the point, for what is omitted, and it is a serious
omission, is a sense of the extreme situation in which these officials found themselves.
Writing from Mount Olympus rather than putting herself into
the inferno, Miss Arendt expects these leaders to rise dramatically above a historical situation for which they were entirely
unprepared. Men and women who were deeply imbued with
the heritage of liberalism and the enlightenment, which had
been held more tenaciously by the Jewish bourgeoisie than by
any other class of the European population, were suddenly confronted by a new type of totalitarian man.30
Mosse agrees with Arendt on facts, but states that ‘a dimension
is missing’ from her account of the murder of the Jews, which
makes her judgments of the Jewish leaders unrealistic. This is
Mosse’s main standpoint on the victim theme: ‘Arendt’s condemnation of Jewish collaboration with the Nazis is theoretically right, but wrong in practice’ [1]. What follows is his first main
argument: ‘Arendt omits the extreme situation in which the
Jewish officials found themselves’ [1.1a].31 If one adds the historical circumstances of the case, Arendt’s judgments do not hold,
Mosse argues. He gives examples of where and how Arendt’s
judgments go wrong because she does not consider the circumstances: Arendt condemns nearly all contacts between Nazis and Jews [1.1.1a], regardless of whether these were negotiations for emigration of a happy few to Palestine before the war
[1.1.1a.1a], or things the Jewish leaders did during the war, when
their people were already being murdered [1.1.1a.1b]. Arendt
judges the Jewish leaders for being such ‘trustworthy collaborators’ [1.1.1b]. Mosse rhetorically underlines his disagreement
with this judgment by calling it ‘innuendo.’ That Jewish officials
did as they were told, is true, Mosse concedes: meaning, in theory this judgment of Arendt’s is right [1.1.1c]. But in practice, it
is irrelevant [1.1.1d]: because the cooperation took place under
extreme circumstances [1.1.1d.1].
In the second paragraph, Mosse presents two more main arguments. Arendt “expects the Jewish leaders to dramatically
rise above an (extreme) historical situation” [1.1b]. The cause of
this unrealistic expectation: Arendt writes from a safe distance,
she does not put herself into the hell these historical actors operated in [1.1b.1]. Phrased in a manner that clearly indicates his

274

6 Procedural problems in the fifteen reviews by historians

authority as a historian, this admonishment of Mosse’s refers to
a well-known historical-methodological rule: for history writing
one needs historical imagination. Or as historians like to phrase
it: “to put oneself in their shoes.” Otherwise, one ends up with
an unrealistic judgment such as Arendt’s [1.1b.1’].32
Mosse also argues that ‘the Jewish leaders were entirely unprepared’ for what was happening to them [1.1c]. Why? Raised
on old-fashioned enlightenment values, they were ‘suddenly
confronted’ with ‘a new type’ of people who did not share these
values [1.1c.1a-c]. That the Nazis presented a system of new values, is what Arendt argues as well. Where Mosse departs from
Arendt, is with his argument that the Jewish leaders held fast to
their old system of values. In other words: they were not a part
of the moral collapse. Thus Mosse by allusion counters Arendt’s
criticism of the pre-war blindness of the German Jewish leadership to what was happening, when it was staring them in the
face (‘a fool’s paradise,’ she claims).
According to Mosse, Arendt’s judgment is sterile without
the historical context. This starting point is the implicit linking
premise between his main standpoint and his first three main arguments: circumstances must be considered in a historical judgment [1.1a-c’]. The reconstructed linking premise is again very
specifically phrased (“historical actors”), because Mosse’s phrasing indicates that he is specifically criticising Arendt’s historical handiwork (‘theoretically right but wrong in practice’; ‘Mount
Olympus’; ‘historical situation’; ‘imbued with the heritage of liberalism and the enlightenment’)

32 The logical minimum for this
premise is: ‘if Arendt writes from Mount
Olympus rather than put herself in the
inferno, then she ends up expecting the
Jewish leaders to rise dramatically above
their extreme historical situation’. The
pragmatic optimum here can be very
specifically phrased, because Mosse
refers to a well-known historical-methodological rule.

1 Arendt’s condemnation of Jewish collaboration with the Nazis is
theoretically right, but wrong in practice
	1.1a Arendt omits the extreme situation in which the Jewish officials found themselves
		1.1a.1a Arendt is prone to disapprove of any contact between
Nazi and Jew [regardless of the circumstances]
			1.1a.1a.1a She disapproves of the contact whether it be
Zionist negotiation for emigration
			1.1a.1a.1b Or the position of Jewish leadership in the face
of extinction
		1.1a.1b Arendt judges the Jewish officials because they
“could be trusted” to compile deportation lists
		1.1a.1c Indeed the Jewish officials did as they were told
		 1.1a.1d But that is irrelevant
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			1.1a.1d.1 They found themselves in an extreme situation
	1.1b Arendt expects the Jewish leaders to rise dramatically above
an [extreme] historical situation
		1.1b.1 Arendt writes from Mount Olympus rather than putting
herself in the inferno
		1.1b.1’ (History writing without historical imagination leads to unrealistic expectations)
	1.1c The Jewish leaders were entirely unprepared for this situation
		1.1c.1a These were men and women who were deeply imbued with the heritage of liberalism and enlightenment
		1.1c.1b This heritage had been held more tenaciously by the
Jewish bourgeoisie than any other class of the European
population
		1.1c.1c These men and women were suddenly confronted
with a new type of totalitarian man
	1.1a-c’ (Circumstances should be considered in a judgment of
historical actors)
Mosse’s third paragraph continues:
Miss Arendt is at her best when she dissects this new type as
symbolized by Adolf Eichmann. He was indeed a captive of the
Nazi myth, and whatever he did was a matter of German destiny
in which no other traditional, humanitarian criteria could enter.
He had no feeling about the horror and destruction of which he
was a part. But what Miss Arendt forgets is that his victims were
also captives of a myth which would not let them see the true nature of their confrontation: All men, to them, were human beings
and therefore had a measure of decency which might make negotiation possible, while the terror could be mitigated through
cushioning the shock. The passive resistance which, with hindsight, she would have substituted is hardly realistic on a continent which does not share the traditions which produced a
Gandhi in India.
Mosse interweaves his argumentation on the victim and perpetrator theme in this paragraph; Mosse’s standpoint that ‘Eichmann was a captive of the Nazi myth’ [2] is reconstructed separately (Appendix III). After providing arguments for this second
standpoint, Mann returns to his argumentation on Arendt’s ‘theoretical judgment’ [1]. Here he opposes Arendt’s theory of the
moral collapse with a counter-theory of his own, using the idea
of a blinding ‘myth.’ Mosse defines not only Eichmann, but also
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his victims in this manner: “Arendt forgets” that the victims, too
were ‘captives of a myth.’ [1.2a]. This myth ‘would not let them
see the true nature of their confrontation’ [1.2b]. In other words:
the victims’ blindness to the reality of their situation was caused
by their old-fashioned humanistic values, the values that Mosse
has described in the first part of this paragraph. Then Mosse
gives some examples of the things the leaders mistakenly assumed: they thought they could negotiate with ‘the totalitarian men’ [1.2b.1a]; they thought these men had some decency
[1.2b.1b]; they thought these men were human beings [1.2b.1c].
The fourth and last argument is phrased somewhat cryptically. It will only have been understood by those familiar with the
subject or the content of the controversy. It is an allusive counter of Arendt’s specific moral judgment that the Jewish leaders withheld information. This they did, Mosse acknowledges,
but with “good intentions”: they thought ‘the terror could be
mitigated through cushioning the shock.’ In other words: they
thought they could ease the other victims’ lives by keeping back
some of the horrible things they knew [1.2b.1d].
When one understands Mosse’s four arguments, one can also
understand what he is trying to say with them: all of these assumptions were wrong [1.2.1a-d’] and therefore kept the Jewish leaders from seeing what was really happening.33 Negotiation was not possible; the totalitarian man had no measure of
decency; the totalitarian man was not a human being; and the
terror could not be mitigated.34
Finally, Mosse explicitly disagrees with Arendt’s main judgment that the Jewish leaders should not have cooperated: in
Mosse’s eyes this was ‘hardly realistic’ [1.2c]. Mosse does not
argue that the Jewish leaders had no choice, as some other
reviewers do. But with this argument, he does suggest that
there was no viable alternative. His claim that Arendt expects Ghandi-type passive resistance from them (meaning
non-compliance, non-violent protest), is a misrepresentation of
her standpoint.35
1 Arendt’s condemnation of Jewish collaboration with the Nazis
is theoretically right, but wrong in practice
	1.2a She forgets that Eichmann’s victims were captives of a
myth
	1.2b This myth would not let them see the true nature of their
confrontation

33 Mosse’s use of the indicator “therefore” suggests a subordinative relation: the
Jewish leaders thought their adversaries
were human beings, therefore they
thought they had a measure of decency,
therefore they thought they could negotiate with them. However, Mosse is clearly
also implicitly arguing something else:
everything the Jewish leaders assumed,
was wrong. Mosse in essence says this:
Eichmann’s victims thought they could
negotiate (but they could not)
Because they thought their adversaries
had some decency (but their adversaries
did not)
Because they thought these men were
human beings (but these men were not)
This is “the true nature of their confrontation,” which the Jewish leaders
did not see: negotiation with Eichmann
and his kind was not possible, because
they had no decency, because they were
not human beings (anymore). I have
chosen the reconstruction of the main
argumentation (why Arendt’s judgment
is theoretical) over the reconstruction of
his argumentation on the chain of reasoning the Jewish leaders followed. This
is not the only case where Mosse makes
an argument within an argument. In the
first quoted paragraph, for example, he
also presents argumentation on Arendt’s
innuendo. That Jewish officials ‘could be
trusted’ is both an example of this innuendo, as well as an argument that illustrates his main standpoint that Arendt
makes purely theoretical judgments.

34 One should note that Mosse explicitly agrees with the possibility of banal
evil but, advertently or not, hides a crucial difference of opinion with Arendt
on this issue: his starting points imply
that Eichmann was not a human being
(anymore) [1.2b.1c and 1.2b.1a-d’].

35 One must note that in her book,
Arendt is not very clear on this issue.
Arendt clearly and explicitly does not
blame the Jewish leaders for not resisting, she only faults them for cooperating.
But her demand that they should have
‘complied’ instead of ‘cooperated’ she
argues in only an allusive manner. She
writes that ‘Mere compliance would never have been enough either to smooth
out all the enormous difficulties of an
operation that was soon to cover the
whole of Nazi-occupied and Nazi-allied
Europe or soothe the consciences of
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the operators […].’ On the same page she
does suggest that somebody should have
protested or refused cooperation: ‘As far
as Eichmann could see, no one protested,
no one refused to cooperate.’ Arendt,
EIJ, 115.

		1.2b.1a They thought negotiation might be possible
		1.2b.1b They thought these men had a measure of decency
		 1.2b.1c To them all men were human beings
		1.2b.1d They thought the terror could be mitigated through
cushioning the shock
		1.2.1a-d’ (All of these assumptions were wrong)
	1.2c The passive resistance with which she would have substituted Jewish collaboration is hardly realistic
		1.2c.1a It is [a] hindsight [notion]
		1.2c.1b The [European] continent does not share the traditions which produced a Gandhi in India
Looking at these overviews of Mosse’s argumentation structure, one notices that Mosse defends the Jewish leaders by presenting the familiar arguments on “circumstances” [1.1a-c] and
“intentions” [1.2b.1a-d]. He also implicitly presents two rules on
history writing: one on empathy [1.1b.1’]; and one one circumstances [1.1a-c’]. However, Mosse’s difference of opinion with
Arendt on the victim theme is more profound than the familiar
issue of historical/moral judgment and criteria for such a judgment. Mosse addresses the heart of her book, her theory of the
moral collapse, by proposing a counter-theory of his own, that
of the “blinding myth” [1.2a and 1.2b].
Arendt paints Eichmann and leaders in a continuum of moral
collapse; Mosse places them in separate worlds. Mosse is one
of the very few reviewers in the controversy to propose an alternative historical theory of “Jewish cooperation.” Arendt says
that the Jewish leaders succumbed to the moral collapse. They
did not, Mosse counters: the moral collapse was not visible to
them. They were still operating from their old enlightenment
values [1.1c.1a; 1.1c.1b and 1.2a]. Precisely because they were
so good, they were blinded to the reality of what was happening [1.2b]. ‘All men, to them, were human beings and therefore
had a measure of decency which might make negotiation possible.’ Here then, are profoundly conflicting starting points between Mosse and Arendt. In her book, Arendt argues that selfishness, greed, vanity and misguided good intentions led the
Jewish leaders into the moral collapse. Mosse states that to the
contrary, they were still motivated by true morality, the non-inverted, non-Nazi kind [1.1c.1a-c]. (Paradoxically, Mosse argues
that Arendt forwards a purely theoretical judgment, and then
opposes it with a theoretical judgment of his own: his defence
of the Jewish leaders is also theoretical.)
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Mosse casts the Jewish leaders as the forces of good
Like the preceding reviewers, Mosse’s argumentation is not primarily directed at Arendt, but at his readership. Mosse manoeuvres strategically to convince the reader of his starting points
that the Jewish leaders were operating with good motives and
intentions; and that they could not help that their assumptions
were wrong. He does so by underlining the victim status of the
Jewish leaders and, more importantly, by casting the Jewish
leaders as the forces of good. Here the presentational aspect
of his strategic manoeuvring is important, as well as his adaptation to his specific audience’s frame of reference.
Some reviewers use the fact that the Jewish leaders were also
victims as an explicit argument (and starting point) against a
judgment of them. Others refer to this argument in a more allusive manner, as for instance Strauss does, and Mosse does
as well. Mosse’s argumentation in all three sections is clearly
about the Jewish leaders (and to those in the know, about the
German Jewish leaders specifically). But Mosse subtly manoeuvres with their monikers. First he speaks of ‘Jewish officials’;
then the ‘leaders’ turn into ‘the Jewish bourgeoisie’; and finally Mosse creates the impression that the discussion is about
‘the victims’ generally: Arendt ‘forgets that Eichmann’s victims
were captives of a myth.’ In addition, Mosse interweaves his argumentation on the victim and perpetrator themes, enhancing
the contrast between the Jewish leaders and the Nazis, which
also underlines the leaders’ victim-status. At the heart of this
contrast is the implication that Eichmann and his kind, the ‘totalitarian men,’ were inhuman.
More important for this analysis however, is Mosse’s immunisation of the Jewish leaders against Arendt’s judgment, or anyone’s judgment for that matter, by presenting them as the forces of good in both the opening and argumentation stages [1.1c
and sub-argumentation; 1.2a; 1.2b and sub-argumentation].
Mosse presents the German Jewish leaders in the Nazi darkness as torchbearers for the old enlightenment values; and he
argues that these values were the cause of their unrealistic assessment of the situation. Like Strauss, Mosse thus effectively rejects the possibility of a judgment of the leaders’ cooperation: there is nothing to judge them for. Explicitly however, he
argues otherwise: judgment is possible, within the bounds of
certain rules (taking the circumstances into account, ‘putting
oneself in their shoes’).
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At first sight, Mosse’s text seems straightforward; the reconstruction alters this perspective. Mosse’s argumentation is
compact, each word chosen for maximum resonation, each
sentence a reduction of several recurring arguments in the controversy. It is unlikely that the readers could tell the precise nature of his disagreement with Arendt on the moral collapse, although they might follow perfectly well what Mosse is saying
on the surface. Casting the Jewish leaders as the forces of good
however is a strategy specifically tailored to the frame of reference of the readers at The Progressive. He evokes a world of
positive associations by describing the Jewish leaders as inheritors of liberalism and enlightenment, the values the magazine
(and thus its readership) also underwrote.

6.1.5 Conclusion
This section set out to look at fundamentally opposed positions
on the victim theme; specifically, to analyse the discussion of
moral judgment of the Jewish leaders and the Jewish leaders’
submission to the moral collapse; and to examine conflicting
starting points on these issues. The four reviewers in this section all make clear that a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders should not be a part of the historical discussion of these
leaders’ acts. Vidal-Naquet explicitly argues that a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders is off limits. Strauss implicitly argues that a moral judgment of the Jewish leaders is not possible. Scheffler explicitly argues that a moral judgment of the
Jewish leaders is not allowed. Mosse finally explicitly argues
that the Jewish leaders should be judged differently. However, he also suggests that there is nothing to judge the Jewish
leaders for. All four oppose one or more of Arendt’s presuppositions on the room for choice that the Jewish leaders had. In
addition, these reviewers also present or allude to the starting
point that the Jewish leaders should not be judged “because
they were victims.”
Where these reviewers’ starting points conflict with Arendt’s,
they avoid giving the impression that these are Arendt’s starting points, too. Rather, they are proposed as starting points
in the discussion with the reader. The reviewers use different
strategic means to persuade their readership to accept these
starting points (instead of Arendt’s presuppositions and start-
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ing points). Nevertheless, these conflicting starting points are
problematic in the reviewers’ discussion with Arendt: they indicate not the point where the discussion should end, but where
it should begin.
Discussion with Arendt: arguments on “circumstances”
and “intentions”
The comparison of the four reviewers’ arguments shows that
they make similar and sometimes even exactly the same topical
choices at the argumentation stage, notwithstanding the fact
that they are addressing different readerships. These historian-reviewers oppose Arendt with “circumstances” and “intentions”: the cooperation was coerced, and the cooperation was
done from the correct sense of right and wrong. They present
the leaders’ “goods deeds” as well as the argument that they
were “only human”: they acted as anyone else would have done,
or even better.
In part, the reviewers’ arguments do not really address
Arendt’s argumentation. Although Arendt criticises some of
the Jewish leaders’ selfish motives and ridicules their misguided good intentions, the leaders’ motives and intentions are not
the point of her moral criticism. Arendt’s perspective, which
caused as much confusion as it did controversy, is that Eichmann was a mass murderer without criminal intent, and that
Jewish leaders with a spectrum of intentions and motives from
selfish to altruistic helped him in his enterprise.36
Arendt claims that the Jewish leaders were part of the inversion of morality that the moral collapse brought about. Her
proof: if they had still operated within their old, correct sense
of good and bad, they would not have cooperated. A rare exception such as Adam Czerniakow (head of the Jewish Council in the Warsaw ghetto) recognised this, she argues, and he
killed himself rather than become a part of the criminal enterprise.37 From her presuppositions on the room for choice that
the Jewish leaders had, Arendt reasons that each Jewish leader carried an individual responsibility for his choices. As she explains elsewhere, in the case of the Jewish leaders this is a moral, not a legal responsibility: in her eyes, each leader chose to
accept or reject the moral collapse. A reviewer such as Mosse
seems to have understood this; he challenges her theory on a
more fundamental level (of the other reviewers, Handlin and
Borwicz do, too).

36 Motives are under the surface,
drives people might not be entirely
aware of, or do not want to be aware of.
Intentions are on the surface, explicit
justifications that people give of their
deeds, to themselves and others. To
complicate matters even further: in the
legal context, too, there is a difference
between the (often unconscious) drive
and the conscious guilty mind, between
a reason to commit a crime and a plan
to commit a crime, between what a legal
expert calls motive and intent.

37 She writes: ‘We know the physiognomies of the Jewish leaders during the
Nazi period very well; they ranged all
the way from Chaim Rumkowski, Eldest
of the Jews in Lódz, called Chaim I,
who issued currency notes bearing his
signature […] through Leo Baeck, scholarly, mild-mannered, highly educated,
who believed Jewish policemen would
be “more gentle and helpful” and would
“make the ordeal easier” […] to, finally,
a few who committed suicide – like
Adam Czerniakow, chairman of the
Warsaw Jewish Council, who was not a
rabbi but an unbeliever, a Polish-speaking Jewish engineer, but who must still
have remembered the rabbinical saying:
“Let them kill you, but don’t cross the
line.” ’ In other words: don’t become one
of them, one of the killers – either by
the radical solution of suicide or, as she
suggests elsewhere, by merely complying
instead of cooperating. Arendt, EIJ, 119.
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38 Fogelin, ‘The logic of deep disagreements’, 6.

Discussion with their readership: proposing restrictions of
the discussion to the reader
In his description of ‘deep disagreement’ Fogelin writes: ‘I shall
say that an argumentative exchange is normal when it takes
place within a context of broadly shared beliefs and preferences. I shall further insist that for an argumentative exchange to
be normal, there must exist shared procedures for resolving
disagreement.’ 38 From this perspective it is interesting that
several reviewers propose procedural rules for the discussion
(also see section 6.2). Vidal-Naquet proposes to the reader a restriction of the content of the discussion of the Jewish leaders:
moral judgments should be excluded from this discussion. He
defends this rule with the emotionally freighted starting point
that the Jewish leaders were victims, too. As noted, Hannah
Arendt agrees with the starting point, but would certainly not
agree with this restriction: her standpoint is that moral judgment is vital to the writing of (this and other) history.
Similarly, Scheffler uses an emotionally freighted starting
point (“the persecution process is beyond our imagination”) to
argue his rule that “one does not presume to judge the Jewish
leaders.” And Strauss mainly uses emotionally freighted arguments to argue that judgment of the Jewish leaders is not possible: the leaders stayed on to help the sick and the needy, even
though they could have fled; they were assigned the impossible
role of the concentration camp élite; in their situation no decision was ‘right’ anymore.
Mosse does not argue a restriction or impossibility of moral judgment of the Jewish leaders. Instead, he proposes criteria for their judgment. In the reconstruction of Mosse’s argumentation one can clearly see how the much-used argument
on “circumstances” in historians’ hands can become a more
authoritative, historical-methodological argument, a criterion
(and starting point) for the judgment of historical actors: “circumstances should be considered in a judgment of the historical actors.” The same goes for the argument that Arendt lacked
empathy, another commonplace in the controversy: “history
writing without historical imagination leads to unrealistic expectations” of these historical actors. At the same time however, Mosse places the Jewish leaders outside the reach of moral
judgment by casting them as the forces of good.
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6.2 HINDRANCES TO THE DISCUSSION
OF THE VICTIM AND PERPETRATOR THEMES,
IN REVIEWS ATTACKING ARENDT
Chapter 3 brought out two obvious problems in the discussion of Arendt’s book: misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions
(for instance the entanglement of her views with others; or
the double accusation that she “blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann”); and personal attacks on Arendt (for instance that her positions were those of a self-hating Jew; or
worse, that she must not be believed because she was an enemy of the Jewish people). Chapters 3 and 5 also discussed the
relative emptiness of the discussion on the perpetrator theme;
chapter 5 concluded that it is hard to see precisely why some
of these fifteen reviewers disagree with Arendt’s interpretation
of Eichmann.
This section looks at five reviewers’ argumentation on both the
victim and perpetrator themes: Wormser (6.2.1); Poliakov (6.2.2);
Borwicz (6.2.3); Mann (6.2.4); and Holthusen (6.2.5). In their attempts to persuade the reader, these reviewers conduct personal attacks on Arendt (fallaciously and non-fallaciously); misrepresent her standpoints and arguments (subtly or outrageously);
camouflage their actual counter-standpoint as a starting point;
or hide it in a succession of vague claims.
6.2.1 Wormser
Wormser’s untitled, brief two columns on Eichmann in Jerusalem appeared in the November 17, 1966 issue of the weekly
L’éducation nationale, shortly after Arendt’s book had
appeared in France. L’éducation nationale was a publication of the
Comité Universitaire d’Information Pédagogique, an organisation
geared towards providing information on education in France;
its readership consisted of teachers and education specialists. Even on its small scale, Wormser’s review captures some
essential elements of the controversy: anger at Arendt’s disrespectful tone; aggravation over and rejection of Arendt’s assessment of Eichmann and her moral judgment of the Jewish leaders; demarcation of territory.1 Wormser thinks Arendt’s views of
Eichmann and the Jewish leaders are ‘sophistry.’ These artificial and irrelevant opinions do not change the core of the matter, Wormser argues: that Eichmann was guilty, and that the
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1 It is interesting to note that the
course Wormser’s review runs is very
similar to Vidal-Naquet’s (and, as we
shall later see, Borwicz’s): a brief mention of the heated discussion; an assurance that this reviewer will now look
at matters more calmly and objectively;
a definition of Arendt’s profession and
an establishment of her reputation; the
book’s style as an argument against the
book as a whole; a counter-standpoint
on Eichmann; a counter-standpoint
on the Jewish leaders; a consideration
of what Arendt’s opinions mean for
the present day. In Vidal-Naquet’s
case, these points are largely argued in
Arendt’s favour. In Wormser’s case, they
work against Arendt. Wormser concludes with a comment on the mishaps
of the French translation.

2 ‘Quand la “vox populi” célèbre ou
dénigre un ouvrage étranger avant
sa parution sur le marché, il est très
difficile de porter sur lui un jugement
objectif en faisant table rase de toutes
les critiques. Nous avons tente l’épreuve
avec le livre d’Hannah Arendt, livre
paradoxal, irritant, subjectif malgré
tout l’appareil de références dont
s’entoure l’auteur (en ayant toutefois
négligé de vérifier la chronologie et les
faits eux-mêmes) mais aussi, avouons-le,
livre passionnant: l’auteur tiendra-t-il
jusqu’au bout la gageure? Sociologue
éminente, élève de Karl Jaspers, H.
Arendt a assisté au procès Eichmann
en faisant elle aussi table rase de toute
sa “science” de la solution finale, pour
juger Eichmann tout seul, l’homme
isolé de son entourage nazi, pour juger
les rapports de l’homme Eichmann
avec les dirigeants d’organisations juives. Le procédé, renforcé par l’emploi
systématique de litotes, d’antiphrases,
d’euphémismes, d’ou jaillit parfois un
cri sincère, tombe cependant dans le
sophisme.’ Olga Wormser, ‘Eichmann à
Jerusalem, par Hannah Arendt’, L’éducation nationale. Revue hebdomadaire d’information pédagogique, 22 no.806 (November
17 1966) 27-28, at 27.

Jewish leaders were not. In addition, Wormser feels it is too
early for an objective discussion of the subject matter.

Wormser casts doubt on Arendt’s good faith
In the first part of her review, Wormser casts doubt on Arendt’s
faith, without conducting a fallacious personal attack on Arendt
however. In the second part, Wormser’s strategic manoeuvring
does derail, as she misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints and her
personal attack on Arendt becomes fallacious.
Just as Vidal-Naquet does, Wormser begins her article
with an assurance of her own objectivity in the heated debate. Vidal-Naquet merely states he will not lose his head. By
contrast, Wormser presents her objectivity as an effort: an effort
in view of the heated debate, but also in view of Arendt’s highly
subjective and “irritating” approach to the subject matter.
Wormser writes:
When the ‘vox populi’ praises or disparages a foreign publication
before its appearance on the market, it is very difficult to make
an objective judgment, wiping the slate clean of all the [previous]
criticism. We have taken on this challenge with Hannah Arendt’s
book, a book that is paradoxical, irritating, subjective in spite of
the entire body of citations with which the author surrounds herself (having neglected however to verify the chronology and the
facts themselves) but also, to be honest, an exciting book: will the
author see this risky undertaking through? Eminent sociologist,
pupil of Karl Jaspers, H. Arendt was present at the Eichmann trial where she, too, wiped the slate clean of her whole ‘expertise’
on the Final Solution, to judge Eichmann all by himself, the man
isolated from his Nazi entourage, to judge the relations between
the man Eichmann and the leaders of the Jewish organisations.
This method, strengthened by the systematic use of litotes, of
antiphrasis, of euphemisms, from whence sometimes a sincere cry springs up, lapses into sophistry nonetheless.2
From a pragma-dialectical perspective, in this introduction
Wormser presents her main standpoint (confrontation stage;
underlined by me in the quote above) as well as starting points
for her discussion with the reader (opening stage). Both her
standpoint and starting points suggest that Arendt is insin-
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cere: to Wormser, Arendt’s views of Eichmann are intellectual play. Wormser’s main standpoint, reconstructed from the
three fragments underlined above, is that “Hannah Arendt’s
method of judging Eichmann all by himself lapses into sophistry” [1]. The presentational aspect of her strategic manoeuvring is evident here. With the word ‘sophistry’ Wormser questions Arendt’s good faith: it suggests Arendt tries to deceive
her readers with clever yet false arguments. This reduction of
Arendt’s argumentation to ‘sophistry’ with a ‘sincere cry’ here
and there, seems but a small insult in the context of this introduction. However, it plays an important role in her argumentation, as will be shown below.
In the starting points that Wormser presents the topical aspect of her strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore. Wormser
selects starting points that make her appear neutral: she tries
to judge the book objectively; to start afresh, uninfluenced by
all the previous criticism. By contrast, Arendt tried to judge
Eichmann for his deeds alone. That this ‘risky undertaking’ is
bound to fail, is already implied by the starting points Wormser chooses to ascribe to Arendt: Arendt set aside her previous knowledge of the Final Solution; she did not verify her
facts; she isolated him from his Nazi entourage. These do not
sound as wise starting points for a judgment of a Nazi criminal. In addition, Wormser notes, Arendt systematically uses
irony (litotes, antiphrasis, euphemisms) to make her point. Not
surprisingly, this method results in a ‘subjective’ book full of
‘sophistry.’ In this manner, Wormser strategically juxtaposes
her own ‘challenge’ (an honest appraisal of a much-disparaged
book) to Arendt’s ‘risky undertaking’ (judging a man outside
his historical context).3
The presentational aspect of Wormser’s strategic manoeuvring shows in her choice of words. Because Wormser, too,
uses irony: she is ironic when she puts Arendt’s “expertise”
of the Final Solution between quotation marks: she does
not think much of Arendt’s knowledge of the facts. Wormser uses the word science in French. When used in a pejorative manner, this word can be roughly translated as “expertise” or “knowledge.” 4 Wormser is also being ironic when she
speaks of Arendt’s ‘risky undertaking’: she clearly disapproves
of Arendt’s over-clever ‘method.’ In addition, Wormser underlines her own objectivity with the first person plural (‘we think’
where she means “I think”) – compare Vidal-Naquet’s use of

3 Note that Wormser makes it seem as
if Arendt set out to ‘judge the relations
between Eichmann and the Jewish
leaders’; she even suggests that Arendt
attended the trial for this purpose. To
present this judgment of the Jewish
leaders as one of Arendt’s two main
goals is a strategic misrepresentation:
it exaggerates the importance of the
Jewish leaders in Arendt’s argumentation – compare Strauss’ manoeuvring
in the confrontation stage.

4 ‘Ramener sa science’ means ‘always
trying to impress’ (with knowledge).
‘Avoir la science infuse,’ another expression, can mean that someone is a knowall or know-it-all.
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5 Interestingly, Wormser also criticises
Arendt’s lack of subjectivity, namely her
lack of emotional proximity to the subject matter: ‘Hannah Arendt’s book is
more honest, less ambiguous, of a different order than Treblinka by Steiner, but
the sensibilities of the reader reject this
detached, ironic tone, because at stake is
one of those indisputably responsible
for the extermination of 4 to 6 million
human beings [...].’ Wormser does not
just positively value a show of emotion
on this dramatic subject. She makes a
precise distinction: ‘sincere’ outbursts
of emotion are valued positively. The
more distant show of emotion that
Arendt favours, using black jokes and
irony, Wormser values negatively: it is
‘detached.’ So for Wormser not only
the presence and the showing of these
emotions counts, but also the manner
in which they are shown. Wormser,
‘Eichmann à Jerusalem, par Hannah
Arendt’, 27-28.

6 ‘Certes Eichmann n’a tué personne de ses mains. Himmler non
plus, Kaltenbrunner non plus, Hitler
non plus, Keitel non plus, qui a signé
pourtant les décrets d’otages et le décret “Nuit et Brouillard.” ’ Ibid., 27. In
these so-called hostage decrees, chief
Wehrmacht commander Wilhelm Keitel
recommended that for every German
killed by a partisan, a hundred hostages
should be killed. Nacht und Nebel was
the name for a directive that stated that
resisters captured should disappear
without a trace, to discourage further
resistance against the regime. Both the
hostage decrees and Nacht und Nebel applied to the whole of occupied Europe.

7 To clarify how this reasoning
works, I could reconstruct an additional
implicit premise:
1 Hannah Arendt’s method of judging
Eichmann all by himself lapses into
sophistry
	1.1a Her attempt to judge Eichmann isolated from his Nazi entourage lapses into sophistry
		1.1a.1a Indeed, Eichmann did
not kill anybody with his own
hands
		
1.1a.(1b) (Eichmann is guilty all
the same)
			
1.1a.(1b).(1) People who do not
kill with their own hands,
can still be guilty of murder
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the third person singular (‘one thinks’) to the same end. What
is more, although Arendt is awarded noble credentials (‘eminent sociologist, pupil of Karl Jaspers’), in Wormser’s presentation these credentials work against her. Arendt is a scholar
caught up in her method, more concerned with making a clever point than with checking the facts. This is a familiar presentation: think of Mosse’s presentation of Arendt as a lofty philosopher who does not want to descend from ‘Mount Olympus.’ 5
Wormser misrepresents Arendts standpoints and conducts
a fallacious personal attack
With help of the reconstruction, one can see how Wormser’s
argumentation on Eichmann and the Jewish leaders suggests
the double accusation that Arendt “blames the victims and
exculpates Eichmann.” As clever as it is, this strategic manoeuvring derails nevertheless: to create the suggestion that
Arendt “blames the victims and exculpates the perpetrators,”
Wormser actually misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints in another way.
In the previously quoted paragraph, Wormser introduces her
main standpoint: that Arendt’s ‘method’ of judging Eichmann
out of context ‘lapses into sophistry’ [1]. Wormser indicates
two areas of contest: judging Eichmann ‘isolated from his
Nazi entourage’ [1.1a] and judging ‘the relations between the
man Eichmann and the leaders of Jewish organisations’ [1.1b].
Wormser first explains what she means by ‘sophistry’ where
it concerns Arendt’s judgment of Eichmann ‘the man’ [1.1a].
She writes: ‘Indeed Eichmann did not kill anyone with his own
hands; neither did Himmler; nor did Kaltenbrunner; not did
Hitler; nor did Keitel, who signed the hostage decrees and the
decree ‘Nacht und Nebel’ all the same.’ 6 Wormser here “concedes” that “Eichmann did not kill anyone with his own hands”
[1.1a.1a]. The implication is clear: even if Eichmann did not kill
anyone with his own hands, he is still guilty [1.1a.(1b)].7 This
is her counter-standpoint against Arendt on Eichmann (compare Strauss’ constructs of “concessions” followed by counter-standpoints). The reconstruction of Wormser’s counter-argumentation on Eichmann thus becomes:
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1 Hannah Arendt’s method of judging Eichmann all by himself
lapses into sophistry
	1.1a Her attempt to judge Eichmann isolated from his Nazi
entourage lapses into sophistry
		1.1a.1a Indeed, Eichmann did not kill anybody with his own
hands
		1.1a.(1b) (Eichmann is guilty all the same)
			1.1a.(1b).1a Himmler did not kill anybody with his own
hands
			1.1a.(1b).1b Kaltenbrunner did not kill anybody with his
own hands
			1.1a.(1b).1c Hitler did not kill anybody with his own
hands
			1.1a.(1b).1d Keitel did not kill anybody with his own
hands
			1.1a.(1b).1e Keitel was the one who signed the hostage
decrees and the Nacht und Nebel decree

			
1.1a.(1b).1a Himmler did
not kill anybody with his
own hands
			
1.1a.(1b).1b Kaltenbrunner
did not kill anybody with
his own hands
			1.1a.(1b).1c Hitler did not
kill anybody with his own
hands
			1.1a.(1b).1d Keitel did not
kill anybody with his own
hands
			1.1a.(1b).1e Keitel was the
one who signed the hostage decrees and the Nacht
und Nebel decree

Wormser argues that Eichmann was guilty even though he did
not kill anyone with his own hands [1.1a and 1.(1b)]. She ascribes to Arendt the “sophism” that Eichmann’s responsibility was somehow reduced, because he did not kill anybody
with his own hands [1.1a; 1.1.1a; and 1.1a.(1b)] This is a misrepresentation, very cleverly constructed. Indeed, Arendt uses
the argument that Eichmann did not kill anybody with his own
hands. However, Arendt makes much of the increased measure of guilt of those in the Final Solution who did not hold a
murder weapon (the guilt-paradox that the Jerusalem judges formulated, chapter 2). Arendt in fact holds an opposite
standpoint to the one that Wormser ascribes to her by allusion: Arendt thinks that Eichmann was more responsible for
the murders than the people doing the killing with their own
hands. Those readers familiar with the discussion will have
known where this argument was going. Where one half of this
double accusation pops up (exculpating Eichmann), the second half (blaming the victims) tends to follow shortly. Wormser promptly delivers:
Indeed certain leaders of Jewish organisations did not have a
resisting attitude, believing [as they did] in the possibility of
the lesser evil. But why judge them with specific criteria, these
men who, sooner or later, suffered the [same] fate as those
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8 Certes certains responsables d’organisations juives n’ont pas eu une attitude
résistante, croyant à la possibilité d’un
moindre mal. Mais pourquoi les juger
suivant des critères spécifiques, ces
hommes qui, à la plus ou moins brève
échéance, ont subi le sort de ceux que
ces télégrammes signés Eichmann
expédiaient méthodiquement vers
Auschwitz? Si tous les peuples avaient
résisté unanimement, l’Allemagne
aurait-elle pu faire travailler dans ses
usines 15 millions d’ouvriers étrangers?
Qui songe à leur reprocher de n’avoir
pas tous pris le maquis, eux qui
n’étaient pas marqués de l’étoile jaune?’
Wormser, ‘Eichmann à Jerusalem, par
Hannah Arendt’, 27.

[people] sent methodically to Auschwitz by those telegrams
signed ‘Eichmann’? If all peoples had resisted unanimously,
could Germany have made 15 million foreign labourers work
in her factories? Who would even think of reproaching them
for not having joined the resistance, they who were not [even]
marked by the yellow badge? 8
Again, Wormser misrepresents Arendt’s standpoint: she
makes it seem as if Arendt reproaches the Jewish leaders for
not actively resisting their persecutors (entanglement, chapter 3). This misrepresentation is repeated twice, in the first and
the last sentence of this passage. Wormser’s suggestion that
Arendt “blames the victims for their own murder” can clearly be read between the lines. The creation of this suggestion
however is quite complicated: it is made in parts, by different
arguments. The beginning of Wormser’s argumentation on the
Jewish leaders is structured in the same manner as the beginning of her argument on Eichmann: a main and sub-standpoint on Arendt’s position as ‘sophistry’ [1] and [1.1b]; followed
by a fake “concession” that already announces the sophistic
nature of Arendt’s position [1.1b.1a]; and by Wormser’s actual
counter-standpoint to Arendt’s position [1.1b.1b]. Wormser repeats her misrepresentation here, “conceding” to Arendt that
‘indeed certain leaders of Jewish organisations did not have a
resisting attitude’ [1.1b.1a]. Wormser then presents her counter-standpoint explicitly: why judge them according to specific criteria? For the reconstruction, this rhetorical question is
substituted by “all the same, one should not judge the Jewish
leaders with specific criteria” [1.1b.1b].
1 Hannah Arendt’s method of trying Eichmann all by himself
lapses into sophistry
[…]
	1.1b Her attempt to judge the relations between the man
Eichmann and the leaders of the Jewish organisations lapses into sophistry
		1.1b.1a Indeed, certain leaders of Jewish organisations did
not have a resisting attitude
		1.1b.1b All the same, one should not judge the Jewish leaders with specific criteria
[…]

288

6 Procedural problems in the fifteen reviews by historians

The argumentation for Wormser’s counter-standpoint [1.1b.1b]

is again quite familiar. The first argument Wormser gives, is
that the Jewish leaders did not resist “because they believed
in the possibility of a lesser evil” [1.1b.1b.1a]. What she means
is: the Jewish leaders did not resist, because they thought
non-resistance would yield a less horrible result than resisting. In other words: they could not oversee the consequences
of their deeds, they did what they believed was best (a variant of thea rgument on the Jewish leaders’ “intentions”, chapter 5). Wormser’s second and third argument [1.1b.1b.1b and
1.1b.1b.1c] emphasise both the Jewish leaders’ victimhood and
Eichmann’s guilt: one must not judge the Jewish leaders because “they too were sent to Auschwitz,” and because “Eichmann sent them there.” In other words: we must not judge
them because they were victims, and because Eichmann is
the guilty one. The fourth argument Wormser presents, as a
rhetorical question, is a variant of the “only human”-argument:
if all the people in the occupied countries would have resisted, Germany would have missed millions of hands in forced labour [1.1b.1b.1d]. Meaning: other people did not resist either, so
we cannot judge the Jewish leaders for failing to do so.9
The fifth and sixth argument that Wormser presents are
clear in their portent, but their precise meaning is not entirely
so. Wormser asks: ‘Who dares to reproach them for not having joined the resistance, they who were not [even] marked
by the yellow badge?’ Wormser presents two arguments in
this sentence. One, we would not reproach ‘them’ for not resisting [1.1b.1b.1e]. Two, ‘they’ did not even have to bear ‘the
yellow badge’ [1.1b.1b.1f]. ‘The yellow badge’ of course symbolises the difficult circumstances of the Jewish victims: the
obligatory star of David on their clothes made it easier for the
Nazis to ostracise, persecute and deport them. ‘The yellow
badge’ also serves to emphasise for the second time the fact
that the Jewish leaders cannot be separated from the mass of
“ordinary” victims (as Arendt does): they were victims just the
same. Unclear is who precisely Wormser means by ‘them.’ Are
they the ‘foreign labourers’ or ‘all peoples’ of the previous sentence? There is no clue in the text to make a definite decision,
so I have put both in the structure, between brackets, to indicate the arguments could be about either category. 10 The seventh and last argument is the implicit linking premise, reconstructed to clarify how the argumentation works here. It is the

9 Wormser makes a similar “only
human”-argument in her review of
Treblinka: that non-Jews, too, had “cooperated” with their murderers. Ibid.

10 In the first reading (reading ‘forced
labourers’ for ‘they’) one needs a bit
of historical context to understand
the weight of the argument Wormser
makes here. To make her reader feel the
audacity of Arendt’s judgments of Jewish leaders, Wormser uses the French
Nazi victim hierarchy, in which forced
labourers had the lowest status. If you
would not judge the people on the
lowest rungs of the hierarchy for not
having resisted their forced labour in
Germany, how could you judge anyone
who was persecuted and murdered?
In the second reading, ‘they’ stand for
‘all peoples.’ As Wormser’s readers will
have known, the forced labourers were
recruited from the general population.
Everyone who was fit to work could be
called up, in principle. So in this reading, Wormser argues that if the general
population is not reproached for not all
having joined the resistance, how can
one reproach the Jewish victims for not
resisting? Here Wormser’s adaptation to
her audience’s frame of reference is evident. In both readings, this argument
confronts her French readers with their
own (likely) lack of resistance. The argument is designed to draw them in: you
do not judge yourself, so why should
you judge Jewish leaders? Wormser is
careful to present this argument as an
indirect nudge to her reader, rather
than an as explicit insult. More on the
French victim hierarchy in Annette
Wieviorka, Déportation et génocide. Entre
la mémoire et l’oubli (Paris 1992). Pieter
Lagrou, The legacy of Nazi occupation.
Patriotic memory and national recovery in
Western Europe, 1945-1965 (Cambridge
2000).
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sum of the preceding argumentation: if we do not reproach
the forced labourers for resisting, then we should not reproach
people in more difficult circumstances than the forced labourers for not resisting [1.1b.1b.1a-f’]. This is a variant of an argument on the leaders’ “circumstances”, presented in the comparative argument scheme.
1 Hannah Arendt’s method of trying Eichmann all by himself
lapses into sophistry
[…]
1.1b Arendt’s judgment of the relations between Eichmann
and the Jewish leaders lapses into sophistry
		1.1b.1a Indeed, certain leaders of Jewish organisations did
not have a resisting attitude
		1.1b.1b All the same, one should not judge them with specific criteria
			1.1b.1b.1a They did not resist because they believed in
the possibility of a lesser evil
			1.1b.1b.1b After a shorter or longer time, they suffered
the fate of those sent to Auschwitz
			1.1b.1b.1c They were sent to Auschwitz by the telegrams
Eichmann signed
			1.1b.1b.1d If all peoples had resisted as one, Germany
could not have made 15 million foreign labourers work
in her factories
			1.1b.1b.1e No one would even think about reproaching
[all peoples/the forced labourers] for not having joined
the resistance
			1.1b.1b.1f And the foreign labourers were not [even]
marked by the yellow badge
			
1.1b.1b.a-f’ (If we do not reproach [all peoples/the forced
labourers] for not resisting, then we should not reproach
people in more difficult circumstances than [all peoples/the forced labourers] for not resisting)
Wormser’s strategic manoeuvring with the accusation that
Arendt “blames the victim” is quite intricate: the reconstruction shows that it is made by the sum of her arguments. First,
Wormser suggests that Arendt blames the Jewish leaders for
not resisting [1.1b, 1.1b.1a, and 1.1b.1b]. Then she underlines that
the Jewish leaders were murdered [1.1b.1b.1b]; and that the
guilt rests on Eichmann’s shoulders [1.1b.1b.1c]. In other words:
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Arendt blames them for murders Eichmann was guilty of, including their own. The suggestion is finally repeated in arguments [1.1b.1b.1e] and [1.1b.1b.1f]: no one would reproach people
who were less seriously victimised, for not resisting.11
Wormser wants to convince her reader that we should judge
Eichmann, and that we should not judge the Jewish leaders.
To get this message across, Wormser ascribes extreme positions to Arendt: that Arendt thinks Eichmann is less responsible because he did not kill with his own hands; and that Arendt
blames the Jewish leaders for not resisting. Her straw men are
much easier to attack than Arendt’s actual positions: that Eichmann’s legal responsibility is hard to define and punish; and
that the Jewish leaders made wrong moral choices. In pragma-dialectical terms, Wormser hinders the resolution of the difference of opinion on the merits by ascribing fictitious standpoints to her opponent: a violation of the Standpoint Rule in
her discussion with Arendt. What is more, in the context of her
argumentation as a whole, her reduction of Arendt’s views to
‘sophistry’ is more than a small insult. Presented as her main
standpoint, in conjuction with the two sub-standpoints (straw
men) that follow, it amounts to an unmistakeable and serious
questioning of Arendt’s integrity: why would anyone lessen
Eichmann’s guilt, while blaming the Jewish leaders for what
they did? Why would anyone present sophistic, irony-laced
opinions on such a serious subject? This attack is therefore
evaluated as an abusive ad hominem attack: ‘a direct personal attack in which the opposite party is represented as stupid,
dishonest, unreliable, or negative in some other way.’ 12 This is a
violation of the Freedom Rule at the confrontation stage of her
discussion with Arendt.
6.2.2 Poliakov
Poliakov’s review of Eichmann in Jerusalem was published in
Les nouveaux cahiers, in December 1966. Poliakov wrote for
an exclusively Jewish audience. The Nouveaux cahiers were
published by the Alliance Israélite Universelle: an organisation
founded in Paris in 1860 for the protection and advancement of
Jews around the world, through contact with French culture.13 In
his review ‘L’histoire ne s’écrit pas avec des si...’ Poliakov argues
that Hannah Arendt has not tried to reconstruct the historical
truth. He only discusses the victim theme. Poliakov’s criticism

11 Unlike Strauss, Wormser does
not deny that the Jewish leaders had
a choice. But she changes the content
of the dilemma. Arendt states that the
choice was between compliance and
cooperation, Wormser states that it was
between resistance and cooperation.

12 Van Eemeren and Grootendorst
explain: ‘Three variants of this fallacy
are usually distinguished in the literature: the abusive variant, the circumstantial variant, and the tu quoque variant.
[…] What these three variants have in
common is that the discussants who
commits one of these variants of the
argumentum ad hominem fallacy (a) does
not tackle the standpoint or the argumentation of the other party, (b) tries to
obtain or enforce support for his own
position instead, (c) does so by trying to
discredit the other party to the discussion, and (d) does so by representing the
other party as unworthy of credibility.
The difference between these three
variants lie in the different means employed to attain that shared objective. In
the abusive variant, it is done by calling
into question the knowledgeability,
intelligence, or integrity of the other
party in general. In the circumstantial
variant, an attempt is made to show
that personal interests prevent the other
party from making an impartial judgment in the present case. In the tu quoque
variant, an attempt is made to undermine the credibility of the other party
by accusing him of lack of consistency
if he adopts this standpoint in this
question.’ Frans H. Van Eemeren and
Rob Grootendorst, A systematic theory
of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical
approach (Cambridge 2004), 177-178. Note
that just as the straw men in these reviews, the ad hominem fallacies in these
reviews are violations in the discussion
with Arendt (or her opponents), not in
the discussion with her reader. See Ibid.,
178-179. More on ad hominem attacks
from the pragma-dialectical perspective
in Frans H. Van Eemeren, Bart Garssen, and Bert Meuffels, ‘Effectiveness
through reasonableness. Preliminary
steps to pragma-dialectical effectiveness
research’, Argumentation 26 no.1 (2012)
33-53. Frans H. Van Eemeren, Strategic
maneuvering in argumentative discourse.
Extending the pragma-dialectical theory of
argumentation (Amsterdam, Philadelphia
2010), 195-196.
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13 Jacques Bigart, The Kopelman
Foundation, ‘Alliance Israélite Universelle’, Jewish Encyclopedia. The unedited
full text of the 1906 Jewish Encyclopedia.
<http://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1264-alliance-israelite-universelle>
In 1998 they were renamed the Cahiers
du Judaisme.

is mostly methodological, which is reflected in the review’s
title: if-history is unhistorical, he states. For the discussion of
the historical facts, Poliakov refers to others. Just like Mann,
Poliakov warns that Arendt’s views on “Jewish complicity” will
serve Nazi apologists well.

14 ‘J’ai de l’estime pour l’intelligence aiguë et la culture étendue
dont témoignent les travaux de Mme
Arendt, et on peut tirer maint profit
de leur lecture; mais la prudence et la
sérénité du savant lui font quelquefois
défait. Avant de m’arrêter à Eichmann à
Jérusalem, je voudrais citer Les Origines
du Totalitarisme, l’ouvrage qui a établi sa
réputation dans les pays anglo-saxons et
en Allemagne (il ‘na pas ´té traduit en
France). Voice une description qu’elle
fait de la société française au temps de
l’affaire Dreyfus [...] Mme Arendt crée
ici son effet moins par ce qu’elle dit de
Zola, qu’en le nommant à la suite de
Esterhazy, et des fantoches que deviennent sous sa plume les Dreyfus et leur
avocat: l’exception faite en faveur du
colonel Picquart rehausse les couleurs.
Voici donc une envolée satirique, digne
peut être d’un Swift – Mme Arendt est
certainement une polémiste de race –
mais l’on voit par cet exemple qu’elle
n’est pas toujours habitée par l’esprit
scientifique. En l’occurrence, elle l’est
autant moins qu’une vingtaine de pages
plus loin, elle prodigue des éloges à
Zola, comme si elle avait oublié le trait
qu’emportée par sa verve, elle lui avait
décoché. Dans mon russe maternel, il
existe un dicton au sujet de ceux qui,
par amour d’un trait d’esprit, n’épargneraient pas leur propre père. C’est un
peu ce que fait Mme Arendt, lorsqu’elle
s’attaque, dans Eichmann à Jérusalem, à
un sujet autrement brûlant que l’affaire
Dreyfus, à propos duquel ce genre de
verve est hors de mise, c’est le moins
qu’on puisse en dire. Ce livre aussi est
bien des choses à la fois; sous sa froideur
apparente, il me semble être, avant tout,
une philippique passionnée contre
le monde dans lequel l’abomination
hitlérienne fut possible. La “banalité
du mal” hante Mme Arendt, et pour la
dénoncer, elle emploie toutes les ressources de son talent; à part des figures
isolées, telles que le roi du Danemark,
personne ne semble trouver grâce à ses
yeux. Mais c’est surtout aux principaux
protagonistes: les juifs et les Allemands,
que cette juive allemande ne fait pas
de quartier.’ Leon Poliakov, ‘L’histoire
se n’écrit pas avec des si...’, Les nouveaux

Poliakov’s casts doubt on Arendt’s scholarly capability and
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her motives
In the first part of his review, Poliakov conducts a non-fallacious
personal attack on Arendt. At the end of his review his strategic manoeuvring derails, when Poliakov does present a fallacious personal attack and misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints.
In the introduction to his review, Poliakov presents Arendt as
a crafty polemicist and questions her motives. He writes:
I respect the sharp intelligence and the extensive learning of
which Mrs Arendt’s works testify, and one can greatly profit
from reading them; but she sometimes lacks the prudence and
the serenity of the wise. Before focusing on Eichmann in Jerusalem, I would like to cite from The origins of totalitarianism, the
work that has established her reputation in the Anglo-Saxon
countries and in Germany (it has not been translated in French).
[…] Mrs Arendt is certainly a polemicist by race – but one sees
by this example [from The Origins] that she is not always inhabited by the scholarly spirit. […]
My mother tongue, Russian, has a phrase about people who
love [their] wit so much, they will not [even] spare their own father. That is a bit what Mrs Arendt does in Eichmann in Jerusalem, when she tackles a burning issue […] a subject where this
sort of brio is out of bounds, to say the least.
[…] under its apparent coolness to me [this book] seems to be,
above all else, an emotional philippic against the world in which
the Hitlerian abomination was possible. The ‘banality of evil’
haunts Mrs Arendt, and to denounce it she uses all the means
of her talent; apart from isolated figures, such as the king of
Denmark, nobody seems to find grace in her eyes. But above
all, she takes no prisoners where her principal protagonists are
concerned, the Jews and the Germans.14
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From a pragma-dialectical perspective, one could reconstruct
the first three paragraphs of this introduction as a discussion
between Poliakov and his reader on the subject of Arendt’s
scholarly qualities. Poliakov here defends the complex standpoint that ‘Ms Arendt is certainly a polemicist by race, but she
is not always inhabited by the scholarly spirit.’ This standpoint he defends by means of an elaborate citation from The
origins (not included above). A citation that goes to show that
both her tone and the content of her views are more polemic than scholarly: brilliant in style, but also highly inconsistent
when she gets ‘carried away by her brio.’ He also states that
Arendt has a destructive love of her own wit. Rather than reconstruct it as a part of the argumentation stage, I would consider this discussion to be a part of the opening stage: it is a
sub-discussion of the material starting point that “Arendt is a
polemicist rather than a scholar.” 15
In the second paragraph, Poliakov proposes a procedural starting point for the discussion of the Nazi murder of
the Jews: on this subject polemics and witticisms are ‘out of
bounds.’ In these two paragraphs, the topical aspect of Poliakov’s strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore. He proposes to
his reader a material and a procedural starting point that depict
Arendt as irresponsible. With her Eichmann-book, Arendt has
brought her polemic spirit to an area where it is inappropriate.
She has transgressed a procedural restriction of the discussion.
In the third paragraph, Poliakov gives Arendt a motive for
transgressing this boundary: her polemic appetite was whetted by her emotions on the subject. These emotions in turn
are explained by her German Jewish identity. The book might
seem cold, he says, but it is above all else ‘an emotional philippic [...]. The banality of evil haunts Mrs. Arendt […].’ At
first sight, this looks like a defence of Arendt in a discussion
with her critics: a defence against the common attack that
her writing was too cold for the subject matter; or that she
empathised with Eichmann instead of his victims (chapter
3). At closer inspection however, it is an attack presented as
a defence: it can also be reconstructed as part of Poliakov’s
sub-discussion (with his reader) of Arendt’s polemicist nature.
Here he ties that nature to the Eichmann-book: the polemicist
in Arendt again dominates the scholar, due to her personal ties
to this historical subject.

cahiers 2 no.8 (December 1966) 7-9, at 7-8.

15 In the opening stage of the critical
discussion, one can conduct a sub-discussion on material starting points, or a
meta-discussion on procedural starting
points. Eemeren, Strategic maneuvering
in argumentative discourse. Extending the
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation,
242.
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16 The editor of the Nouveaux cahiers
introduces Poliakov as the author of the
French standard work on the murder
of the Jews at the time, Bréviaire de la
haine.

17 Frans H. Van Eemeren et al.,
Reconstructing argumentative discourse
(Tuscaloosa, AL 1993), 111. Frans H. Van
Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst, Argumentation, communication and fallacies. A
pragma-dialectical perspective (Hillsdale,
NJ 1992), 113-114.
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In sum, at the opening stage of his discussion with the reader, Poliakov conducts a sub-discussion that depicts Arendt as
an irresponsible scholar and assigns three doubtful motives to
her: polemic enthusiasm; love of her own wit; and anger. The
introduction also showcases strategic presentational choices that Poliakov makes. Poliakov is one of the few specialist
reviewers of Arendt’s book in the controversy.16 By putting
Arendt in her place as a polemicist, and by stating that polemics are out of bounds on this subject, Poliakov presents
himself as the serious scholar that he claims Hannah Arendt
is not. In his argumentation against Arendt’s judgments of the
Jewish leaders, Poliakov leans on this contrast between the
historical truth, that he represents, and the polemic, irresponsible, rule-breaking nature of Arendt’s argumentation.
Personal attacks are not by definition irrelevant. Questioning someone’s expertise on a certain subject for instance, can
be relevant to the issue under discussion.17 A lot depends on
the context in which the attack is made, as it does here. Poliakov’s presentation of Arendt as an over-enthusiastic polemicist is sharp, but it can be read as having a constructive
intention, especially in combination with the restriction of the
discussion that he proposes to his readers: polemics are simply not a good idea on this subject. A bit doubtful is his use of
a very lengthy sample from another of Arendt’s books to prove
that her polemic spirit overrules her scholarly nature: why not
use an example from the book under discussion to show what
goes wrong? Poliakov’s attack becomes mean however, when
he compares Arendt to people who will not spare their own father, if it means they can score with a witty remark. In the context
of this controversy, and before this exclusively Jewish audience,
this clearly alludes to the infamous accusation that Arendt had
to be a self-hating Jew to argue her anti-Jewish standpoints. By
not connecting this attack to his counter-standpoints, Poliakov
avoids derailment of his strategic manoeuvring here.
Poliakov’s personal attack on Arendt’s scholarly capability continues at the argumentation stage. In the opening stage, Poliakov
has established one rule, a procedural starting point for the discussion: polemics are out of bounds. In his argumentation for his
first main standpoint, Poliakov presents a second rule: ‘L’histoire
se n’écrit pas avec des si...,’ he writes (which one could interpret
either as another proposed procedural starting point for the discussion – ‘if’-statements are out of bounds – or simply as a ma-
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terial starting point). This refers to the historians’ commonplace
that they do not write what they condescendingly call “if-history.” This is a clever argument. It refers to the ‘if’ in Arendt’s main
judgment of the Jewish leaders: ‘if’ the Jewish Councils had not
been in charge, she says, the number of Jews murdered would
have been smaller. With his rule that historians don’t do if-history, Poliakov effectively places Arendt out of the historians’ club
(also see section 3.3).18
Poliakov misrepresents Arendt’s standpoint and conducts a
fallacious personal attack
Just like Mann, Poliakov presents the double accusation that
Arendt “blames the victims and exculpates the perpetrators” at
the end of his review, by associating Arendt’s opinions with those
of former Nazis. Indeed, their concluding arguments are so similar, that Poliakov may well have been inspired by Mann’s article (section 6.2.4). In sticking to her view of the Jewish Councils, Poliakov argues, Arendt has herself to blame for the scandal:
she has not handled the sensitive subject as she should have. If
one describes the behaviour of the victims in a certain way, one
risks coming close to the Nazi perspective, namely that the Jews
themselves are to blame. Poliakov writes:
In the new edition of her book, Ms Arendt has made a certain
number of corrections. Thus, she has retracted the doubtful witticism that consisted of qualifying the late rabbi Leo Baeck as
‘Führer’ of the German Jews. But the major accusation, which
has caused floods of ink, has been integrally maintained by her.
A subject such as the holocaust of the Jews (or: the Nazi
crimes) is evidently heavy with implications of all order. There
where they have been able to make themselves heard, the exNazis have commented on it in their [own] way: one of their
newspapers has written for instance that the genocide was a
fantastic provocation of the Jews, destined to discredit the work
of Hitler, at the price of millions of human lives. A certain way of
describing the behaviour of the victims, or worse, of insisting on
an imaginary complicity, risks resulting in a perspective of the
same order: if the Jews were massacred, their behaviour, or their
unique qualities, must have [had] something to do with it. Should
one be surprised if the survivors testify of an extreme sensitivity, and if the book of Ms Arendt was the subject of impassioned
attacks? [...] Who caused the scandal? 19

18 ‘Mais le scandale soulevé pas Eichmann à Jérusalem n’était pas seulement
dû à ces erreurs. Il étai surtout dû au
chapitre dans lequel Mme Arendt,
après avoir malmené sans grand discernement (et Dieu sait s’il en fallait)
les dirigeants juifs sous la coupe hitlérienne portait ce jugement sans appel:
“Partout où il y avait des juifs, il y avait
des responsables juifs, reconnus comme
tels, et ces responsables, à de très rares
exceptions près, collaborèrent, d’une
façon ou de l’autre, avec les nazis. Toute
la vérité, c’est que, si le peuple juif
avait été vraiment désorganisé et sans
chefs, le chaos aurait régné, et beaucoup
de misère aussi, mais le nombre de
victimes n’aurait pas atteint de quatre
et demi à six millions.” La vérité, c’est,
d’abord, que l’histoire ne s’écrit pas avec
des si... Mais l’accusation n’est pas seulement un défi à la prudence historique.’
Poliakov, ‘L’histoire se n’écrit pas avec
des si...’, 8.

19 ‘Dans la nouvelle édition de son
livre, Mme Arendt a fait un certain
nombre de corrections. Ainsi, elle a retiré le douteux trait d’esprit consistant
à qualifier feu le rabbin Leo Baeck de
“Führer” des juifs allemands. Mais l’accusation majeure, qui a fait couler des
flots d’encre, a été intégralement maintenue par elle. Un sujet tel que l’holocauste des juifs (ou: les crimes hitlériens)
est évidemment lourd d’implications
de tout ordre. La où ils ont pu prendre
la parole, les ex-nazis l’ont commenté
à leur manière: un de leurs journaux a
écrit, par exemple, que le génocide était
une fantastique provocation juive, destinée à discréditer, au prix de millions
de vies humaines, l’oeuvre d’Hitler. Une
certaine manière de décrire le comportement des victimes, ou même d’insister
sur une imaginaire complicité, risque
de déboucher sur une perspective du
même ordre: si les juifs ont été massacrés, leur conduite, ou leurs singularités, doivent bien y être pour quelque
chose. Faut-il s’étonner si les survivants
témoignent d’une extrême susceptibilité, et si le livre de Mme Arendt a fait
l’objet d’attaques passionnées? [...] [P]ar
qui le scandale est-il arrivé?’ Ibid., 8-9.
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20 That Arendt is the one insisting
on this imagined complicity is clear
from the argumentation for Poliakov’s
first main standpoint: Arendt accuses
the Jewish leaders of ‘collaborating’,
which he calls ‘an absurd accusation’
(sub-standpoint [2.1d] in Appendix III).

Here Poliakov argues his third main standpoint, that “Arendt
should not be surprised by the attacks on her book” [3]. His
argumentation is divided in three parts. One, the subject discussed is ‘heavy with implications’ [3.1a]. Two, ‘a certain way
of describing the victims’; or ‘insisting on an imagined complicity’; risks implying the wrong conclusion [3.1b; 2.1c]. Three,
Arendt indeed takes that risk, by ‘insisting on an imagined
complicity’ [3.(1d)]. This sub-standpoint is only partly implicit.20 Proof for Poliakov’s sub-standpoint that Arendt insists on
an imagined complicity is the fact that she did not edit out
her ‘major accusation’ (her main judgment). Arendt maintains
this accusation [3.(1d).1b]; even though she has corrected other mistakes in her book [3.(1d).1a]; and even though she has
been heavily attacked for it [3.(1d).(1c) and 3.(1d).(1c).1]. In other words: she wants to maintain this accusation of complicity at any cost. Here Poliakov can lean on the presentation of
Arendt as an irresponsible polemicist, that he has created at
the opening stage.
3 Arendt should not be surprised by the attacks on her book
	3.1a A subject such as the holocaust of the Jews is heavy with
implications
		3.1a.1 For instance ex-Nazis write that the genocide was
a fantastic provocation of the Jews
	3.1b A certain way of describing the behaviour of the victims
risks resulting in a perspective of the same order [as that of
the ex-Nazis]
	3.1c Insisting on an imaginary complicity risks resulting in a
perspective of the same order [as that of the ex-Nazis]
		3.1b-c.1a The perspective that if the Jews were massacred,
their behaviour must have had something to do with it
		3.1b-c.1b The perspective that if the Jews were massacred, their unique qualities must have had something to
do with it
	3.(1d) (Arendt purposefully insists on an imagined complicity)
		3.(1d).1a In the new edition, she has made some corrections
			3.(1d).1a.1 She has retracted the doubtful witticism
which consisted of qualifying the late rabbi Leo Baeck
as ‘Führer’ of the German Jews
		3.(1d).1b She has integrally maintained her major accusation
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		3.(1d).(1c) (She has maintained her major accusation in
spite of all the protests against it)
			3.(1d).(1c).1 Her major accusation has caused floods
			 of ink
Poliakov does actually accuse Arendt of “blaming the victims
and exculpating Eichmann”; he only suggests that she does.
Both his (topical) choice of arguments and his partially implicit presentation help to create this suggestion. In insisting on an imagined complicity, Arendt risks the perspective
that the Jews are somehow to blame for their own murder. In
risking this perspective, one risks sharing a perspective with
ex-Nazis; a perspective they use to acquit themselves. In other words: Arendt risks helping Nazis exculpate themselves –
the same argument Mann makes (section 6.2.4). Poliakov suggests, but avoids making, the double straw man that Arendt
“blames and exculpates”; He suggests consequences, but
avoid making an ad consequentiam-argument.
Then however he lets his manoeuvring derail in another
manner. In the first place, the reconstruction clearly brings out
his abusive ad hominem attack: Poliakov argues that Arendt
risks “blaming the victims” on purpose. She “insists on the
imagined complicity” – in spite of protests of surviving victims; in spite of ample opportunity to correct herself; in spite
of the fact that this might help former Nazis. In the second
place, Poliakov misrepresents Arendt’s main judgment of the
Jewish leaders: according to Poliakov it is a judgment of their
‘complicity.’ A word that Arendt never uses, and that suggests
she thinks the Jewish leaders have a legal responsibility for
the murder of the Jews. This impression is fortified by Poliakov’s presenting it in the context of the apologetics of former
Nazis. One must note that this misrepresentation could in
part be caused by mistakes in the French translation, where
the word ‘collaboration’ was freely used to translate Arendt’s
‘cooperation’ (chapter 3).
6.2.3 Borwicz
Michel Borwicz is another one of the (very few) specialist reviewers in the controversy. His five-page review is titled ‘Le
‘roman’ d’Hannah Arendt,’ and appeared alongside Poliakov’s
in Les nouveaux cahiers. This Jewish journal thus present-
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ed two specialists on the subject matter to discuss Arendt’s
book. Of the fifteen selected reviewers, Borwicz is the most
outraged. What he thinks of the book is clear from the title of
his review: Arendt has written a ‘roman’, a novel. Borwicz defends a position that is similar to Poliakov’s: that Arendt does
not concern herself with writing the historical truth. In addition, he argues that she distorts the truth on purpose.
Borwicz casts doubt on Arendt’s good faith
In the first part of his review, Borwicz casts serious doubt on
Arendt’s motives and intentions. In what follows, this strategic manoeuvring derails into a sustained fallacious personal
attack; misrepresentations of Arendt’s standpoints; as well as
the presentation of a standpoint as a starting point.
In the introduction to his review, Borwicz immediately attacks Arendt full on: he explicitly questions Arendt’s motives
and intentions. He writes:
Hannah Arendt defines her book as a ‘report on the banality of
evil.’ This is consistent with the character of this whole publication, in which the hubris of an author in need of publicity
has taken [on] the guise of an apparent sobriety, and where
flagrant distortions are hidden beneath a torrent of scholarly
words. In reality, it concerns an embellished publication that
takes as its point of departure the trial of Eichmann, [who was]
judged in Jerusalem in 1961. Having appeared first in the New
Yorker, then in book form, from the month of May 1963 onwards this book has already provoked numerous replies. Also,
we should be grateful that the French editor has [included an
introduction with] […] exact references to a certain number of
publications that have judged it for its true merits:
‘Miss Arendt does not actually say that the Jews were more
guilty than Eichmann, but (...) she sometimes gives that impression,’ the eminent English historian Hugh Trevor-Roper wrote
in this context. Golo Mann puts it as follows in his review of
the German edition:
‘One step further and the Jews have persecuted and massacred themselves, and a couple of Nazis just happened to be
there, too. Maybe we shall soon hear this in Germany?’ Noting
in Arendt a ‘pathological quest for originality, and arrogance,’
the son of Thomas Mann concludes from this that she distorts
everything there is to distort.
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Even so, Manès Sperber, of whose work and the intellectual integrity are known, has spoken to me of Arendt (whom he
knew in Germany and then in France) as a militant, sincere
antifascist: reaffirming his very severe judgment of the book,
he sought not to cast doubt on the good faith of the author.
Should I underwrite [Sperber’s opinion]? So I took to rereading this book (in this case the French version, that to us seems
a bit like a reheated dish), not with the intention of changing
my opinion, certainly not, but to at least to isolate the serious
problems [so I could] treat them ‘upfront’. Well now, it is precisely after this rereading, motivated by nothing but the best
of intentions, that I was literally left dumbfounded. Not judge
the author on her mere intent? She never abstains from that.
To leave aside one’s little games of devil’s advocate? But she
does not devote herself to anything but [such games]. To tell of
the uncovering of myths and debunking that she pretends to
undertake? But she does nothing but take up again opinions,
reflections and documents that have been exposed a hundred
times already by others: the only difference being that she,
doggedly, distorts and corrupts the chains of cause to effect,
so as to ‘astonish’ and shock the reader – at any cost.21
This highly charged, chock-full introduction can be reconstructed as part of Borwicz’s confrontation and opening
stages. Borwicz repeatedly questions Arendt’s good faith.
He states that Arendt is driven by doubtful motives (‘pride’;
a ‘pathological search for originality’; ‘arrogance’; ‘to astonish and shock the reader at any cost’). Arendt disguises her
‘hubris’ as ‘sobriety,’ and hides ‘flagrant distortions’ under ‘a
torrent of scholarly words.’ These statements can be reconstructed as material starting points, presented at the opening stage of his discussion with the reader. The presentational
aspect of Borwicz’s strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore
here: Borwicz uses the authority of others to present these
starting points that depict Arendt in a deprecating manner.
He also introduces the double accusation that Arendt “blames
the victims and exculpates Eichmann” on someone else’s authority.
Borwicz then presents another scholar, one who does not
doubt Arendt’s good faith even though he also thinks the
book is no good: Manès Sperber, who wrote a famous review
of Arendt’s book (chapter 3). In a reread of the book, Borwicz

21 ‘Conformément à la tendance qui
marque l’ensemble de cet ouvrage, où
l’orgueil de l’auteur en mail de publicité
a pris le déguisement d’une apparente
sobriété et où les flagrantes déformations se trouvent dissimulées sous un
verbiage scientifique, Hannah Arendt
définit son livre comme un “rapport
sur la banalité du mal”. En réalité, il
s’agit d’un ouvrage brodé à partir du
procès d’Eichmann, jugé à Jérusalem en
1961. Paru dans le New Yorker d’abord,
puis en volume, dès le mois de mai 1963,
de livre a déjà provoqué de nombreuses
ripostes. Aussi, saura-t-on gré à l’éditeur
français de l’avoir fait précéder d’un
avertissement qui, lui, est rédigé dans
un style clair et précis et contient d’exactes références à un certain nombre
de publications qui l’avaient apprécié
à sa juste valeur: “Mme Arendt ne dit
pas littéralement que les juifs furent plus
coupables qu’Eichmann mais [...] elle suggère
parfois cette impression,” écrivait à ce propos l’éminent historien anglais Hugh
Trevor-Roper. Golo Mann, dans son
compte rendu de l’édition allemande
s’exprimait comme suit: “Un pas de plus
et les juifs se sont persécutés et exterminés
eux-mêmes, en la présence accidentelle de
quelques nazis. Peut-être l’entendrons-nous
dire prochainement en Allemagne même?”
Constatant chez Arendt la “recherche
maladive de l’originalité et de l’arrogance,” le fils de Thomas Mann en
arrivait à la conclusion qu’elle truque
tout ce qu’elle peut truquer. Il se trouve
néanmoins que Manès Sperber, dont
on connait l’oeuvre et l’intégrité intellectuelle, m’a parlé de Hannah Arendt
(qu’il avait connue en Allemagne puis
en France) comme d’une militante
antifasciste sincère: réaffirmant son très
sévère jugement sur le livre, il cherchait
à ne pas mettre en doute la bonne foi
de l’auteur. Dois-je l’avouer? Je me suis
mis alors à relire cet ouvrage (en l’occurrence dans sa version française qui
nous parvient comme un plat un peu
réchauffé) avec l’intention, non pas de
modifier mon opinion, certes, mais au
moins de dégager les grands problèmes
pour les traiter “de front.” Or, c’est
précisément à la suite de cette relecture
qu’animé pourtant de la meilleure
volonté, je suis resté littéralement
sidéré. Ne pas faire à l’auteur un procès
d’intention? Mais Arendt ne s’en prive
jamais. Laisser de côté ses petits jeux
d’avocat du diable? Mais elle ne
se livre qu’au cela. Faire part des
démythifications et des déboulonnements auxquels elle prétend procéder?
Mais elle ne fait que reprendre des
opinions, des réflexions et des documents déjà exposés cent fois par d’au-
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tres: a cette différence près que, avec
acharnement, elle déforme et dénature
les enchaînements de cause à effet, afin
– coûte que coûte – “d’épater” et de
scandaliser le lecteur.’ Michel Borwicz,
‘Le «roman» d’Hannah Arendt’, Les
nouveaux cahiers 2 no.8 (December 1966)
2-7, at 2-3.

22 The third starting point he presents in this line-up does not have to
do with Arendt’s intentions: Borwicz
will not discuss Arendt’s “mythbusting,” because she does not bust any
myths, merely repeats what has been
said a thousand times before. These
three starting points are an answer to
Arendt’s complaints of the controversy
in her Postscript. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London
1994), 283-285.

23 ‘Arendt inventait purement et
simplement’; ‘tissu de contre-vérités’;
‘omissions aussi préméditées que flagrantes.’ Borwicz, ‘Le «roman» d’Hannah Arendt’, 5.

24 ‘[L]’insouciante image proposée
par Arendt de la réalité de l’extermination’; ‘uniquement pour mettre en
valeur son tricotage intellectuel au sujet
d’Eichmann’; ‘pas une seule phrase, pas
un seul mot non plus, pour indiquer
qu’il s’agissait d’un vaste, minutieux et
puissants système, établi et réalisé afin
d’induire les victimes en erreur.’ Ibid.,
5-6.
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finds that Sperber is wrong. Borwicz first presents the starting
point that he himself is ‘motivated by the best intentions’ (as
opposed to Arendt). That his questioning of Arendt’s motives
and intentions is somewhat unusual for a respected historian,
is something he then discusses explicitly. This can be reconstructed as a meta-discussion of procedural starting points
for the discussion at the opening stage: Borwicz will judge
Arendt for her intentions alone; and he will play devil’s advocate. The reason: Arendt does these things herself. 22 These
then are procedural starting points Arendt must agree with,
for the sake of not being accused of inconsistency. If Arendt
does not play by the normal rules, she should not expect any
clemency from Borwicz. Therefore, her intentions are now “legally” part of the discussion.
Borwicz’s primary opponents in this meta-discussion are, of
course, the readers of Les nouveaux cahiers (and not Arendt
or Sperber). Borwicz tries to convince them that discussing
Arendt’s intentions (which he does throughout the argumentation stage) is reasonable, because she does these things
herself.
Borwicz conducts a sustained personal attack on Arendt;
misrepresents her standpoints; presents a standpoint as
a starting point
Throughout his review, Borwicz tries to undermine Arendt’s
arguments by showing that she gets her facts and their interpretation wrong. She puts things together that don’t belong
together, he argues, she omits context, ignores facts that contradict her theory, draws far-reaching conclusions from worthless details, and sometimes ‘simply invents.’ The explicit claim
that she does all of this on purpose is the ever-present twin of
these historical-methodological arguments.
Borwicz notes for instance that Arendt constructs a ‘fabric of untruths,’ with ‘omissions’ of fact that are ‘premeditated.’ 23 According to Borwicz, Arendt proposes ‘a nonchalant
image of the reality of the extermination.’ She discusses the
Nazi language system, but ‘only to show off her intellectual
construct on Eichmann.’ She does not devote ‘a single word
even’ to the fact that this system was designed to fool the victims about the fate awaiting them.24 ‘With barely hidden glee,’
Borwicz writes, ‘she regurgitates the completely absurd myth
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that “the Polish Jews saw but a handful of Germans on the
journey that took them to deaths.” ’ 25 The admission of testimony by Jewish resisters in Eichmann trial ‘makes her sick,’
Borwicz claims. 26 What is more, Arendt actively tries to cover up Eichmann’s radical evil: she purposefully leaves out evidence that proves his demonic nature, or calls this evidence
irrelevant.27 The book is ‘crawling’ with ‘insinuations’ and even
Arendt’s ‘pertinent reflections,’ Borwicz writes, ‘are poisoned
by [her] constant vanity.’ 28 She is a pathological know-it-all,
a woman with a ‘sick compulsion.’ 29 These incessant personal attacks clearly hinder Borwicz’s discussion of the content
of Arendt’s views: often, these accusations overshadow Borwicz factual argumentation. This is a pity, because Borwicz is
a historian-specialist and the substance of his arguments, especially on the Jewish Councils, is pertinent.
Borwicz is not the only of the fifteen reviewers include personal attacks in his argumentation. Like Wormser, Borwicz
argues a standpoint that is also an attack on Arendt’s good
faith. Borwicz’s main standpoint is that ‘Hannah Arendt distorts the truth.’ Throughout his review, he repeats and rephrases it several times. In the most charitable reconstruction, one ignores the personal attacks. In that case, Borwicz’s
factual argumentation on the victim and perpetrator themes
is reconstructed under the header of four main standpoints
[1-4] (Appendix III). This reconstruction makes Borwicz’ factual contribution to the discussion much more comprehensible. However, it might be overly charitable. Borwicz’s personal
attacks are sometimes inextricable from the rest of his argumentation. What is more, without the arguments that are personal attacks, his factual arguments cannot be reconstructed
under the header of the main standpoint that he so often repeats: ‘Arendt distorts the truth.’
In an alternative reconstruction, one can include the personal attacks on Arendt. In that case the standpoint that
‘Arendt distorts the truth’ is taken as his main standpoint. In
that case, the reconstruction makes explicit what the word
‘distorts’ already implies, namely that Arendt does it on purpose: the standpoint is reconstructed as “Arendt purposefully distorts the truth” [(5)]. Although this reconstruction of
personal attacks as arguments is not very charitable, it is instructive: it shows how completely Borwicz argues the case
of Arendt’s purposeful distortion. Let us look at an example.

25 ‘Avec un sentiment mal dissimulé
de plaisir, elle lance à nouveau la très
stupide légende selon laquelle “tout au
long du voyage qui les menait à la mort,
les juifs polonais ne virent guère qu’une
poignée d’Allemands.” ’ Ibid., 5.

26

‘[L]a rend malade.’ Ibid., 6.

27

Ibid., 3-4.

28 ‘Il n’est pas possible, ne fût-ce que
rapidement, de mentionner toutes les
insinuations dont fourmille ce livre.
Même les réflexions pertinentes qui
s’y trouvent sont empoisonnées par la
constante vanité de l’auteur.’ Ibid., 6-7.

29

[U]n esprit maladif.’ Ibid., 6.
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30 ‘Les arguties d’Arendt ont pour
unique origine une arrogance délibérée
et un esprit maladif de Besserwisser
(celui qui – toujours et partout – sait
mieux” que quiconque). Prenons un
exemple: [...]. Elle reconnait que les
juges de Jérusalem ont réussi parfaitement à faire le partage, juridiquement
irréprochable, entre les témoignages
concernant directement les activités
d’Eichmann et les “témoignages de
fond” appelés à dresser le tableau d’ensemble de l’extermination, dont l’accusé
avait été l’artisan en chef. Il n’empêche
que a seule admission de ces “témoins
de fond” (qui est pourtant de règle dans
tous les procès de ce genre!) fait sortir
Arendt de ses gonds. C’est surtout l’admission des témoins-résistants qui la
rend malade...’ Ibid.

Borwicz writes:
Arendt’s crafty arguments stem entirely from a deliberate arrogance and the sick compulsion of a Besserwisser (someone
who – always and everywhere – knows better than anyone).
Let us look at example[s] […]. She recognises that the judges
of Jerusalem have succeeded perfectly in distinguishing, juridically irreproachably, between the testimonies directly concerning the activities of Eichmann and the ‘foundation testimonies’ called upon to paint the picture of the whole of the
extermination, of which the accused was the chief executor.
That does not stop Arendt from being beside herself over the
admission of these ‘foundation testimonies’ alone (though it is
the rule in all the trials of this sort!). Above all, the admission
of witness-resisters makes her sick… 30
Borwicz here defends the inclusion of the foundation testimonies in the trial against Arendt’s criticism. In the charitable reconstruction, the standpoint that Arendt ‘is beside herself’ over the inclusion of this testimony is therefore
paraphrased as “Arendt unjustly criticises the admission of
foundation testimonies in Eichmann’s trial.” In the charitable reconstruction, is the fourth main standpoint that Borwicz presents. Borwicz provides five arguments to support
his counter-standpoint that the inclusion of these background witnesses in this trial was not wrong, contrary to what
Arendt claims [1.1a-e].
4 [Arendt unjustly criticises the admission of foundation testimonies in Eichmann’s trial]
	4.1a The judges succeeded in distinguishing the testimonies
directly concerning the activities of Eichmann and the foundation testimonies
	4.1b [Their distinction between the two types of testimony
was juridically irreproachable]
	4.1c Foundation testimonies [were] called upon to paint the
picture of the whole of the extermination
	4.1d Eichmann was the chief executor of the extermination
	4.1e Admission of foundation testimonies is the rule in all the
trials of this sort
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However, this part of Borwicz’s text can also be uncharitably
reconstructed as argumentation for an implicit standpoint
that ‘Arendt purposefully distorts the truth.’ [(5)] That Arendt
is ‘beside herself’ over the admission of resister-witnesses to
the trial, in this case becomes part of the argumentation for
his sub-standpoint that ‘Arendt’s arguments stem from a sick
compulsion’ [(5).1d]. The preceding main arguments are that
Arendt defends Eichmann [(5).1a]; that she purposefully exaggerates the role of the Jewish Councils [(5).1b]; and the she
defends Eichmann at the cost of his victims [(5).1c] (more of
this uncharitable reconstruction can be found in Appendix III).
The charitable reconstruction does not seamlessly fit into
this new one. Borwicz’s standpoint that “Arendt unjustly
criticises the admission of foundation testimonies in Eichmann’s trial” has to be replaced with the implicit standpoint [(5).1d.1.(1g)], which has to be reconstructed from the
five arguments he uses. Borwicz gives two practical arguments (inclusion of foundation testimony did not hamper the
trial) [(5).1d.1.(1g).1a-b]; two arguments related to the substance of Arendt’s criticism (the testimonies were relevant)
[(5).1d.1.(1g).1c-d]; and a legal argument (foundation testimony is normal in these trials) [(5).1d.1.(1g).1e]. Although Borwicz
here counters Arendt’s position on the relevancy of the testimony, he is not arguing that “she is beside herself although
the testimonies admitted were relevant” – his arguments indicate that Borwicz himself doubts this relevance. Instead, he
argues more formally that “the admission of foundation testimonies was legally justified” [(5).1d.1.(1g)]. Even so, Borwicz
argues, Arendt is ‘beside herself’ over the admission of these
testimonies [(5).1d.1.1h]. He adds that the especially the presence of witnesses of the Jewish resistance, the most heroic
victims of all, ‘makes her sick’ [(5).1d.1.1i].
(5) (Arendt purposefully distorts the truth)
	(5).1a She defends Eichmann
	(5).1b She purposefully exaggerates the role of the Jewish
Councils
	(5).1c She defends Eichmann at the cost of his victims
[...]
	(5).1d Arendt’s arguments stem from a deliberate arrogance
and a sick compulsion
		(5).1d.1 [Hers is the compulsion of a know-it-all]
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[...] [further argumentation]
			(5).1d.1.(1g) (The admission of foundation testimonies
at Eichmann’s trial was legally justified)
				(5).1d.1.(1g).1a The judges succeeded in distinguishing the testimonies directly concerning the activities of Eichmann and the foundation testimonies
				(5).1d.1.(1g).1b [Their distinction between the two
types of testimony was juridically irreproachable]
				(5).1d.1.(1g).1c Foundation testimonies [were] called
upon to paint the picture of the whole of the extermination
				(5).1d.1.(1g).1d Eichmann was the chief executor of
the extermination
				(5).1d.1.(1g).1e Admission of foundation testimonies
is the rule in all the trials of this sort
			(5).1d.1.1h All the same, Arendt is beside herself over
the admission of these testimonies
			(5).1d.1.1i Arendt is sickened by the admission of resister-witnesses
In this uncharitable reconstruction, Borwicz’ personal attacks
amount to more than insults. His main standpoint and the arguments that personally attack Arendt are evaluated as a sustained abusive ad hominem attack: violations of the Freedom
Rule in his discussion with Arendt. This evaluation of the personal attacks as derailments of his strategic manoeuvring also
reflects the textual reality: in his zeal to convince his reader
that Arendt is absolutely wrong, Borwicz obscures the substance of his discussion with Arendt.
The substance of Borwicz’s discussion with Arendt is further obscured by two misrepresentations that also appear in
the more charitable reconstruction. Firstly, Borwicz is incorrect to state that Arendt is angry over the presence of resister-witnesses. Indeed, she argues the opposite: although these
resisters had no connection to Eichmann’s deeds and were
therefore legally irrelevant to the trial, for the trial spectator
they were a relief – she was happy they were there. Arendt is
indeed angry, namely over the politics behind the admission
of witnesses that were legally irrelevant to Eichmann’s case.
Secondly, Borwicz’ claim that ‘Eichmann was the chief executor of the extermination,’ is precisely what Arendt argues that
Eichmann was not. Here Borwicz presents a counter-stand-
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point on Eichmann as an accepted starting point; a violation of
the Starting Point Rule. In fact, Borwicz subtly positions himself between Arendt’s position on Eichmann’s role (the expert
on transportation) and Hausner’s position (the mastermind of
the Final Solution). Here the presentational aspect of his strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore: Borwicz uses the word
“artisan en chef” in French. This expression literally translates
as “master craftsman.” In French, this expression is used to
separate the conceiver of a plan from its executor. To stick
closely to the text, I have inelegantly translated this as “chief
executor.” In modern parlance, one might translate “artisan en
chef” as ‘executive producer’ or ‘operations manager.’ This is
precisely what Arendt says Eichmann was not: he was not in
charge of all operations, but only part of them.

31 Mann’s article reappeared (in full)
both in the liberal weekly Die Zeit
in January, under the heading ‘Der
verdrehte Eichmann,’ as well as in Die
Kontroverse.

6.2.4 Mann
Golo Mann wrote his review for the Neue Rundschau, a literary journal he co-edited. His eight-page text was one of the
most influential reviews in Germany, often cited in the German discussion of Arendt’s book. ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess’ appeared at the end of 1963, about a year
before the German edition of Eichmann in Jerusalem became
available.31 It was thus part of the fourth controversy phase –
that part of the German discussion that was strongly influenced by the American discussion. Mann’s main concern was
that Arendt distorted the facts to suit her theories. He famously concluded that Arendt’s book would help perpetrators get
off the hook in court.
Mann associates Arendt with former Nazis
In his argumentation on the victim theme, Mann uses the double accusation that Arendt “blames the victims and exculpates
Eichmann” to discredit her views. He cleverly avoids derailment of his strategic manoeuvring, by only associating Arendt
with those who “blame the victims and exculpate the perpetrators”: former Nazis. At the end of his review however, this
clever strategic manoeuvring does derail however, when he
misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints. By reconstructing his argumentation on the victim theme, one can clearly see how
this happens.
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32 ‘Es zieht sich eine andere These
durch Hannah Arendts Buch, die nicht
glattweg eine Unwahrheit ist wie die
oben erwähnte, die aber, so wie die
Akzente gesetzt werden, doch etwas
tief Gefährliches und Wahrheitsverwirrendes hat. Man kann sicher sein, daß
bei noch bevorstehenden deutschen
Kriegsverbrecherprozessen die Verteidigung sich ihrer wacker bedienen wird.
Es ist die These, wonach die Juden Europas bei ihrem Untergang selber mitgewirkt haben, und daß da, wo sie es, aus
mehr zufälligen als inneren Gründen,
nicht taten, nur der kleinere Teil ihrer
Gemeinde von der Katastrophe erfaßt
wurde. – Diese jüdische Mitwirkung
in Frau Arendts facettenreicher Darstellung konnte die verschiedensten Formen annehmen. In den ersten Jahren
nach der Machtergreifung bestätigte
Hitlers Antisemitismus den deutschen
Zionisten, den Gegnern der “Assimilation”, ihre eigenen Bestrebungen,
derart, daß er ihnen vielleicht nicht
einmal unwillkommen war. Jedenfalls
forderten sie dazu auf, den gelben Stern
mit Stolz zu tragen, lang ehe sie ihn
tragen mußten, sprachen von einer
jüdischen Erneuerung, die im Zeichen
der Nazi-Politik und -Gesetzgebung vor
sich gehe, und sahen der Zukunft mit
Optimismus entgegen... Daraus wird
man folgern: Wenn deutsche Juden freiwillig den gelben Stern trugen, so war
es am Ende so übel nicht, sie zu ihrer
eigenen Ehre zu zwingen, und wenn
sie so stolz auf ihr Judentum waren, so
meinte Onkel Globke es gut mit ihnen,
als er sie alle Sarah und Israel taufte.’
Golo Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess‘, Neue Rundschau 74
no.4 (1963) 626-633, at 631.

33 See Appendix III: [1] is Mann’s
main standpoint on Eichmann; [2]
his main standpoint on the German
resistance.

Mann summons a danger in his discussion of the Jewish
leaders. Arendt’s main judgment (‘if the Jewish leaders had
not cooperated...’) is not wholly untrue, Mann says. However,
it is ‘dangerous’ as well as ‘truth-obscuring.’ The danger is that
former Nazis will use Arendt for their vile purposes. After introducing this danger, Mann gives examples of how Arendt’s claim
could be used to fit a former Nazi’s legal needs. Mann writes:
Another theory runs through Hannah Arendt’s book, a [theory]
that is not altogether untrue […] but still has something deeply
dangerous and truth-obscuring, in the way the emphases are
placed. One can be certain that in German war criminal trials
yet to come, the defence will help themselves to it without restraint. It is the claim according to which the Jews of Europe
themselves cooperated in their downfall, and that where they
did not, more coincidentally than out of inner reasons, a smaller number of their community was seized by the catastrophe.
– This Jewish cooperation could take many different forms in
Mrs Arendt’s richly faceted depiction.
In the first years after the seizure of power, Hitler’s anti-Semitism confirmed the German Zionists, the opponents of ‘assimilation’, in their own endeavours, to such an extent that maybe it was not even unwelcome to them. In any case they urged
[people] to ‘wear the yellow badge with pride’ long before it
was obligatory, spoke of a Jewish revival which was supposedly happening in the context of the Nazi politics and laws, and
looked to the future with optimism… People will conclude: if
German Jews wore the yellow badge of their own free will, it
was not so bad [after all] to force them [to wear it] in the interest of their own honour, and if they were so proud of their
Jewishness, Uncle Globke meant well when he baptised them
all Sarah and Israel.32
Mann’s sarcasm runs so thick here, that his argumentation
becomes cryptic as a result. A reader requires background
knowledge on both the Third Reich and Arendt’s book to completely understand what he is arguing. Mann first introduces
his two main standpoints (a complex standpoint reconstructed as two single standpoints): Arendt’s main judgment is ‘dangerous’ [3] and ‘truth-obscuring’ [4].33 How will he illustrate
that she is wrong: by attacking her ‘richly faceted depiction.’ It
is the argumentation for [3] that will be examined here (complete reconstruction in Appendix III).

306

6 Procedural problems in the fifteen reviews by historians

The second part of the quote above comprises the first part
of Mann’s argumentation for [3]. In a sarcastic tone, Mann
warns of the dangerous use the war criminals’ attorneys, and
unnamed others, will put Arendt’s arguments to [3.1]. He provides examples of Arendt’s ‘multi-faceted depiction’ of Jewish
cooperation [3.1.1a], and of the conclusions that ‘people’ will
draw from them. From Arendt’s description of the German Zionist call to ‘wear the yellow badge with pride’, Mann thinks,
malevolent people will conclude that “if they were so proud of
their own Jewishness, it wasn’t so bad to force them to wear
a badge of it” [3.1.1b-c]. And from Arendt’s description of the
optimistic Zionist attempts to make something good out of an
awful situation, people will conclude that the Nazis had the
Jews’ best interest at heart [3.1.1d-e].
Mann advances what is called a pragmatic argument:
that Arendt’s views are dangerous because of their consequences.34 The argument appears when one reconstructs the
implicit linking premise: if you call ‘wearing the yellow badge
with pride’ “cooperation”; if you call the supposed Jewish revival and the optimism “cooperation”; then the war criminals’
attorneys (and other unnamed malevolents) can and will draw
the wrong conclusions [3.1a.1a-e’]. This is the logical minimum. In the reconstruction this is substituted by the pragmatic optimum: “calling the behaviour of the German Jews
before the war ‘cooperation’, helps former Nazis to defend
themselves in court.” In other words: Arendt’s presenting the
acts of some historical actors as “cooperation” is a path leading to the absurd defences of war criminals. What is more,
this path runs over the backs of their victims, as Mann’s sarcasm makes clear: ‘[…] Uncle Globke meant well when he baptised them all Sarah and Israel.’ While sarcastically ridiculing
Arendt’s views, Mann simultaneously defends the honour of
the victims. He contrasts the victims’ attempt at keeping up
morale in a dire situation, with the degrading measures forced
upon them by the Nazis.

34 A pragmatic argument describes
the (un)desirability of behaviour, or a
course of action, as a function of its
projected consequences: one should
(not) do x, because then y will/might
happen. Chaïm Perelman and Lucie
Olbrechts-Tyteca, The new rhetoric. A
treatise on argumentation (Notre Dame,
IN 2010), 266-270.

3 Arendt’s depiction of Jewish cooperation with their own downfall is deeply dangerous
	3.1 One can be sure that in German war criminals’ trials to
come, the defence will help themselves to her [main judgment] without restraint
		3.1.1a Jewish cooperation took many different forms
according to Arendt

307

		3.1.1b The German Zionists [called upon] [people] to wear
the yellow badge with pride long before it was obligatory
		3.1.1c People will conclude: if German Jews wore the yellow badge of their own free will, it was not so bad [after
all] to force them [to wear it], in the interest of their own
honour
	3.1d The German Zionists spoke of a Jewish revival which
was supposedly happening in the context of the Nazi politics and laws, and looked to the future with optimism
		3.1.1e People will conclude: if German Jews were so proud
of their Jewishness, Uncle Globke meant well when he
baptised them all Sarah and Israel
		
3.1.1a-e’ (Calling the behaviour of the German Jews before
the war ‘cooperation’, helps former Nazis to defend themselves in court)
In this reconstruction of Mann’s argumentation on the victim
theme, the argumentation for Mann’s main standpoint that
Arendt’s views on ‘Jewish cooperation’ are ‘truth-obscuring’
[4] is separated from his main standpoint that her views are
‘dangerous’ [3] (see Appendix III for the complete reconstruction). Mann’s strategic manoeuvring clearly works on intertwining the argumentation for both standpoints: he suggests
fallacious arguments, without actually arguing them.
The presentational aspect of his manoeuvring is prominent
here. Mann does not say that Arendt’s views are wrong because of their consequences; that would be fallacious. He intertwines the defence of both standpoints, thus associating
the one and the other: not only do Arendt’s standpoints obscure the truth, they are also dangerous. That ‘this Jewish cooperation could take many different forms in Mrs Arendt’s
richly faceted depiction’ (after the hyphen in the cited fragment) ties both standpoints together in one sentence. Here
Mann denies that there is truth in calling certain matters “cooperation” [4]: the sarcastic ‘richly faceted depiction’ suggests
that Arendt purposefully arranges facts so that they appear to
be “proof” for her “theory.” The ‘many different forms’ in turn
announce Mann’s proofs for standpoint [3], that Arendt’s view
on ‘Jewish cooperation’ is dangerous. What Mann does not argue, but evidently suggests is this: by purposefully obscuring
the truth, Arendt is helping war criminals with their defence.
This is a personal attack on Arendt, and it is a serious one. In
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the general context of discussions on the Third Reich and the
murder of the Jews, associating someone with Nazis or former Nazis is far out of bounds. In addition, at the time Mann’s
review was written, persecution of Nazi perpetrators was ongoing: West Germany was conducting a second wave of Nazi
prosecutions, important trials that would continue in the decades to come. To accuse someone of providing fodder for
Nazi apologists in this specific context is therefore quite serious. If this attack is evaluated as fallacious however, depends
on the reconstruction. In the reconstruction above, it is not:
Mann’s accusation and warning [3] are kept separate from his
argumentation on the substance of Arendt’s views [4].35 Evaluated as fallacious or not, Mann’s association of Arendt with
former Nazis is not conducive to a pleasant discussion climate
– to say the least.
At the very end of his review, Mann explicitly disassociates
Arendt from the Nazi apologists: ‘It is not as if Arendt were
pro-German,’ Mann writes in the final lines of his review, ‘although crude sophists of the ex-Nazi-faction will exploit her
in this sense.’ 36 Only here does Mann assure his reader that
Arendt does not provide arguments for war criminals’ attorneys on purpose – after having planted that suggestion in his
reader’s mind several pages earlier.
What is more, for the informed reader, Mann in the text fragment above has announced the double accusation that Arendt
“blames and exculpates”: he suggests that Arendt blames the
victims, and argues that this will help exculpate the perpetrators in future trials. In the final part of his argumentation
on the victim theme, Mann turns this suggestion into an
explicit argument.

35 This reconstruction of two single
standpoints might be overly charitable
however: at several points in Mann’s
text an argument for one standpoint
also supports the other. In a less charitable reconstruction, Mann argues one
complex main standpoint (‘Arendt’s
depiction of Jewish cooperation is
dangerous and truth-obscuring’). In this
reconstruction, Mann violates both
the Freedom Rule and the Argument
Scheme Rule: he uses a fallacious personal attack (abusive ad hominem) and
an incorrectly applied argumentation
scheme (ad consequentiam) to warn his
reader and Arendt away from discussing ‘Jewish cooperation.’

36 ‘Nicht als ob Hannah Arendt
prodeutsch wäre, Sie ist nichts weniger als prodeutsch, obgleich plumpe
Sophisten des ex-Nazi-Lagers sie in
ihrem Sinn ausnutzen werden.’ Mann,
‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess’, 633.

Mann misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints on
the Jewish leaders
At the end of his article, Mann returns to his discussion of
why Arendt’s views are dangerous [3]. Here his deft strategic
manoeuvring finally derails.
First Mann agrees with Arendt: yes, it is true that the perpetrators and some victims did unspeakable things. Arendt tells
us, he writes, that the mass murder, ‘unfathomable for us in
its dimensions, in its stupidity, its evil and meaninglessness,’
contained every ‘murky aspect of humanity.’ Mann continues:
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37 ‘Wir lesen auch, und erhalten
Beispiele dafür, daß diesem uns in
seinen Dimensionen nie vorstellbaren
Verbrechen, in seiner Dummheit,
Schlechtigkeit, Sinnlosigkeit, nichts
Trübe-Menschliches fremd war; nicht
auf der deutschen Seite und nicht auf
der jüdischen, daß auch dort einzelne
eine erniedrigende, elend-ephemere
Macht über das Schicksal genossen, das
zum Schluß sie selber ereilte. Was Wunder? Was weiter? Man mag es erwähnen.
Aber man sollte, der Wahrheit halber
und aus einem anderen Grunde, nicht
soviel daraus machen, wie Hannah
Arendt daraus macht; die, wie überall,
auch hier viel zu weit geht und sich
zu der Behauptung versteigt, die vom
Staatsanwalt beliebte “scharfe Unterscheidung zwischen Verfolgern und Opfern” hätte zusammenbrechen müssen,
wenn man diesen Aspekt in Jerusalem
gründlich zu untersuchen den Mut
gehabt hätte. Noch einen Schritt, und
die Juden haben sich selber verfolgt
und selber ausgemordet, und nur zufällig waren auch ein paar Nazis mit dabei.
Vielleicht werden wir dies demnächst
in Deutschland zu hören bekommen.’
Ibid., 632.

there were even victims who, for a very short time, enjoyed a
form of power over other victims. Mann treads very carefully in this thorny realm of the “malevolent victim.” He writes:
‘on the Jewish side […] too, individuals enjoyed a humiliating,
miserable-ephemeral power over fate, a fate that caught up
with them, in the end. [...] Should we be surprised?’ Yes these
things happened, and one may mention them, Mann sternly tells Arendt and his reader. But why bother, he rhetorically
asks. It is the same argument Vidal-Naquet makes: these matters are well known, they are part of the human condition. One
would do better to leave this discussion alone, Mann argues,
just like Vidal-Naquet. But Mann gives a different reason to
leave it alone: the discussion of these matters endangers the
separation of perpetrators and victims. And this separation
must not be questioned, Mann argues, because it leads to the
conclusion that Jews themselves are to blame for their murder. In other words: Arendt’s opinion is not allowed, because
of its consequences. Mann writes:
One may mention [that some Jews even collaborated]. But one
should not, for the sake of the truth and for another reason,
make so much out of it as Hannah Arendt does; Arendt, who,
as [she does] everywhere, goes much too far, and even goes so
far as to claim that the prosecutor’s much-beloved ‘clear-cut
division between persecutors and victims’ should have collapsed, if they had had the courage to thoroughly investigate
this aspect in Jerusalem. One step further and the Jews have
persecuted and murdered themselves, and only coincidentally a few Nazis were there, too. Maybe we will soon hear this
in Germany.37
This is a famous passage in the controversy. The ad absurdum
argument that Mann presents here (‘one step further’), a hyperbolic variant of the double accusation that Arendt “blames
and exculpates”, was the basis for the oft-heard (and mistaken) claim that Mann had warned against publishing the book
in Germany (chapter 3). Borwicz quotes this passage; and Poliakov’s argument that Arendt risks approaching the Nazi perspective sounds so familiar, one can assume that he took his
cue from Mann as well (sections 6.2.2 and 6.2.3).
It is clear what Mann wants his reader to conclude: the
boundary between the victims and the perpetrators should be
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upheld; not to do so would be dangerous [3]. But the precise
relation of Mann’s claims here is not immediately evident. In
addition, he simultaneously argues for standpoint [4], so one
must carefully unpack his reasoning. Arendt makes too much
out of Jewish cooperation, Mann argues, which she should not
have, ‘for the sake of the truth and for another reason.’ The
‘other reason’ he reveals to be (again) the danger of fuelling
former Nazis’ apologetics, which he calls to mind with his ‘one
step further.’
Mann here makes a concession followed by a counter-standpoint, familiar from Strauss’ and Wormser’s argumentation.
His concession to Arendt: some Jews indeed ‘collaborated,’
and this fact may be mentioned [3.2a].38 However, from this
‘collaboration’ one may not draw the conclusion (‘make so
much out of it’) that Arendt draws [3.2b]. According to Mann,
Arendt draws the conclusion that the prosecution’s strict
boundary between victims and perpetrators should have collapsed, if the aspect of ‘Jewish collaboration’ had been investigated during Eichmann’s trial [3.2b.1a]. One may not draw
this conclusion, Mann argues, because it is not true (reconstructed as an argument for his standpoint [4], see Appendix
III) and because it ‘goes much too far’ [3.2b.1b].39 It goes much
too far because it has serious consequences. Mann’s ironic, ad
absurdum description of the consequences (‘one step further’)
is paraphrased for the reconstruction: “This claim paves the
way for the conclusion that the Jews were somehow responsible for their own death” [3.2b.1b.1a]. As he has explained in the
first part of his argumentation, this would serve the defence
of war criminals [3.1]. Here Mann rephrases the argument
and uses it again: ‘maybe we will soon hear this in Germany’
[3.2b.1b.1b]. In other words, Arendt comes close to blaming
the victims for their murder. Thus she helps to exculpate the
perpetrators, who will of course gladly take the last step on
the path to “blaming the victims,” to fortify their own defence.

38 The two parts of Mann’s argumentation for [3] are reconstructed as multiple argumentation: they are physically
separated by one and a half pages of
argumentation for standpoint [4].

39 What precisely is not true here,
Mann does not make entirely clear.
Is it not true that there was no strict
boundary between perpetrators and
victims (even if victims cooperated)? Or
is it not true that that the prosecution’s
depiction of this boundary would
have collapsed if the ‘collaboration’ of
the victims had been brought to light
during Eichmann’s trial?

3 Arendt’s depiction of Jewish cooperation with their own downfall is deeply dangerous
3.2a One may mention [that some Jews even collaborated]
	3.2b All the same, one should not make so much out of it as
Arendt does
		3.2b.1a She claims that if [the collaboration of some
Jews] had been thoroughly investigated [at Eichmann’s
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40 In German Mann phrases it as
‘hätte zusammenbrechen müssen.’
One could also translate this as ‘would
have collapsed.’ In that reconstruction,
the derailment of Mann’s strategic
manoeuvring here is not evaluated
as a misrepresentation but as an ad
consequentiam fallacy, a violation of the
Argument Scheme Rule (rejecting a
descriptive standpoint because of its
consequences).

41 Arendt descriptive standpoint is
comprised in the following citation:
‘The prosecution’s case would have
been weakened if it had been forced to
admit that the naming of individuals
who were sent to their doom had been,
with few exceptions, the job of the
Jewish administration. […] Even more
important, the prosecution’s general
picture of a clear-cut division between
persecutors and victims would have
suffered greatly.’ Arendt’s prescriptive
standpoint is implied for instance in
the following citation: ‘[T]he gravest
omission from the “general picture”
was that of a witness to testify to the
cooperation between the Nazi rules
and the Jewish authorities. [...].’ Arendt,
EIJ, 120, 124.
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trial], then the prosecution’s strict boundary between victims and perpetrators should have collapsed
		3.2b.1b This claim goes much too far
			3.2b.1b.1a [This claim paves the way for the conclusion that the Jews were somehow responsible for
their own death]
			 3.2b.1b.1b Maybe we will soon hear this in Germany
Mann’s strategic manoeuvring derails here, when he violates
one rule to avoid violating another: he uses a straw man (misrepresentation) to avoid making an ad consequentiam-argument (rejecting a descriptive standpoint because of its undesired consequences). He presents the issue at stake as a
matter of a course of action and its consequences, instead of
as a matter of truth and untruth.
According to Mann, Arendt thinks that the boundary between victims and perpetrators ‘should have collapsed’; while
he thinks this boundary should be upheld, for fear of the uses
perpetrators might put a fuzzy boundary to in their defence in
court.40 It is reasonable to point to the undesired consequences of a proposed course of action (chapter 4). However, Mann
misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints here. Arendt’s whole argument on the cooperation of the Jewish leaders is there to
show that the prosecution’s ‘general picture’ was not true, because a clear-cut division between perpetrators and victims
did not exist. The standpoints that Mann paraphrases here, are
Arendt’s implicit prescriptive standpoint that the prosecution
at Eichmann’s trial should not have left out the cooperation of
the Jewish leaders from their general picture; and her descriptive standpoint that the prosecution’s picture of a clear-cut
division between victims and perpetrators was not tenable.41
Conflating these two standpoints (a violation of the Standpoint Rule in his discussion with Arendt), Mann reframes the
issue as prescriptive instead of descriptive. Thus he can point
to the dangerous consequences of Arendt’s standpoint that
there was no clear-cut division between perpetrators and victims, without violating the Argument Scheme Rule in his discussions with both Arendt and his reader.
The derailment of Mann’s strategic manoeuvring demonstrates the precise point his discussion with Arendt on the victim theme becomes problematic. Like many other reviewers,
Mann rejects judgment of the Jewish leaders with the argu-
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ment/starting point that they were victims, too (see Appendix
III, argumentation under [4.1c.1b]. In fact, all of Mann’s argumentation on the victim theme leads to the same conclusion:
one cannot attribute responsibility to victims. It is not true that
they were responsible. And it is dangerous, because it may
lead to the absurd conclusion that the victims were to blame
and the perpetrators were not. Therefore, breaking down the
boundary of responsibility between victims and perpetrators
is unacceptable. Mann does not spell out what upholding this
boundary consists of precisely. His earlier argumentation in
mind, one can take a guess: not the suppression of the fact
that some Jews or Jewish leaders ‘cooperated’ or ‘collaborated’; but the assignment of any moral – or even, as his repeated argument on the defence of Nazi perpetrators suggests,
legal – responsibility to the victims because of this cooperation.
Mann misrepresents Arendt’s argumentation on Eichmann;
presents a standpoint as a starting point
In his argumentation on Eichmann, Mann also misrepresents
Arendt’s argumentation. In addition, the reconstruction brings
out that he presents his counter-standpoint on Eichmann as a
starting point. Mann writes:
As for Eichmann’s character, [on this issue] Hannah Arendt
has discovered that he was no monster, no sadist, not even a
fanatical hater of Jews, but a very normal man […]. This portrait appears true to reality in essence; at least [it appears]
more accurate than [the portrait] that the State Prosecutor
painted and that the judges accepted, because the link between this crime and human averageness was beyond their
understanding. Mrs Arendt loves her original discoveries […].
Hannah Arendt would not be herself however, if she did not go
further and exaggerated what is in itself accurate, to the point
where it becomes incorrect.
She claims for example that precisely in Eichmann’s averageness lies the true interest of the trial; one would not have
had to invite the whole world to the conviction of a monster.
Wrong: Hitler was a monster, and still the world would have
had the greatest interest in his trial. Moreover [a] man sinks
to the level of his more disgraceful aims, even if he had originally not been inclined towards them. Eichmann, who was a
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42 ‘Was den Charakter Eichmanns
betrifft, so ist Hannah Arendts Entdeckung die, daß er kein Ungeheuer,
kein Sadist, nicht einmal ein fanatischer
Judenhasser war, sondern ein sehr
gewöhnlicher Mensch [...]. Das Porträt
scheint im wesentlichen wirklichkeitstreu; treffender jedenfalls als das,
welches der Staatsanwalt zeichnete
und die Richter übernahmen, weil
die Verbindung dieses Verbrechens mit
menschlicher Durchschnittlichkeit
über ihr Verstehen ging. Frau Arendt
liebt die originellen Entdeckungen
[...]. Diese ist jedoch längst nicht so
originell, wie sie wohl meint; etwa
hat François Bondy, der klug genug
war, aus seinen Jerusalemer Berichten
kein Buch zu machen und nicht sich
profunde juristische Kenntnisse beizulegen, die er nicht hat, den Menschen
Eichmann ganz ähnlich beschrieben.
Hannah Arendt wäre aber nicht sie
selber, wenn sie nicht weiterginge und
das an sich Zutreffende outrierte bis
zu dem Punkt, an dem es falsch wird.
Zum Beispiel behauptet sie, gerade in
der Mittelmäßigkeit Eichmanns hätte
das wahre Interesse des Prozesses gelegen; zur Verurteilung eines Ungeheuers
hätte man die weite Welt nicht einzuladen brauchen. Falsch: Hitler war ein
Ungeheuer und doch hätte die weite
Welt an seinem Prozeß das stärkste Interesse gehabt. Zudem sinkt der Mensch
mit seinen infameren Zwecken, selbst
wenn sie ursprünglich nicht in ihm
angelegt gewesen wären. Eichmann,
der ein rationales Wesen und kein Idiot
war, der wußte, was er tat, der die Mordfabriken, in die er seine Opfer schickte,
selber inspiziert hat, kann so harmlos
und gutmütig, wie sie ihn ausmacht,
während seines Tuns nicht gewesen
sein; gegen seine Schlechtigkeit spricht
auch nicht, daß er ein zärtlicher Gatte
und Vater, ein hilfsbereiter Freund und
was noch war. Das war Himmler auch,
von Hitlers Hundeliebe und Freundestreue zu schweigen. Mit solchen
Beobachtungen löst man das Problem
menschlicher Grausamkeit und Teufelei
nicht.’ Mann, ‘Hannah Arendt und der
Eichmann-Prozess’, 628-629.

rational being and no idiot, who knew what he did, who himself inspected the murder factories to which he sent his victims, cannot have been so harmless and good-natured as
Arendt makes him out to be, when he did what he did; the
fact that he was a tender husband and father, a helpful friend
and whatever else, does not speak against his wickedness either. Himmler was [those things] too, not to mention Hitler’s
love for dogs and his faithfulness in friendship. With such observations one does not solve the problem of human cruelty
and devilishness.42
From this fragment it is clear that Mann believes the banality
of evil is exaggerated, that Eichmann must have been evil. He
speaks of Eichmann’s ‘wickedness’; and of ‘human cruelty and
devilishness.’ But it is hard to recognise exactly why Mann disagrees with Arendt: what is his precise counter-standpoint?
Reconstructing his argumentation structure helps here.
In the first paragraph cited, Mann agrees with Arendt that
Eichmann was a normal man. In the second paragraph he posits his first main standpoint that “Eichmann cannot have been
so good-natured and harmless as Arendt makes him out to
be” [1]. There is tension between Mann’s initial agreement that
Eichmann was normal, and his disagreement with this point of
view that he (falsely) attributes to Arendt. Did Arendt not reconcile the Eichmann’s average character and deeply evil deeds
with the ‘banality of evil’? Why does Mann argue against her
then? Mann resolves this tension with his generally phrased
claim that ‘[A] man sinks to the level of his more disgraceful aims, even if he had originally not been inclined towards
them.’ This is Mann’s actual counter-standpoint on Eichmann:
that he had become evil through his deeds [1.1a]. Each argument that follows concerns Eichmann’s intentions. He did
the things he did [1.1b], he was “a rational being and no idiot’”
[1.1c.], he knew what he did [1.1d-e], Hitler and Himmler loved
their pets, friends and families, just like Eichmann [1.1f.1a-b].
“With such observations one does not solve the problem of human cruelty and devilishness,” Mann writes [1.1f.1c].
1 Eichmann cannot have been so harmless and good-natured as
Arendt makes him out to be
	1.1a [A] man sinks to the level of his more disgraceful aims,
even if he had originally not been inclined towards them

314

6 Procedural problems in the fifteen reviews by historians

1.1b Eichmann did the things he did
1.1c He was a rational being and no idiot
1.1d He knew what he did
	1.1e He himself inspected the murder factories to which he
sent his victims
	1.1f The fact that he was a tender husband and father, a helpful friend, does not speak against his wickedness
		1.1f.1a Himmler also was a tender husband and father, a
helpful friend
		1.1f.1b Hitler had a love for dogs and was faithful to his
friends
		1.1f.1c With such observations one does not solve the
problem of human cruelty and devilishness
Mann’s counter-standpoint on the perpetrator theme is that
Eichmann became evil, through his deeds [1.1a]. This is how
Mann reconciles averageness and evil, as opposed to Arendt’s
‘banality of evil:’ ‘ [A] man sinks to the level of his more disgraceful aims, even if he had originally not been inclined towards them.’ The word Mann uses here in German, ‘Zwecke’,
can mean aims or goals, but also has the ring of ‘intentions.’
In other words: Eichmann became more and more evil once he
started down the path of crime, with evil intentions that Mann
does not go into any further. By allusion, Mann’s standpoint
thus attacks Arendt’s arguments that Eichmann had no criminal intent or base motive. However, Mann’s discussion with
Arendt stops here, because he presents his counter-standpoint as an accepted truth, and does not argue it further.
To evaluate this move, one has to take into consideration that Mann not only conducts a discussion with Arendt,
but also (and I would say foremost) with the readers of the
Neue Rundschau. In this discussion with his reader, the presentational aspect of Mann’s strategic manoeuvring is most
prominent. Mann presents his counter-standpoint on Eichmann as a general, accepted truth. In this manner, he tries
to avoid having to present further argumentation: if his reader accepts this as a starting point, his defence is concluded.
To facilitate his attack Mann also misrepresents Arendt’s
position on Eichmann. Arendt does not present Eichmann as
‘good-natured and harmless’, as Mann claims. Nor does she
argue that his being a ‘tender father and husband speaks
against his wickedness,’ as Mann claims she does. With these
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43 All misrepresentations (straw men)
in these reviews are violations of the
rules for a critical discussion in the discussion with Arendt, or the discussion
with her opponents. The reader’s standpoints (and starting points) are hard to
misrepresent, as they are not known;
only his doubt is presumed.

two straw men, Mann makes Arendt’s point of view seem irrelevant and even flippant: how can someone argue that Eichmann was harmless, a tender father, when he did the things he
did? Against these straw men, Mann presents the argument
that Hitler and Himmler shared some of Eichmann’s innocuous traits. However, Arendt’s banality of evil does not centre around a harmless and good-natured man, but around a
man who commits gruesome crimes with a frightening emptiness: lacking base motive and criminal intent; looking solely to
superiors and peers to define good and evil.
To prove that Eichmann had devilishly evil motives or intentions is just as speculative as to argue (as Arendt does) that
Eichmann’s conscience functioned in a such-and-such manner. By misrepresenting Arendt’s position on Eichmann’s motive for his crimes, and by presenting his own position as an
accepted truth, Mann skirts a difficult discussion on the nature of evil in an average man. He simply rejects the possibility of the banality of evil, without going into Arendt’s actual claims. From a pragma-dialectical perspective, Mann’s two
misrepresentations are violations of the Standpoint Rule in
his discussion with Arendt. I would not however evaluate his
presentation of his counter-standpoint as a starting point as
a violation (of the Starting Point Rule) in his discussion with
Arendt. Unlike Borwicz, Mann does not give the impression
here that Arendt agrees with this starting point cum counter-standpoint. I would say that he is misleading the reader,
and evaluate it as an attempt to circumvent the Obligation to
Defend Rule in the discussion with his reader: he does not defend his standpoint on Eichmann against his reader’s assumed
doubt (chapter 4).43
6.2.5 Holthusen
Hans Holthusen’s review ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann und die
Kritiker’ was part of the fifth phase of the controversy, the
independent German discussion. The lengthy, flowery text
was published in April 1965, in the Vierteljahrhefte für Zeitgeschichte. It took up thirteen pages of the journal. The
Vierteljahrshefte were (and are) an important historical publication: the first German journal on contemporary history, the
flagship of the prominent Institut für Zeitgeschichte in Munich.
Although the journal is directed at historians specialising in
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temporary history, it has always enjoyed popularity among
a wider readership. Holthusen’s article is as much a historical criticism of Arendt’s book as it is a literary-philosophical
exposition, a ‘plea for the individual.’ Against the all-enveloping darkness of Arendt’s moral collapse, Holthusen pits a
counter-theory of the reality of the individual. According to
Holthusen the individual’s perspective holds the key to understanding these historical events, not Arendt’s generalising, theoretical perspective.44
Holthusen casts doubt on Arendt’s motives
In the opening stage of his discussion with his reader,
Holthusen uses a strategy that consists of three main parts.
First, he presents procedural starting points. Then he presents
himself as a discussant who heeds these starting points. Finally he presents Arendt as a discussant who does not heed
these starting points. His presentation of Arendt as a self-absorbed, irresponsible philosopher in the opening stage serves
him in the subsequent argumentation stage, where he argues
that Arendt’s views are merely intellectual constructs. As several of the fifteen reviewers do, Holthusen asserts that Arendt
violates a complicated historical reality by trying to squish it
into her theoretical frame. Using his presentation of her, he reduces many of her views to clever, yet irresponsible ironies –
including her standpoints and arguments on Eichmann.
The strategy unfolds as follows. Holthusen begins his review
of Arendt’s book with a description of the horrors of the Nazi
murder of the Jews. Nowadays, such dramatic introductions
are a staple of historical articles and books on the Holocaust,
but in the Arendt-controversy they were rare. With this introduction, Holthusen assures the reader of his good, even honourable intentions with the subject: he is no Nazi apologist,
he does not desire to “blame the victims instead of the perpetrators”; although he is discussing matters from a distanced,
scholarly perspective, he has not forgotten what unspeakable crimes were committed. Such introductions testify of the
tension that governs the subject matter: the tension between
“objective” history writing and the “subjective” emotions that
the horrific crimes evoke.
Holthusen puts this tension to strategic use in the opening
stage. He explains that the emotions evoked by the subject put

44 ‘Je mehr man über dieses Buch
nachdenkt, desto mehr stärkt sich der
Verdacht, daß gerade diejenige Kategorie, die Hannah Arendt aus ihrer
politischen Kritik zu eliminieren
trachtet, die eigentlich eintscheidende
sein könnte: die Kategorie des einzelnen.’ Hans E. Holthusen, ‘Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann und die Kritiker’,
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 13
no.2 (April 1965) 178-190, at 186, 188-189.
Holthusen’s review acquires an extra
dimension when one consideres his later request for mercy in Merkur (chapter
5). Both his review and his plea revolve
around a plea for the individual, a plea
for the contradictory and conflicted
nature of human beings. At least,
where the victims and bystanders are
concerned – Holthusen has nothing
but contempt for Eichmann and the SS.
Also note that his review was first published in an abbreviated version in the
November 15, 1964 Hamburger Sonntagsblatt, as a ‘Plädoyer für den Einzelnen.’
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45 ‘Wer auf diese beiden Bücher
öffentlich zu sprechen kommt, statt
über sie zu schweigen, der muß wissen,
was er tut. Er muß eingesehen haben,
daß ihnen ein Tatbestand zugrunde
liegt, der so ungeheuerlich ist, daß
wir ihm sprachlich schlechterdings
nicht gewachsen sind und all unser
Bemühen, diese unsere sprachliche
Ohnmacht zum Ausdruck zu bringen,
all unser “unfaßlich”, “unbegreiflich”
und “ungeheuerlich” wie rhetorischer
Donner klingen kann. Wissen muß er,
daß dieser Tatbestand, obwohl nach den
Worten des Jerusalemer Urteils “jenseits
menschlichen Verstehens”, dennoch
nicht mit Schweigen überdeckt werden
darf, [...]; ja daß man “sachlich” über
ihn reden muß, als ob es um ein historisches Faktum unter anderen ginge
und nicht um die Annullierung alles
menschlichen Fassungs- und Solidaritätsvermögens. “Sachlich”: das heißt
mit gebändigtem, gewissermaßen
schon überwundenem Entsetzen,
in einer Verfassung, die nicht mehr
ganz realisiert, was das eigentlich ist:
Unschuldige zu Hunderttausenden in
die Gaskammern treiben, Kinderköpfe
an Mauern zerschmettern, lebendige
Menschenwesen ins Feuer werfen; denn
mit dem Undenkbar-Unerträglichen,
den Verstand Betäubenden im Bewußtsein kann man nicht Quellen studieren
oder schließen und urteilen. Er muß
aber auch wissen, daß er in dieser Sache
kaum einen Gedanken denken kann,
ohne an hochexplosive Empfindlichkeiten zu rühren, leidenschaftliche
Gegenargumente herauszufordern,
fahrlässiger oder böswilliger Fälschungen überführt zu werden und alle
möglichen Mißverständnisse zu mobilisieren. (Hannah Arendt, wenn irgend
jemand, hat es erlebt.) Auch eine solche
simple Feststellung über die Mißverständlichkeit alles Gesagten kann und
wird vermutlich Mißverständnisse
hervorrufen.’ Ibid., 179.
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a tremendous strain on those who want to discuss Arendt’s
book. One must be thoroughly aware of the horrible subject
matter; one must exercise restraint in discussing it; one must
be aware of the highly emotional responses one might cause
in others by writing about it. Even with utmost care however, any discussion of this ‘highly explosive’ subject matter is
bound to derail, Holthusen explains:
One who speaks in public about [Eichmann in Jerusalem and
Die Kontroverse], instead of remaining silent about them,
must know what he is doing. He must have understood that
the facts they are based on are so monstrous, that we simply
do not have words to deal with them and that all our attempts
to express this linguistic impotence, all [of] our ‘incomprehensible’ and ‘inconceivable’ and ‘monstrous,’ can sound like rhetorical thunder. He must know that these facts, even though
they are in the words of the judgment at Jerusalem “beyond
human comprehension,” still may not be covered in silence,
[…]; indeed that one must speak ‘objectively’ about it, as if it
concerned [simply] a historical event among others and not
the annulment of al human capacity for understanding and
solidarity. ‘Objectively’: meaning with curbed horror, horror in
a way already overcome, in a state of mind that does not realise anymore to its entirety, what it really means: to drive innocents into the gas chambers by the hundreds of thousands, to
crush children’s heads against walls, to throw living humans
beings into the fire; because with the unthinkable-unbearable
in one’s consciousness, that which suffocates the mind, one
cannot study sources or draw conclusions and judge. However, he also must know that he can hardly think a thought
on this subject without touching [on] highly explosive sensitivities, provoke passionate counterarguments, become the
victim of careless or malicious distortions, and mobilise any
number of misunderstandings. (Hannah Arendt, if anybody,
has experienced this). Even such a simple statement about the
possibility of misunderstandings in everything that has been
said, can and will probably give rise to misunderstandings.45
From a pragma-dialectical perspective, the restrictions that
Holthusen presents for the (scholarly) discussion of Eichmann in Jerusalem can be viewed as procedural starting
points presented in the opening stage. In the parts I have underlined here, Holthusen formulates starting points on care
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and restraint in the discussion: care in phrasing one’s views,
in reconstructing and understanding one another’s standpoints and arguments, in awareness of one another’s sensitivities; restraint of rhetoric, of emotions, of distortions (note
that Holthusen here simultaneously warns other discussants
and admonishes Arendt’s critics). One clearly recognises
Holthusen’s adaptation to his audience’s frame of reference
in these starting points. He chooses procedural starting points
for the discussion that he knows his historian, specialist audience will be inclined to agree with: that the discussion of
such a difficult subject must be a careful, restrained discussion. What is more, these starting points will resonate with a
German audience in general; they echo the restraint and the
warning of “misunderstandings” that were staples of the German discussion of Arendt’s book (chapter 3).
By explicitly presenting the rules that he thinks one should
abide by Holthusen assures his readers of his proper intentions. He is a responsible scholar, wisely restrained for the
sake of the discussion.46 At the same time he is a sensitive
human being, who has a visceral response to such horrific history. He has added quite unrestrained sentences (‘crush children’s heads against walls, throw living human beings into the
fire’). Here, the presentational aspect of his strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore: with these gruesome images he reminds the reader of how difficult it is to contain his emotions,
and thus of how ‘proper’ his emotions are.
As chapter 3 showed, proper emotions were an issue in the
controversy. Arendt was often accused of not demonstrating
the proper emotions, of being callously objective. Others defended this (supposed) lack of emotion, calling this her “proper” objectivity. However, again others accused Arendt of an excess of emotion, of lacking the restraint proper in dealing with
a complex subject such as the Jewish leaders. Holthusen’s
presentation of Arendt is a variant of the latter accusation. Although he explicitly and repeatedly condemns the attacks on
Arendt, he also states Arendt herself is partly to blame for the
‘onslaught.’ 47 The reason: she has not practiced the restraint
he has just discussed. This observation also brings him to his
main standpoint (confrontation stage). He writes:

46 The move is of course also designed to deflect any criticisms of his
opinions as ‘misunderstandings’ or
‘distortions.’

47 Later on, Holthusen explicitly
argues that Arendt provoked the outraged reactions, by not being careful.

Hannah Arendt takes the trial in her own hands, so to speak,
she engages herself as a judge: […] [judging] not only the
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48 ‘Hannah Arendt nimmt sozusagen
das Verfahren in die eigene Hand, sie
setzt sich selber zum Richter ein: [...]
nicht nur über die Völker Europas, die
[...] für die Verbrechen an den Juden
in verschiedenen Graden mitverantwortlich seien, sondern auch über das
jüdische Volk selbst, sein Verhalten in
den Jahren der Katastrophe. [...] Dies
alles tut sie – man muß das mit Nachdruck betonen – aus leidenschaftlicher
Wahrheitsliebe und getrieben durch
ein verzehrendes Gefühl von Verantwortung für die philosophische und
politische Aufklärung des Geschehenen. Es ist eine Wahrheitsliebe, der es
mehr darauf ankommt, das Geschehene
mit thesenartig zugespitzten Verallgemeinerungen zu reflektieren und
zu beurteilen, als es in seiner puren
Tatsächlichkeit aus allen Zweifeln und
Widersprüchen herauszuschälen; es ist
ein Verlangen, allen auf einmal im Namen einer moralischen Forderung von
überwältigender Evidenz “die Wahrheit
zu sagen”, allen auf einmal, aber von
einem einzelnen, d. h. notwendigerweise begrenzten Bewußtsein aus, das sich
selber Allgemeingültigkeit zuschreiben
will. Mit einem beneidenswerten
Selbstvertrauen und einer Unerschrockenheit, die etwas Imponierendes, aber
im Lichte so vieler Widersprüche und
Ungewißheiten auch wieder etwas
Fatales hat, verficht sie ihr Argument
gegen eine Welt von Empfindlichkeiten
und — was wesentlicher ist — gegen
eine Unsumme von Gegenargumenten
[...]. Es bleibt der allgemeine Eindruck,
daß Hannah Arendts Wahrheitsliebe zu dem Wahrheitsbegriff des
Geschichtsschreibers nicht gerade die
zartesten Beziehungen unterhält. Ihre
philosophische Leidenschaft drängt
auf großzügige Verallgemeinerungen,
auf begriffliche Kategorisierung und
luftdicht abschließende Konklusionen.
Das Ergebnis war, im Falle des Eichmann-Buches, ein Massenansturm
empörter Einzelheiten. Hier ein leider
nicht untypisches Beispiel von tendenziöser Quellen-Behandlung: [...]’
Holthusen, ‘Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
und die Kritiker‘, 179-180.

49 Later on, Holthusen also points
out critics who have violated these
procedural rules, criticises them for
their lack of emotional restraint in the
discussion. Ibid., 183.
50 ‘Nun präsentiert sich aber Hannah Arendt in diesem Buche weder als
weder Geschichtsschreiberin noch als
zuständige Rechtsgelehrte (obwohl sie
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people of Europe who […] [she claims], to different degrees,
were partly responsible for the crimes against the Jews, but
also the Jewish people themselves, its conduct in the years of
the catastrophe. […] All of this she does – one must stress this
emphatically – from a passionate love of the truth and driven by a consuming feeling of responsibility for a philosophical and political understanding of what happened. It is [however] a love for truth that is more concerned with thinking in
generalisations [...] than with singling out the truth, in all its
factuality [...]. It is a desire to tell the truth once and for all,
to everyone, in the name of a moral assignment […] She defends her argument against a world of sensitivities and – more
importantly – against an enormous number of counter-arguments, with an enviable self-confidence and a fearlessness.
[This fearlessness] has an imposing, but also a fatal aspect,
in light of so many contradictions and uncertainties […] The
general impression remains that Hannah Arendt’s love of truth
does not have a very delicate relationship with the historians’
notion of truth. Her philosophical passion demands generous
generalisations, conceptual categorising and airtight conclusions. […] [To illustrate], here is an unfortunately not untypical example of [her] tendentious use of source material: […].48
Holthusen does not neutrally present Arendt as his main antagonist. He uses the opening stage to present her as someone who knowingly flouted caution, who “fearlessly” takes on
the ‘explosive sensitivities’ he has just warned his readers of.
This presentation of Arendt as an irresponsible, self-absorbed
philosopher provides a strategic contrast with his presentation of himself: a responsible scholar who does abide by procedural caution.49
Holthusen responds to the accusations of malicious intent
that were often made against Arendt, assuring his reader ‘emphatically’ of Arendt’s proper emotions, of her good intentions
and motives (‘moral assignment,’ ‘love of the truth,’ ‘feeling of
responsibility’). At the same time however, he casts a different kind of doubt on her motives. Arendt’s ‘philosophical passion’ has her in its grip: her feeling of responsibility is ‘consuming,’ her fearlessness ‘has a fatal aspect.’ This according
to Holthusen mars the judgment she so eagerly casts on others. ‘She is neither a historian nor a jurist, but a theoretician
and moralist,’ Holthusen states.50 His doubt of her motivation
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is included in his main standpoint, presented in several sentences of the quoted passage as well as in several rephrasings throughout the article: that Arendt prefers the simplicity
of her philosophic, sociological and political theses over complex historical reality.51
Holthusen presents his counter-standpoint on Eichmann
as doubt
In his discussion of Eichmann, it is unclear where and why
Holthusen disagrees with Arendt precisely. This relative emptiness of the discussion on the perpetrator theme was discussed in chapters 3 and 5. the reconstruction shows that
Holthusen’s discussion with Arendt on Eichmann does not
progress beyond his counter-standpoint.
Holthusen claims that to Arendt, Eichmann is but a model
to demonstrate her theory of banal evil. ‘[T]he Eichmann-portrait [...] again has turned out very philosophical and yet not
entirely incontestable,’ he writes. ‘The author paints the accused as a human zero, an arbitrary contemporary of colourless normality, who was “not a hater of Jews” and “never a convinced member of the Party.” […] Now this man is the model
by which the author demonstrates, using pointed ironic examples of withering harshness, what she calls ‘the banality
of evil’ in the subtitle of her book.’ 52 Arendt’s demonstration,
Holthusen continues, consists of examples of Eichmann’s behaviour, presented in her acerbic, ironic style.
Thus Holthusen sets the stage: Arendt makes a theoretical
point about Eichmann, with caustic irony – but the subject is
too grave for her intellectual games. What then is Holthusen’s
own view of Eichmann, which apparently is, as he suggests,
more realistic? Holthusen disagrees with Arendt, but also
with the prosecution’s claim that Eichmann was the cunning
mastermind behind the Final Solution. His view of the man
lies somewhere in between: Eichmann was banal, but also
monstrous. The general thrust of his argument is quite clear:
Arendt is wrong about Eichmann’s evil. However, Holthusen
stacks so many claims and ifs and buts and maybes, that it
becomes hard to see what he is arguing precisely. He writes:
One wonders if [Arendt’s] clever conclusion of the ironic discrepancy between human averageness and the unprecedent-

sich juristische Kenntnisse angeeignet
hat), sondern in der Position eines
unabhängigen politischen Theoretikers
und Moralisten.’ Ibid., 188.

51 Holthusen repeats and rephrases
his first main standpoint several times
throughout the text (underlined by
me): ‘Das alles tut sie – man muß daß
mit Nachdruck betonen – aus leidenschaftlicher Wahrheitsliebe und getreiben durch ein verzehrendes Gefühl von
Verantwortung für die philosophische
und politische Aufklärung des Geschehenen. Es ist eine Wahrheitsliebe, der es
mehr darauf ankommt, das Geschehene
mit thesenartig zugespitzten Verallgemeinerungen zu reflektieren und
zu beurteilen, als es in seiner puren
Tatsächlichkeit aus allen Zweifeln und
Widersprüchen herauszuschälen; es ist
ein Verlangen, allen auf einmal im Namen einer moralischen Forderung von
überwältigender Evidenz “die Wahrheit
zu sagen,” allen auf einmal, aber von
einem einzelnen, d.h. notwendigerweise
begrenzten Bewußtsein aus, das sich
selber Allgemeingültigkeit zuschreiben
will.’ ‘Es bleibt der allgemeine Eindruck,
daß Hannah Arendts Wahrheitsliebe zu dem Wahrheitsbegriff des
Geschichtsschreibers nicht gerade die
zartesten Beziehungen unterhält. Ihre
philosophische Leidenschaft drängt
auf großzügige Verallgemeinerungen,
auf begriffliche Kategorisierung und
luftdicht abschließende Konklusionen.’
‘[…] so lassen sich alle diese und viele
ähnliche Einwände auf eine zentrale
Anklage reduzieren: daß die Autorin
ihre Denkmodelle mehr liebt als die
widerspruchsvolle Mannigfaltigkeit
der Fakten.’ ‘Dabei stellt sich auf geradezu paradigmatische Weise heraus
daß es eines ist, ein politisch-soziologisches Theorem (etwa die Idee einer
Komplizenschaft zwischen Henkern
und Opfern) von der Wirklichkeit zu
abstrahieren, und etwas anderes, eben
dies Theorem rückwirkend wieder auf
ein Stück konkreter geschichtlicher
Wirklichkeit anzuwenden –, in der
Zuversicht, es müsse sich eine glatte
Übereinstimmung zwischen Theorie
und Wirklichkeit nachweisen lassen. So
sehr man sich auch bemüht, das Wirkliche dem Denken gefügig zu machen,
so eigensinnig man darauf besteht, alles
Unstimmige als unwesentliche Einzelheit und Ausnahme abzutun […]’ Ibid.,
180, 184, 188.

52

Ibid., 182.
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53 ‘Man fragt sich, ob die Pointe von
der ironischen Diskrepanz zwischen
menschlicher Mittelmäßigkeit und der
beispiellosen Außerordentlichkeit des
Verbrechens ausreicht, um ein solches
Individuum richtig zu beleuchten. Wie
sein Verhalten im Herbst 1944 zeigt, ist
Eichmann kein Mann des unbedingten
Kadavergehorsams gewesen, und seine
berüchtigte Äußerung aus den letzten
Kriegstagen: “Ich werde freudig in die
Grube springen, denn das Bewußtsein,
fünf Millionen Juden [bzw. “Reichsfeinde”] auf dem Gewissen zu haben,
verleiht mir ein Gefühl großer Zufriedenheit”, dürfte doch wohl nicht nur als
“reine Angeberei” (Arendt) zu verstehen
sein. Es wäre zu überlegen, ob diese
Kanaille, diese Mischung aus Trottel
und Ungeheuer, weit entfernt davon, als
shakespearescher Schurke zu erscheinen, genau genommen nicht etwas viel
Schlimmeres gewesen ist, nämlich ein
perfekter Nazi: Anhänger einer “Weltanschauung”, die aus lauter Nichtswürdigkeiten, aus Haß, Wahn und Dummheit
planlos zusammengewürfelt und
daher der ideale Nistplatz war für den
großen Durcheinanderwerfer, den “Diabolos”, zu deutsch: für den Teufel. [Vgl.
den Hinweis von L. Abel, dem zufolge
Eichmann selbst sich im Sassen-Interview vom Mai 1960 den “Fanatismus
eines wahren Nationalsozialisten” zugeschrieben hat, Partisan Review, Spring
1964, S. 271.] Das Böse, das er auf sein
sogenanntes “Gewissen” genommen hat,
wäre aber dann – und doch wohl in
jedem Falle! – nicht “banal” zu nennen,
auch wenn sein Charakter neben entsetzlichen auch banale Züge aufweist;
es wäre, wenn es überhaupt begrifflich
zu definieren ist, das “radikal Böse” im
Sinne Kants.’ Ibid., 183.
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ed exceptional character of the crime suffices to properly shed
light on such an individual. As his conduct in the fall of 1944
shows, Eichmann was not a man of absolute, blind obedience,
and his infamous statement from the last days of the war, ‘I
will jump into my grave laughing because knowing that I have
the death of five million Jews on my conscience gives me a
feeling of extraordinary satisfaction,’ should not just be understood as ‘pure bragging’ [as Arendt does]. One should consider if this scoundrel, this mixture of idiot and monster, far
from appearing as a Shakespearean villain, strictly speaking,
was not something far worse, namely a perfect Nazi: follower
of an ideology [that was] cobbled together without a plan, of
nothing but worthless ideas, of hatred, delusion and stupidity, and therefore the ideal nesting place for the great muddler, the ‘Diabolo’ [...]: [for the devil].[Footnote by Holthusen:
compare the reference of L. Abel, according to which Eichmann himself attributed to himself in the May 1960 Stassen
interview the ‘fanaticism of a true national-socialist’] The evil
that he took upon his so-called ‘conscience’ could then – and
surely in every case! – not be called ‘banal’, even if his character exhibits banal traits next to the horrific ones; it would be,
when it can be defined conceptually at all, the ‘radically evil’
in the sense of Kant.53
Holthusen’s argumentation on Eichmann is hard to reconstruct. Not for want of a standpoint, but for the sheer number
of them, and the compact way he interconnects them. What
is the hierarchy of his claims? That Holthusen keeps repeating and rephrasing his claims, does not help, either. To reconstruct, one starts by separating these claims from one another. First one picks out his counter-claims against Arendt.
One, her ironic discrepancy of the ‘banality of evil’ does not
explain Eichmann. Two, Eichmann was a “mixture of idiot and
monster”; meaning not only banal, but also monstrous. Three,
his evil was not banal in any case. Holthusen also counters
Arendt’s opponents: Eichmann was not a “Shakespearean villain,” meaning he was not a cunning monster (‘Shakespearean
villain’ actually is Arendt’s phrasing, from her Postscript). Then
one separates his different arguments. Holthusen presents
three pieces of evidence for his counter-standpoint on Eichmann: the Himmler-episode; Eichmann’s infamous citation
that ‘I will jump into my grave laughing...’; and a citation from
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the post-war interview with Wilhelm Stassen (chapter 2). As
was so common in the controversy, he interprets the evidence
in an opposite manner, without further explanation of his inverse interpretation. After identifying Holthusen’s counterclaims and arguments, one can reconstruct his argumentation here.
Holthusen’s argumentation on the perpetrator theme supports his main standpoint that ‘Arendt’s theories do not match
historical reality’ [1]. That her model of Eichmann is “philosophical and contestable” is his second main argument for
this main standpoint [1.1b]; his first main argument is that
Arendt’s main judgment on the Jewish leaders is not universally valid [1.1a]. The use of the argumentative indicator ‘again’
informs the coordinative reconstruction of these main arguments (complete reconstruction in Appendix III).
Holthusen explains: ‘One wonders if the clever conclusion
of the ironic discrepancy between human averageness and
the unprecedented exceptional character of the crime suffices to properly shed light on such an individual.’ By ‘the clever
conclusion […] of the crime’ Holthusen simply means the banality of evil, as he has indicated on the preceding page.54
Thus in the reconstruction, this argument is substituted with:
‘Arendt’s banality of evil does not suffice to illuminate Eichmann’ [1.1b.1a]. Holthusen counters Arendt’s interpretation of
the Himmler-episode as a demonstration of the banality of evil
[1.1b.1a.1a and 1.1b.1a.1b]; and states that Eichmann’s ‘I should
jump into my grave […]’ should not be interpreted as mere
bragging [1.1b.1a.1c].
At the end of the paragraph, in the confusing context of a
sentence that seems to contradict it, one finds Holthusen’s
most definitively phrased counter-claim: in no case could
Eichmann’s evil be called banal. This is his actual counter-standpoint on Eichmann, rephrased for the reconstruction
as ‘Eichmann’s evil was certainly not banal’ [1.1b.1b]. Holthusen
presents two simple arguments for this counter-standpoint:
just because Eichmann had some banal character traits, as
Arendt points out, does not make his evil banal [1.1b.1b.1a];
he also had horrific character traits [1.1b.1b.1a.1]. (These traits
Holthusen has presented in his previous examples of Arendt’s
‘ironic demonstration’ of the banality of evil: Eichmann’s
behaviour in Hungary; Eichmann’s horrifying comments.)

54 ‘Dieser Mensch nun ist das Modell,
an dem die Verfasserin mit ironischen
Pointen von schneidender Kraßheit
demonstriert, was sie im Untertitel
ihres Buches die “Banalität des Bösen”
nennt.’ Ibid., 182.
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55 A problem for the reconstruction
of the argumentation structure is
Holthusen’s sub-argument of the Weltanschauung being a mindless mix of
stupid and evil. In the text this appears
to be an argument both for Eichmann
being a perfect Nazi, and for the ideology being the ideal nesting place for
the devil. In the reconstruction I have
tackled this problem by splitting the
sentence in two, separating the chaos
of the ideology (‘cobbled together
without a plan’) from its nastiness
(‘worthless ideas, hatred, delusion and
stupidity’). In the text, ‘cobbled together
without a plan’ comes before ‘the great
muddler [...] the devil.’ This placing
indicates that according to Holthusen,
the chaos of the ideology [1.1b.1b.1c.1.1b]
explains why the ideology was the
devil’s nesting place [1.1b.1b.1c.1]. The
arguments for Eichmann as perfect
Nazi [1.1b.1b.1b] are the ‘worthless ideas,
hatred, delusion and stupidity’ of the
ideology [1.1b.1b.1b.1c-f].

His next two arguments are more complicated, and one
must separate them to make sense of the sub-argumentation:
Eichmann might well have been a perfect Nazi [1.1b.1b.1b]; and
if he was, his evil was radical [1.1b.1b.1c]. Holthusen’s claim that
Eichmann could well have been ‘a perfect Nazi’ is backed by
the sub-arguments that he was a ‘scoundrel’ [1.1b.1b.1b.1a]; ‘a
mixture of idiot and monster’ [1.1b.1b.1b.1b]; that he followed
‘a Weltanschauung [...] of nothing but worthless ideas, of hatred, delusion and stupidity’ [1.1b.1b.1b.1c-f]; and that he followed this ideology “fanatically” [1.1b.1b.1b.1d]. The proof of
this fanaticism is a self-incriminating quote of Eichmann’s
[1.1b.1b.1b.1d.1]. Together, these arguments [1.1b.1b.1b.1a-d] do
not support Holthusen’s explicit, carefully phrased claim that
‘one should consider if [Eichmann] [...] strictly speaking, was
not [...] a perfect Nazi.’ They support a stronger claim, namely
that he was indeed a perfect Nazi. This is substituted in the reconstruction. Holthusen argues that Eichmann was a perfect
Nazi, because his personality perfectly matched the ideology:
stupid and horrific at the same time. If indeed he was a perfect
Nazi, Holthusen continues, then Eichmann’s evil must have
been radical (in Kant’s definition of the concept) [1.1b.1b.1c]:
because the ideology he followed was an ideal nesting place
for the devil [1.1d.1.1b.1c.1].55 The reconstruction of Holthusen’s
argumentation on Eichmann becomes:
1 [Arendt’s theses do not match historical reality]
[…]
	1.1b Her portrait of Eichmann is philosophical and contestable
		1.1b.1a [Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’ does not suffice to illuminate Eichmann]
			1.1b.1a.1a His behaviour in the fall of 1944 [sending
the Hungarian Jews to their deaths in spite of the
Himmler order] does not demonstrate the banality of
evil [as she claims]
			1.1b.1a.1b It demonstrates that Eichmann was not a
man of blind obedience
			1.1b.1a.1c Eichmann’s statement that “I will jump in my
grave laughing knowing I have the death of five million Jews on my conscience,” should not merely be understood as “pure bragging” [as Arendt does]
		1.1b.1b [Eichmann’s evil was certainly not banal]
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			1.1b.1b.1a That Eichmann had banal traits in his character does not make his evil banal
				 1.1b.1b.1a.1 He also had horrific character traits
			 1.1b.1b.1b [Eichmann was a perfect Nazi]
				1.1b.1b.1b.1a He was a scoundrel
				1.1b.1b.1b.1b He was a mixture of idiot and monster
				
1.1b.1b.1b.1c-f The national-socialist ideology consisted of nothing but worthless ideas, of hatred,
delusion and stupidity
				1.1b.1b.1b.1g He fanatically followed this ideology
					
1.1b.1b.1b.1g.1 Eichmann attributed to himself
the ‘fanaticism of a true national socialist’
						
1.1b.1b.1b.1g.1.1 In the Sassen interview in
May 1960
							
1.1b.1b.1b.1g.1.1.1 Source [for this information is] Lionel Abel
			1.1b.1b.1c If he was a perfect Nazi, then Eichmann’s evil
was radical
				1.1b.1b.1c.1 The Nazi ideology was the ideal breeding ground for the devil
					1.1b.1b.1c.1.1a The devil is the great muddler
					1.1b.1b.1c.1.1b The Nazi ideology was cobbled together without a plan
Reconstructing Holthusen’s argumentation structure on the
perpetrator theme shows that his discussion with Arendt does
not get stuck on conflicting starting points. Rather, it already
stops on the level of Holthusen’s counter-standpoint: the
argumentation he presents consists largely of convictions, not
facts. The build-up is somewhat of an anti-climax: after elaborately explaining rules of restraint and carefulness; of arguing Arendt’s transgression of these rules; after showing that
Arendt’s clever ironies on Eichmann grate against the seriousness of the subject and the crimes; after this entire buildup Holthusen has little substantial counter-argumentation
to offer. He has no concrete proof except two examples that
Arendt interprets inversely; and the example from the Stassen tapes that Arendt does not mention. At the very least, one
would expect an explanation why Arendt’s interpretation of
this evidence is wrong. Holthusen’s most important counter-argument here is Eichmann’s ideological fanaticism. This
is an important argument that would merit further explana-
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56 In a non-mixed discussion, where
the antagonist only doubts the protagonist’s standpoint, the burden of proof
lies with the protagonist. In a mixed
discussion (as Holthusen conducts with
Arendt), both discussants have a burden
of proof for their own standpoints
What is more, in a text, where the opponent is not present, the writer is always
a protagonist of his own standpoint(s)
(chapter 4).
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tion and discussion; however, Holthusen obscures it by presenting it in a footnote [1.1b.1b.1b.1d.1]. Thus, Holthusen’s argument on the banality of evil remains purely theoretical, just
like Mosse’s on the victims – even though Holthusen wants
to counter Arendt’s theoretical, ‘philosophical’ standpoint by
presenting ‘historical reality.’
What is more, the reconstruction changes when one takes
Holthusen’s strategic manoeuvring into consideration. Again,
the presentational aspect comes to the fore. Holthusen creates the appearance that he merely doubts Arendt’s claims.
He does this through non-committal wording: ‘one wonders’;
‘could be’; ‘probably’; ‘should consider’; ‘strictly speaking’; ‘if it
could be defined at all,’ et cetera. He also does this by keeping
the relation of his claims unclear. The appearance is misleading. In his discussion with his reader, Holthusen’s phrasing is a
strategic means to puff up argumentation of little substance.
In pragma-dialectical terms, he manoeuvres strategically in
the confrontation and argumentation stages with the presentation of his counter-standpoint and counter-arguments, in
an attempt to alleviate his burden of proof. In the critical discussion, only a discussant who advances a standpoint has a
burden of proof; an antagonist who posits merely doubt does
not. Holthusen poses as a doubting antagonist of protagonist
Arendt, when in fact he is the protagonist of his own counter-standpoint.56
This manoeuvring derails. I would say that it is too strict to
accuse Holthusen of dodging the burden of proof and thus violating the Obligation to Defend Rule: Holthusen does present argumentation for his counter-standpoint. Rather, I would
evaluate this as a violation of the Language Use Rule (chapter 4). Holthusen’s language is unnecessarily vague and creates confusion as to his counter-standpoint and the structure
of his argumentation.
This evaluation leads to a slightly different reconstruction
of Holthusen’s argumentation on Eichmann. Holthusen does
not doubt that Arendt is wrong; he does not doubt that Eichmann’s evil was not banal. More importantly, Holthusen does
not doubt that Eichmann’s evil was radical: because Eichmann
was a fanatical Nazi, and because this ideology was the devil’s playground. An implicit, reconstructed claim can therefore be added to the reconstruction of his argumentation here:
that ‘Eichmann’s evil was radical’ [(1.1b.1c)]. The reconstruction then becomes:
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1 [Arendt’s theses do not match historical reality]
[…]
	1.1b Her portrait of Eichmann is philosophical and
contestable
[…]
		1.1b.1b [In spite of what Arendt claims, Eichmann’s
		 evil was certainly not banal]
			1.1b.1b.1a That Eichmann had banal traits in his
			 character does not make his evil banal
				1.1b.1b.1a.1 He also had horrific character traits
		1.1b.(1c) (Eichmann’s evil was radical)
			1.1b.(1c).1a He was a perfect Nazi
[…]
			1.1b.(1c).1b If he was a perfect Nazi, then Eichmann’s
evil was radical
[…]

6.2.3 Conclusion
This section looked at hindrances to the reasonable discussion of Arendt’s book in five reviews. In the first place it analysed two hindrances that already appeared as obvious problems in chapter 3: misrepresentations and personal attacks.
This chapter analysed instances of misrepresentations in
four of the five reviews. These misrepresentations illustrate
the centrality to the discussion of the double accusation that
Arendt “blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann’: even
where it was not explicitly presented, it played an important
role in the reviewers’ argumentation. This chapter analysed
personal attacks in all five reviews and evaluated whether they
were fallacious or not.
Wormser’s personal attack on Arendt is relatively subtle,
as is her misrepresentation of Arendt’s standpoints in such
a way that they suggest the double accusation that Arendt
“blames and exculpates”. By contrast, Mann’s personal attack
on Arendt is full on. He first ascribes dubious motives to her,
and then associates her with those who “blame the victims
and exculpate the perpetrators.” Poliakov’s manoeuvring with
this double accusation is very similar. Poliakov also targets
Arendt’s credibility as a scholar. Borwicz finally takes the personal attacks on Arendt to a different level. He conducts them
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throughout his whole discussion, and questions Arendt’s good
faith as well as her sanity.
In the second place this section analysed and evaluated
problems that do not lie on the surface. That the discussion of
Eichmann is not straightforward, was discussed in chapters
3 and 5: although the differences of opinion are evident, the
discussion often appears empty, and it is unclear why discussants interpret the evidence in another manner. This section
examined three reviewers’ argumentation on Eichmann and
found counter-standpoints against Arendt that are presented as starting points (Mann and Borwicz), as well as a counter-standpoint that is presented as doubt (Holthusen).
Misrepresentations and personal attacks
It is evident that misrepresentations of another’s standpoints
are a hindrance to the resolution of a difference of opinion on
the merits. The personal attacks by contrast are sometimes
evaluated as fallacious arguments, and sometimes as mere
insults. As this section has shown, both types create an unpleasant discussion climate by presenting an opponent as untrustworthy. In addition, one can observe that the misrepresentations and personal attacks together have a cumulative
effect. In these reviews, presenting personal attacks and straw
men amounts to an argumentative strategy: first the opponent is presented as unserious or untrustworthy, then his positions are exaggerated or ridiculed. To differing degrees, these
reviewers create a fictitious (extreme) opponent with fictitious (extreme) opinions to attack. The effect of this strategy
is that the incompatibility of Arendt’s positions and those of
her opponents is exaggerated: Arendt is presented as an enemy, and her positions are (falsely) presented as fundamentally
opposed to those of the reviewers. This is how the (fallacious
and non-fallacious) personal attacks and the (fallacious) misrepresentations sustain the discussion breakdown.
Wormser’s use of a personal attack clearly demonstrates
the cumulative effect of a personal attack (in this case evaluated as fallacious) and misrepresentations of an opponent’s
views. Her reduction of Arendt’s standpoints to ‘sophistry’ is
her main standpoint and casts doubt on Arendt’s good faith;
it is backed up by two arguments that are both straw men,
and that allude to the accusation that Arendt “blames and ex-
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culpates.” Mann and Poliakov make near identical topical and
presentational choices in their personal attacks: they associate Arendt with former Nazis by arguing that her views are
a path to Nazi-apologetics. Borwicz by contrast argues that
Arendt’s arguments stem from pathological character flaws.
At the opening stage, all five reviewers present starting
points that cast doubt on Arendt’s seriousness and integrity.57 The reviewers successfully manoeuvre strategically with
these personal attacks at the opening stage, by not connecting them to their counter-standpoints. Interesting is that four
reviewers explicitly present starting points that depict themselves, by contrast, as fair, wise, and trustworthy discussants
(compare Vidal-Naquet). Curiously, Borwicz conducts a meta-discussion at the opening stage that should get his reader
to agree to the use of abusive ad hominem attacks at the argumentation stage. It is also interesting to note that Holthusen
proposes procedural restrictions for the discussion in the
opening stage (procedural starting points that Arendt would
certainly not agree with), and then uses these restrictions in
his depiction of Arendt as an irresponsible discussant.
Four of the five reviewers strategically use the double accusation that Arendt “blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann.” All four are careful to not argue this double accusation
outright; however, their allusions to and associations with this
double accusation are not exactly hidden.
These reviewers’ allusions to the double accusation that
Arendt “blamed and exculpated”, as well as their starting
points on the victim and perpetrator themes, are also informative about the problematic character of the discussion. Even
more than the reviewers in section 6.1, these reviewers stress
that the Jewish leaders were victims, and should therefore be
exempt from moral judgment. This is a vital point in their difference of opinion. Arendt does not disagree with the starting point that the Jewish leaders were victims; she does disagree that this exempts them from judgment. Both Poliakov
and Mann argue that the barrier of responsibility between victims and perpetrators must remain intact, otherwise the perpetrators will profit. They present this responsibility as something absolute and tangible: taking away the barrier will allow
part of this legal responsibility to cross over, leaving less responsibility on the other side.

57 Mann chooses starting points that
depict Arendt as temporarily incapable
of sound judgment, dazzled by the
prominence that the New Yorker brings.
This fragment of the analysis and
evaluation of his review did not make
the final cut of this chapter. Mann,
‘Hannah Arendt und der EichmannProzess’, 626.
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58 ‘Dans son excellent essai, dont la
portée morale et la densité intellectuelle vont bien au-delà d’une simple
riposte à Arendt, Manès Sperber
écrivait : « À aucun moment, cette
refugiée veinarde n’est tentée de s’imaginer la situation comme si elle-même
l’avait vécue, » et lui reprochait son
« détachement de mauvais aloi. » Eliane
Amado Levy-Valensi parle à propos
d’Arendt de la « tentation que l’on
pourrait appeler schizophrénique en
référence à ces malades qui disent il
en parlant d’eux-mêmes. »’ Borwicz, ‘Le
«roman» d’Hannah Arendt’, 7.

Borwicz’s review breathes anger, and desperation. Intertwining factual arguments and personal attacks is a strategy: he wants to utterly destroy Arendt’s argumentation, with
everything he can find in his arsenal. Its unfortunate effect is
that Borwicz’s factual argumentation becomes less comprehensible. Borwicz’s review gives some information on why he
is so angry with Arendt; in what presuppositions his personal
attacks on Arendt originate. In his conclusion Borwicz agrees
with Manès Sperber, who accused Arendt of not putting herself in the victim’s shoes, while she escaped their fate. Borwicz
not only accuses Arendt of having no empathy for the victims;
he also tells the reader that Arendt should have empathy with
them, because she is a Jew and could have been a victim herself. In other words: she should have known better. 58
An empty discussion on Eichmann
As is clear from the reconstruction of Mann’s and Borwicz’s argumentation on Eichmann, their discussions with Arendt on
Eichmann’s evil and Eichmann’s role respectively already get
stuck on standpoints, not on conflicting starting points: they
present counter-standpoints as starting points. Mann’s and
Holthusen’s discussions of Eichmann revolve around convictions, not facts: the same facts lead Arendt and them to believe the nature of Eichmann’s evil was either ‘banal’ or ‘radical’ (read: demonic). (Borwicz by contrast presents a bit more
than a simple reversion of the evidence on Eichmann’s evil,
see Appendix III).
Holthusen counters Arendt on a crucial point, that of Eichmann’s ideology (and anti-Semitism), but he does not explain
to his readers why the evidence should be interpreted differently than Arendt does. Mann’s argumentation is even more
a yes-no-affair, with the difference that Mann also distorts
Arendt’s positions. Mann agrees with Arendt that Eichmann
was normal yet he rejects the banality of evil as simply impossible. He is convinced that evil deeds are committed by evil
men: ‘man sinks to the level of his more disgraceful aims.’ In
other words, he believes that a man’s nature is shaped by what
he does. By contrast, Holthusen states that the Nazi ideology
was the ideal environment for the devil, because it was an ideology of chaos and stupidity. In other words: he believes that
Eichmann’s evil was demonic, because the ideology he embraced was a demonic ideology.
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Here one can recognise the problematic role of conflicting
starting points again. Holthusen’s and Mann’s convictions/
starting points are not compatible with Arendt’s argumentation that not evil intentions or a demonic ideology, but the
moral collapse of an entire society made Eichmann’s crimes
possible. Holthusen’s vague treatment of the subject is intriguing. With his own experience in the SS, albeit on a wholly
different level, Holthusen must have had much more insightful arguments to offer on why the Nazi ideology was the devil’s playground. However, he nowhere mentions his own war
experience in the review, and this analysis shall refrain from
facile psychologising (chapter 4).
Again, it is not the discussion with Arendt, but the discussion with their respective readerships that is the main event
in these reviews. Borwicz circumvents most of the discussion
on Eichmann in Arendt’s book: namely what responsibilities
Eichmann did and did not have. Both Mann and Holthusen
manoeuvre strategically to convince their reader of a standpoint on Eichmann that they have few arguments for. In sum,
al three attempt to lighten the burden of proof for a counter-standpoint, and in all three cases this strategic manoeuvring derails.
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6.3 ATTEMPTS TO REPAIR HINDRANCES TO THE DISCUSSION OF THE VICTIM AND PERPETRATOR THEMES
The previous section analysed misrepresentations and personal attacks as behaviour that hinders a reasonable discussion of Eichmann in Jerusalem, and that creates a damaging
discussion climate. This section looks at three reviewers who
try to remove these hindrances: Epstein, Handlin and Arnsberg.1 They try to get the discussion back on track by dismantling the double accusation that Arendt “blamed the victims
and exculpated Eichmann,” as well as other misrepresentations;
and by defending Arendt from the attack on her good faith implied in this accusation, as well as from other personal attacks.
However, their attempts to bring the discussion back on track
derails the discussion in other ways.

1 More on repair of derailed strategic
manoeuvring in Frans H. Van Eemeren,
Strategic maneuvering in argumentative
discourse. Extending the pragma-dialectical
theory of argumentation (Amsterdam,
Philadelphia 2010), 253-262.

2 Hans Rothfels, ‘Zwischen
Deutschland und Amerika. Zum Tode
von Klaus Epstein’, Die Zeit no.27 (July
7 1967) 6.

6.3.1 Epstein
In the late autumn of 1963, the controversy lost its broad reach
in the US. However, Arendt’s book was still passionately being
discussed in American journals and intellectual magazines. In
the Winter 1963/1964 issue of the conservative journal Modern Age, Klaus Epstein reviewed Hannah Arendt’s book. Hans
Rothfels, the godfather of contemporary history in Germany, on
e described Epstein as a builder of bridges, explaining American history to Germans and German history to Americans, trying to moderate prejudice on both sides.2 Epstein’s review, ‘The
Eichmann Affair,’ reflects Rothfels’ personality sketch. The threepage text is a calm, critical summary of Arendt’s views.
Epstein defends Arendt’s good faith and professional
qualities
Epstein sharply criticises both Arendt’s positions and those of
her opponents, but chooses Arendt’s side in the controversy. To
be convincing to his readers, he thus has to balance his defence
of and attack on Arendt, careful not to destroy his endorsement
of her with all-too-sharp criticism. Epstein counters the personal
attacks on Arendt, as well as the entanglement straw man, and
the double accusation that she “blames the victims and exculpates the perpetrators.” At the very end of his review, this defence derails his strategic manoeuvring.
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In the introduction of his review Epstein keeps the balance
by intertwining his announcement of criticism of Arendt (confrontation stage) with a defence of Arendt’s good faith (opening
stage). Here the presentational aspect of his strategic manoeuvring is evident: Epstein tucks his counter-standpoints between
admiring words for Arendt professional qualities and her good
faith, qualities that were doubted in the controversy. Thus, in
the parts of his introduction that belong to the confrontation
stage, Epstein announces critical standpoints on ‘Arendt’s
sharp hostility to Zionism’; her ‘indictment’ of the Jewish leaders. In the opening stage by contrast, Epstein presents starting
points in the form of praise: Arendt presents a ‘thorough analysis’ that is ‘courageous,’ ‘profoundly concerned,’ ‘important
and eminently readable.’ As other reviewers do (Strauss, Burin, Wucher, Paret), he applauds Arendt for ‘looking unpleasant
facts in the face’ when others, i.e. her opponents in the controversy, dare not look. And he praises her ‘independence of judgment.’ The book itself he calls ‘a good journalistic account of
the trial’ and ‘a profound attempt at explaining the significance
of Eichmann.’
This definition of the book is strategically phrased to defend
Arendt in the controversy. Firstly, Arendt’s critics castigate
Arendt for failing to prove her historical theories. By contrast,
Epstein plays down the book’s ambitions by calling it a ‘journalistic account’ (just like Arendt does with her “report”-defence,
chapter 3). Secondly, Arendt’s critics argue that Arendt tries
to write a history of the Final Solution by means of Eichmann,
and dramatically fails in her historical judgments, of the victims especially. By contrast, Epstein defines the book not as a
historical account of the Final Solution, but as ‘an attempt at
explaining Eichmann.’ In this manner he emphasises the perpetrator theme instead of the victim theme.
Epstein suggests that Arendt does not “blame the victims”
At the argumentation stage, in his discussion of the victim
theme, Epstein defends Arendt from the accusation that she
“blamed the victims”; from the entanglement straw man; and
from doubt cast on her good faith. Simultaneously he presents
his own critical look at her views.
Again, Epstein keeps the balance between his defence of
and attack on Arendt by intertwining criticism and praise: argu-
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ments against the accusation that Arendt ‘blames the victims’ are
woven into Epstein’s criticism of Arendt’s views. He writes:

3 Klaus Epstein, ‘The Eichmann
affair’, Modern Age 8 no.1 (Winter 1963)
107-110, at 108.

[Arendt’s] statement that the leaders of the Jewish community
in Europe co-operated with their Nazi tormentors is [...] one-sided but unfortunately not without considerable substance. The
leaders of the various Jewish communities drew up the lists of
the victims that were shipped East, and in some cases even mobilized Jewish police forces to capture those who sought to escape death by hiding. There were also various negotiations between Nazis and Zionists to plan the emigration of Europe’s Jews
in the days before the ‘final solution’ was inaugurated in 1941.
Arendt deserves credit for not shirking these unpleasant facts;
but she makes too little allowance for the desperate position in
which individual Jews found themselves, a position not conducive to solidarity or stark realism in the face of inevitable doom.
She mentions the heroism of the uprising of the Warsaw ghetto
– which showed that many Jews proudly defied their tormentors
– without stressing its importance sufficiently. It may be noted
that the book includes an excellent country by country survey of
how the various Jewish communities were deported to the East
(Ch. IX-XII) – an analysis that throws a flood of light on the attitude of the local population towards their respective Jews, with
Denmark, Italy and Bulgaria coming off best.3
To a certain extent, Epstein agrees with Arendt that ‘the leaders
of the Jewish community in Europe co-operated with their Nazi
tormentors’ [1]. This first main standpoint he defends with three
examples from Arendt’s book: the drawing up of lists of victims
to be deported by Jewish leaders [1.1a], Jewish police forces capturing Jews in hiding [1.1b], negotiations between Nazis and Zionists [1.1c].
1 Arendt’s statement that the leaders of the Jewish community in
Europe co-operated is not without considerable substance
	1.1a The leaders of the various Jewish communities drew up the
lists of the victims that were shipped East
	1.1b In some cases they even mobilized Jewish police forces to
capture those who sought to escape death by hiding
	1.1c There were various negotiations between Nazis and Zionists to plan the emigration of Europe’s Jews in the days before
the ‘final solution’ was inaugurated

335

However, Epstein also considers Arendt’s position to be ‘one-sided’ [2]. So he nuances it, choosing arguments that tell the other side of the story: that the victims’ influence on their fate was
limited. Jews found themselves in a desperate position [2.1a].
This position was ‘not conducive to solidarity or stark realism,’
he writes [2.1b], because they faced ‘inevitable doom’ [2.1b.1].
Arendt also underestimates the importance of the Jewish resistance, Epstein adds [2.1c]. Finally Epstein uses one of Arendt’s
own arguments against her: that the position of the Jews was
(dramatically) influenced by the attitude of the local non-Jewish
population [2.(1d)].
2 Arendt’s statement that the leaders of the Jewish community in
Europe co-operated is one-sided
	2.1a Individual Jews found themselves in a desperate position
	2.1b This position was not conducive to stark reality or
solidarity
		2.1b.1 They faced inevitable doom
	2.1c The Jewish resistance was more important than Arendt
makes it
		
2.(1d) (The attitude of the local population towards their
respective Jewish communities influenced the position of
these communities)
		2.(1d).(1) (Arendt argues this herself)
			2.(1d).(1).1a The book includes an excellent country by
country survey of how the various Jewish communities
were deported to the East
			2.(1d).(1).1b This analysis throws a flood of light on the
attitude of the local population towards their respective
Jews
			2.(1d).(1).1c-e Italy, Denmark and Bulgaria come off best
Epstein’s position on the controversial issue of moral judgment
of the Jewish leaders, is one of nuance. Where Arendt separates the Jewish leaders from the mass of “ordinary” Jewish victims, Epstein prefers the separation of parts from the whole:
‘[Arendt] makes too little allowance for the desperate position
in which individual Jews found themselves’ [my emphasis MB].
He thinks the perspective should be the individual, and should
be pardoning rather than judging. He does not declare the Jewish leaders innocent or beyond judgment because of their victim-status, as many of Arendt’s opponents do. He suggests a
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different perspective: namely that of judging people individually, and more realistically, less unforgivingly than Arendt does.
Epstein defends these ‘individual Jews’ with two arguments.
One, the uprising of the Warsaw ghetto is more important than
Arendt says; two, the help of the local population in these dire
times differed greatly per country [2.1c and 2.(1d)]. In these two
arguments, the topical and presentational aspect of Epstein’s
strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore. Epstein chooses arguments that simultaneously criticise Arendt’s views and defend her from commonly heard accusations in the controversy;
the allusive presentation of these arguments fortifies this double effect. The fact that Arendt mentions the Jewish resistance,
goes to defend her against the entanglement-accusation that
she ignores the Jewish resistance. It is balanced with Epstein’s
criticism that she does underestimate its importance [2.1c]
The subsequent compliment for her ‘excellent survey’ of the
occupied countries works in no less than three ways. First, it
is an argument within Epstein’s criticism of Arendt’s views on
the victim theme, as the reconstruction shows [2.(1d)]. Second, more obviously, the compliment is a strategic boost for
the worth of Arendt’s treatment of the victim theme. It shows
Epstein’s readers that what she writes on the victims is not
all bunk, as her opponents claim. Third, this argument works
specifically against the accusation that Arendt “blames the
victims for their own murder”; as well as against the accusation of bad faith that this accusation implies. Her judgment of
the Jewish leaders might not be incontestable; still Arendt’s
intentions and opinions are in the right place, Epstein thus
suggests. She is not “blaming the victims”: her ‘excellent survey’ emphasises the role the local population played (signalling she has the correct opinions); and this survey shows she
is sensitive to the plight of the Jews in Nazi Europe (signalling
she is of good faith).4

4 Epstein’s own position on the victim theme lies between Arendt and her
critics. Like many of her critics, Epstein
uses the “circumstances”- and “human
behaviour”-arguments against Arendt.
He does not use an “intentions”-argument however; he thinks the leaders’
motives were selfish. Where Mosse,
Strauss, Scheffler and other reviewers argue that the Jewish leaders acted out of
noble intentions and motives, Epstein
goes along with Arendt’s harsh perspective of their motivation: they were
‘saving their own skins,’ he writes. Unlike Arendt however, Epstein does not
see much cause for a moral judgment
of the Jewish leaders. He considers their
behaviour a logical consequence of the
circumstances, of human nature: most
people do not behave nobly or realistically ‘in the face of inevitable doom.’

Epstein argues that Arendt does not “exculpate the
perpetrators”
In his discussion of the perpetrator theme, Epstein explicitly
argues against the accusation that Arendt “exculpated Eichmann.” Epstein first states that the book was attacked due
to Arendt’s view ‘that Eichmann was – contrary to the view
advanced by the prosecution – a mediocre fellow who was
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5 As noted in chapter 5, Epstein’s use
of the word ‘cog’ misrepresents Arendt’s
position; Arendt argued against it in
her Postscript. Epstein, ‘The Eichmann
affair’, 108.

6

Ibid., 108-109.

only a comparatively small cog in the Nazi extermination machine.’ 5 Epstein then singles out one of Arendt’s famous opponents as the propagator of the accusation that she “exculpated Eichmann”: he writes that Musmanno ‘misunderstood’
Arendt’s positions on Eichmann ‘as an attempt to rehabilitate
Eichmann.’
Thus Epstein introduces his two main standpoints on Eichmann: that the prosecution’s view of Eichmann was wrong
[3]; and that Arendt does not ‘rehabilitate’ Eichmann [4]. He
writes:
Arendt shows conclusively that the prosecution vastly overrated Eichmann’s role in the implementation of the ‘final solution,’ being deceived by Eichmann’s own bragging and the
self-exculpating statements made by some of his former collaborators. She shows in a contemptuous biographical sketch
that Eichmann was in fact a mediocre man primarily out to
make a career for himself. He became a specialist in the ‘Jewish question’ through a series of accidents rather than an ambitious design, and probably did not have any special animosity against Jews as such. It is very probable that he did not
experience any guilty conscience as he shipped hundreds of
thousands of Jewish victims to the extermination camps – he
conceived of himself as the loyal servant of a Führer whom
he deeply admired, primarily because Hitler was a successful parvenu (that is, more successful than Eichmann himself).
Arendt is deeply troubled by the fact of Eichmann’s subjectively unspotted conscience – a fact which throws a glaring light
upon the horrors of modern totalitarianism. She feels that his
crime – participation in genocide – was something far more
than the logical culmination of earlier anti-Semitism; it was
a crime sui generis which threatens the very foundations of
our society.6
In this part of Epstein’s argumentation stage, his strategic manoeuvring against the double accusation that Arendt “blames
and exculpated” is more obvious than in his discussion of the
Jewish leaders; and his defence of Arendt’s good faith is more
obvious here than in the opening stage. In the first half of this
paragraph, Epstein agrees with Arendt’s views of Eichmann
and disagrees with those of the prosecution. Not only does
Epstein agree with Arendt that the prosecution overestimated
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Eichmann’s importance and character; he also agrees with her
that they misunderstood his motive. Eichmann did not seek to
become the murderer of Jews. Not a hatred of Jews motivated
him, but his admiration for the Führer; an admiration moreover which kept his conscience clear (Appendix III, standpoint
[3] and sub-argumentation).
Favouring Arendt’s views over those of the prosecution is
already a strategic move against the accusation that Arendt
exculpates the perpetrators. And when Epstein calls Arendt’s
portrait of Eichmann a ‘contemptuous biographical sketch,’
his choice of words clarifies that Arendt does not rehabilitate
or sympathise with the man.
In the second half of the paragraph, Epstein defends Arendt
in the context of the controversy. In the review’s introduction,
he has explicitly stated that Arendt does not ‘rehabilitate Eichmann.’ Now he starts defending this second main standpoint
on the perpetrator theme [4]. He defends Arendt’s good faith
by assuring his readers that Arendt is extremely worried about
Eichmann’s ‘subjectively unspotted conscience’ [4.1b] and
[4.1b.1]. By allusion, this counters the oft-voiced accusations
that she plays an intellectual game with Eichmann, that she
makes light of his crimes. To the contrary, Epstein argues: the
fact that Eichmann was not a classically evil anti-Semite, does
not make his crime less evil in Arendt’s eyes [4.1c]. It makes for
a new, unique crime [4.1c.1], which she feels is a threat to our
modern world [4.1d].
4 [Arendt does not rehabilitate Eichmann]
	4.1a [Contrary to what her opponents claim, it is a fact that
Eichmann’s conscience was subjectively unspotted]
	4.1b Arendt is deeply troubled by this fact
		4.1b.1 Eichmann’s unspotted conscience throws a glaring
light on the horrors of modern totalitarianism
	4.1c Arendt feels that his crime was far more than the logical
culmination of earlier anti-Semitism
		 4.1c.1 It was a crime sui generis
 	4.1d She feels that his crime threatens the very foundations
of modern society
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Epstein misrepresents Arendt’s standpoint on Eichmann’s
conscience
Finally, in his concluding stage, Epstein summarises Arendt’s
view of Eichmann in agreement, naming all the controversial
elements of the perpetrator theme in one breathless sentence:
‘She has been successful [...] in her attempt to portray the man
as he really was – a mediocre man with an atrophied conscience who faithfully served a monstrous government as it
implemented unparalleled crimes.’ 7 This appears to be a simple concluding sentence, Epstein summing up his defence of
Arendt on the perpetrator theme. Looking more closely, however, one observes that all the elements of this conclusion are
carefully chosen and phrased to counter the accusation that she
“exculpated the Eichmann.” In other words: in the concluding
stage, Epstein strategically manoeuvres against this accusation,
as is visible from his topical and presentational choices.
Each word that Epstein presents, refers to a specific controversial point. He combines the controversial element of Eichmann’s ‘mediocrity’ with the non-controversial elements of
‘monstrous government’ and ‘unparalleled crimes.’ This signals that Arendt might find Eichmann less of an evil mastermind than others; that does not mean that she exculpates the
perpetrators, or plays down the seriousness of the crimes. To
the contrary, Epstein argues: she acknowledges the ‘monstrous government’ and the ‘unparalleled crimes.’ At the same
time, Epstein’s picture of Eichmann as the ‘faithful servant’ of
this ‘monstrous government’ underlines his agreement with
Arendt that Eichmann was a middle man, not the mastermind
of the murder of the Jews. That he presents Eichmann’s conscience as ‘atrophied’ also defends Arendt from the accusation
that she defends Eichmann.
Here his strategic manoeuvring derails however, because this
is a misrepresentation of Arendt’s standpoint on Eichmann’s
conscience. ‘Atrophied’ suggests that Arendt thinks Eichmann’s
conscience had withered away. In fact, Arendt writes that Eichmann’s conscience was alive and kicking when he committed
his crimes; it merely operated on inverted morals. In his earlier
argumentation on Eichmann, Epstein has summarised Arendt’s
view of Eichmann’s conscience as ‘subjectively unspotted.’ This
is a correct presentation of Arendt’s argument: Eichmann’s conscience served his Führer; what his Führer wanted was “good.”
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6.3.2 Handlin
Handlin’s review ‘Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann’ was written for the
educated, liberal readers of The New Leader. It appeared in the
edition of August 5, 1963, and was thus part of the controversy’s most intense, second phase. The two-page article revolves
around the issue of responsibility for the murder of the Jews.
Handlin’s greatest criticism of Arendt is that she declares nearly everyone guilty, without providing a measure to differentiate
between different degrees of responsibility. The review breathes
the worries of the age: the fear of men as machine parts, as unthinking executors of seemingly innocuous tasks that add up to
the evil purpose of the system. Its pessimistic yet empathic perspective is Handlin’s trademark, recognisable from his bestseller
The uprooted.

8 Oscar Handlin, ‘Hannah Arendt’s
Eichmann’, The New Leader, 46 no.16
(August 5 1963) 19-21, at 19.

Handlin defends Arendt’s good faith and misrepresents a
standpoint of Arendt’s
In his review, Handlin defends Arendt’s good faith. He also defends her from the double accusation that she “blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann.”
At the opening stage Handlin presents starting points that signal he both agrees and disagrees with Arendt, and that simultaneously defend her good faith. He writes:
Miss Arendt writes with passion, brushes aside extenuating circumstances, ridicules the feeble rationalizations by which men
justified their cowardice or greed, and refuses to take account
of any consideration but the imperative to resist. ‘How utterly
different everything would be today in this courtroom, in Israel, in Germany, in all of Europe, and perhaps in all countries of
the world,’ she writes, ‘if only more men, Germans or Jews, had
obeyed that imperative.’ 8
Each starting point here is carefully chosen and presented to
succinctly and allusively divulge Handlin’s position in the controversy: his positions on the accusations made against Arendt
as well as on the controversial issue of her moral judgments of
the Jewish leaders.
That Arendt ‘writes with passion’ by allusion defends
Arendt’s good faith, against the accusation that she is a cal-
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lous, cold intellectual. That she ‘brushes aside extenuating circumstances’ announces Handlin’s criticism of her views on
the victim theme; while the phrasing that follows (‘the feeble rationalizations…’) signals that he at least partly agrees
with Arendt’s harsh judgments of the Jewish leaders. That
Arendt ‘refuses to take account of any consideration but the
imperative to resist’ suggests that Arendt expects resistance
from the Jewish victims. As noted in previous chapters, this
is a straw man (entanglement, chapter 3). Finally, by including a mournful quote of Arendt’s on the general lack of resistance against the Nazis, Handlin indicates that Arendt might
be harsh, but that her heart is in the right place: she is not an
evil or misguided Nazi-apologist, as some controversy participants will have her.
At the opening stage Handlin also presents two starting points that by allusion refute the accusation that Arendt
“exculpates the perpetrators.” He writes: ‘That Eichmann was
guilty of something and that his actions were evil are propositions beyond doubt.’
Handlin argues against the accusation that Arendt “blames
the victims and exculpates Eichmann”; misrepresents other
discussants’ standpoints
Just like Epstein, in his discussion with the reader Handlin balances his criticism of Arendt’s views with his defence of her in
the controversy. At the argumentation stage, Handlin dissociates Arendt from the double accusation that she “blames the
victims and exculpates the perpetrators”, while criticising her
inconsistencies on the victim theme. His strategic manoeuvring again derails into misrepresentations.
Handlin first explicitly addresses the controversial matter of
the responsibility of the victims. Handlin shares Arendt’s pessimistic view of the complete moral collapse, and even explicitly endorses her controversial main judgment:
[M]iss Arendt’s volume demonstrates the banality, that is the
commonplace quality, of the guilt for the catastrophe. [...] [C]
omplicity spread throughout the society [Hitler and the Nazi
Party leaders] dominated. Every branch of the German government had a hand in its implementation. Every German, directly or indirectly, by acts of commission or omission, was
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also responsible. The rulers and the people of the conquered
territories either stood by or lent a hand. Even the Zionists and
the Jewish communal organizations bore a share of the blame,
for without their aid ‘there would have been either complete
chaos or an impossibly severe drain on German manpower.’
Only those like Anton Schmidt, a German sergeant executed for aiding the Jews, were absolved of a share in the guilt.
But such instances were pitifully few. Totalitarian domination
dragged all who were touched by it into the same mire of guilt.

9

Ibid., 19-20.

Then Handlin broaches his criticism of Arendt on the victim
theme:
Eichmann in Jerusalem has been severely criticized on this account, and particularly for its harsh words about the culpability of Jewish leadership. Miss Arendt is partly to blame. She
tends to lose sight, in the discussion of individual cases, of
the general dilemma totalitarianism poses for men who value
order and rationality. She ascribes the catastrophe to no particular attributes of the Jews but to the evil consequences of
Nazism, commonplace wherever the Germans ruled. Her central theme, although it is sometimes obscured, is thus quite
different from that set forth a year ago in Raul Hilberg’s Destruction of the European Jews.
Yet since Miss Arendt’s book is about the trial, she returns again
and again to the question raised by the prosecution: why didn’t
you revolt and charge and attack? In doing so, she often loses
sight of her own comment, earlier in the discussion: ‘But the
sad truth of the matter is that the point was ill taken, for no
non-Jewish group or people had behaved differently.’ 9
Here Handlin in a succinct manner defends Arendt from the
accusation that she “blamed and exculpated.” It seems little
more than a brief dismissal of the objections of Arendt’s opponents; the dismissal of the professional historian, authoritative,
at a distance to the chaotic controversy. This appearance belies the intricacy of Handlin’s compact argumentation however. In reconstructing the argumentation here, it becomes clear
how cleverly crafted his simultaneous attack on and defence
of Arendt is: the argumentation attacking and defending her is
completely intertwined.
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10 According to Handlin, the question is not whether Eichmann was evil
or guilty, but how we should define his
evil and his guilt. He asks two ‘crucial
questions.’ The first: ‘how do we recognize the break in this continuum of
guilt? […] Why were some more guilty
than others?’ The second: is the crime
evil in itself, or does the identity of the
victims define its evil? Handlin criticises Arendt for not providing an answer
to these two ‘crucial questions’: she
does not distinguish between differing
degrees of responsibility in her book;
and she ‘evades’ the second question.
Handlin himself only answers the
second question: he argues that the evil
of these crimes is defined not by the
identity of the victims (the standpoint
of the prosecution), but by the acts
themselves (Arendt’s position).

11 In total, Handlin names three
main inconsistencies in Arendt’s account: she contradicts herself on the
guilt of the victims [1.1b.1a.(1a)]; as well
as on Eichmann’s guilt [1.1b.1a.1b]; and
she demands a better definition of
the ‘crime against humanity’ from the
court, while giving a poor definition
herself [1.1b.1a.1c].
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Handlin’s standpoint on the controversy is that Arendt ‘partly’ caused it herself. However, the arguments that Handlin gives
here support a standpoint that is more complex than “Arendt
is partly to blame for the severe criticism on her book.” His implicit standpoint on this issue must therefore be reconstructed. The argumentation discussed here is part of the argumentation for his first main standpoint that ‘Arendt does not dispel
the confusion on the issues of guilt and responsibility’ [1]. The
main structure of Handlin’s overarching argumentation is as follows (complete reconstruction in Appendix III):
1 Arendt does not dispel the confusion on the issues of guilt and
responsibility
1.1a Arendt approaches the heart of the issue
	1.1b All the same, Arendt does not answer the crucial questions
	1.1c The crucial questions are how to define the nature of
[Eichmann’s] guilt and the character of the evil [of his crimes]
The argumentation to be reconstructed here is the first part of
the sub-argumentation for main argument [1.1b]. Handlin argues that Arendt does not answer the (two) crucial questions
about the murder of the Jews that one should attempt to answer [1.1b].10 She does not answer these questions, for one because there are ‘crucial contradictions in her account of the trial’ [1.1b.1a]. In the passage quoted above, he starts explaining
these crucial contradictions.11
The first of Handlin’s examples of Arendt’s inconsistencies, his sub-standpoint on Arendt’s contradictory treatment
of the victims, is implicit and must be reconstructed from his
argumentation [1.1b.1a.(1a)]. His first argument for this implicit sub-standpoint is that she forgets her own theory: ‘In the discussion of individual cases,’ Handlin writes, referring to the
Jewish leadership, ‘she tends to lose sight of the general dilemma totalitarianism poses for men who value order and rationality’ [1.1b.1a.(1a).1a and 1.1b.1a.(1a).1a.1]. This is a sentence
dense with allusions. By dropping the word ‘totalitarianism,’
Handlin points to Arendt’s own and much-admired theory as
expounded in The origins. Thus, by allusion, he criticises her
for sometimes losing track of her own (earlier) theory when
she considers individual Jewish leaders – a much-heard criticism in the controversy. At the same time, this argument is an
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argument on the leaders’ “circumstances”: ‘the culpability of
Jewish leadership’ must be viewed within the stress and constraints of the totalitarian state. In addition, Handlin includes
an allusive reference to the changing of the rules in the totalitarian state, a change that ‘men who value order and rationality’ have trouble adapting to – the equivalent of Mosse’s Jewish bourgeoisie blinded by their humanist world view. Unlike
Mosse however, Handlin thinks Arendt does acknowledge the
totalitarian dilemma in general, which is implied when he says
she loses sight of it in individual cases.
Handlin’s second argument for [1.1b.1a.(1a)] is that Arendt’s
general opinion on the ‘culpability of Jewish leadership’ is correct, but it is not always sufficiently clearly expressed. ‘Her
central theme, although it is sometimes quite obscured, is
quite different from that set forth a year ago in Raul Hilberg’s
The Destruction of the European Jews.’ This sentence castigates
Arendt for obscuring her central theme [1.1b.1a.(1a).1c], but also
dissociates her from Hilberg [1.1b.1a.(1a).1b]. Hilberg is put forward as the true protagonist of that straw man so fiercely attacked in the controversy: that not the Nazis, but the Jewish victims were to blame for the catastrophe [1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1a-b’]. To
fully understand this dissociation, the reader has to know that
Hilberg was attacked for writing history from the mass murderers’ perspective, just like Arendt was; as well as for analysing traditional Jewish responses to persecution as a catalyst of
the Final Solution (‘reaction patterns’; chapter 2/3). Even without this background knowledge however, the reader will understand that a man named Hilberg is (made) responsible for
something that Arendt is accused of. In this manner Handlin
deflects the accusation that Arendt “blames the victims and
exculpates the perpetrators” to Hilberg and frees Arendt from
it: she does not “ascribe the catastrophe to any particular attributes of the Jews” [1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1a] and she does “ascribe
it to the evil of Nazism” [1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1b]. In other words: she
does not blame the victims, and she does not exculpate the
perpetrators.
Here Handlin’s strategic manoeuvring between criticism and
defence of Arendt derails as he misrepresents Hilberg’s standpoint. It is true that Hilberg sees a centuries-old ‘reaction pattern’ of the Jewish victims as part of their inadequate response
to the Nazi persecution. It is not true however, that Hilberg
does not ‘ascribe the catastrophe to the evil consequences of
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Nazism,’ as Handlin’s argumentation suggests he does.
With his third argument for [1.1b.1a.(1a)], Handlin returns to a
standpoint he defended in his discussion of Hilberg and Jewish resistance in Commentary: that Jews did not behave differently than other people would have in the same circumstances, hence one cannot fault them for not resisting. In Arendt he
finds a supporter for this view (something many other reviewers fail to acknowledge, as the entanglement demonstrates).
Again, Handlin defends Arendt for having the correct point of
view, but criticises her for ‘losing sight’ of it [1.1b.1a.(1a).1d]. Because, Handlin says, in her book she ‘returns again and again to
the question raised by the prosecution: [...] why didn’t you revolt and charge and attack?’ [1.1b.1a.(1a).1d.1].
Here Handlin takes quite a shortcut and again it derails his
strategic manoeuvring. He does not clearly state that Arendt
calls the question ‘why did you not resist?’ a ‘cruel and silly
question,’ as well as ‘an unanswerable question.’ 12 Nor does
he explain why she mentions this question of the prosecutor
(namely to illustrate that the issue of ‘Jewish cooperation’ was
covered up during the trial); what Arendt does say about the
Jewish resistance; or even how she contradicts herself on this
topic. To Handlin, solely Arendt’s mentioning ‘again and again’
of the prosecutor’s question, even in the context of her fierce
criticism of this question, is already inconsistent with her
statement that non-Jews would not have behaved differently under these circumstances. Note that Handlin’s argumentation blends Arendt’s actual judgments of the Jewish leaders
with her perceived judgment of the Jewish people as a whole,
for not resisting. One recalls his earlier misrepresentation that
Arendt expects resistance from both ‘Germans and Jews’: here
Handlin makes this misrepresentation again.
From Handlin’s remark that ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem has
been severely criticized […] for its harsh words about the culpability of Jewish leadership. Miss Arendt is partly to blame’;
and from the four main arguments [1.1b.1a.(1a).1a-d], one can
reconstruct Handlin’s complex standpoint on this issue as
‘Arendt does not blame the victims, but she sometimes gives
the impression that she does’ [1.1b.1a.(1a)]. The phrasing of
this reconstructed complex standpoint reflects that Handlin’s
arguments defending and attacking Arendt are completely
intertwined.
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1 Arendt does not dispel the confusion on the issues of guilt and
responsibility
1.1a Arendt approaches the heart of the issue
[...]
	1.1b All the same, Arendt does not answer the crucial questions [of the nature of the guilt and the character of the evil]
		1.1b.1a There are crucial contradictions in Arendt’s account of the trial
			1.1b.1a.(1a) (Hannah Arendt does not blame the victims, but she sometimes gives the impression that
she does)
				1.1b.1.(1a).1a She tends to lose sight of the general
dilemma totalitarianism poses for men who value
order and rationality
					1.1b.1a.(1a).1a.1 She loses sight of this in the discussion of individual cases
				1.1b.1a.(1a).1b Her central theme is quite different
from that set forth a year ago in Raul Hilberg’s The
Destruction of the European Jews
					1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1a She ascribes the catastrophe to
no particular attributes of the Jews
					
1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1b She ascribes the catastrophe
to the evil consequences of Nazism, commonplace wherever the Germans ruled
					1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1a-b’ (Hilberg does ascribe the catastrophe to particular attributes of the Jews)
				1.1b.1a.(1a).1c Her central theme is sometimes quite
obscured
				1.1b.1a.(1a).1d She often loses sight of her own comment that “no non-Jewish group or people had behaved differently”
					1.1b.1a.(1a).1d.1 She returns again and again to
the question raised by the prosecution: “why
did you not protest... why didn’t you revolt and
charge and attack”
[...]
As the reconstruction makes clear, Handlin defends Arendt
from the double accusation that she “blames and exculpates”
by arguing that her general argument is in order [1.1b.1a.
(1a).1a]; and by fallaciously deflecting the accusation to
Hilberg [1.1b.1a.(1a).1b]. However, the reconstruction shows
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12 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem (2nd edn.; London 1994), 12,
124, 230.

13 Arnsberg’s review of Eichmann in
Jerusalem appeared in several forms: in
the January-February 1964 edition of
the Hessische Blätter für Volksbildung;
much shortened in the conservative
Christian newspaper Rheinischer Merkur
of August 7, 1964, both before the
German translation of Eichmann in
Jerusalem was published; and lastly in
Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte in November 1964, when the book had just come
out in Germany. This third version of
Arnsberg’s elaborate review is the one
included here (the first and third article
were nearly identical). Aus Politik und
Zeitgeschichte introduced both Arnsberg
and Scheffler’s articles as attempts to
view the book in a new light, after a
large amount of views have already
been put forward. This novelty-claim
held for both articles: Scheffler introduced a lot of new information to the
discussion; while Arnsberg put Arendt’s
Eichmann-book in the context of her
Origins, and of the Nazi-trials in the
German newspapers at the time. Included with their articles was the German
translation of Arendt’s Vorrede/Postscript.
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that Handlin does something more in her defence. Here all
three aspects of his strategic manoeuvring are clearly visible: Handlin chooses four important arguments used against
Arendt in the controversy (topical choice); arguments that
were considered convincing by many reviewers and readers
(adaptation to his audience’s frame of reference); and he presents them as common presuppositions between his reader,
himself, Arendt, and her opponents (presentational choice).
In this allusive manner, Handlin fends off the accusation that
Arendt “blames the Jews and exculpates the perpetrators”:
all four were regularly used as arguments to support that accusation.
The first presupposition is that “totalitarianism poses a general dilemma for men who value order and rationality” [1.1b.1a.
(1a).1b.1a] As explained previously, this argument is a variant of
the “circumstances”-argument, and implicitly uses The origins
to criticise and defend Arendt. Making decisions in a totalitarian environment is difficult for good people, who were used to
going by the book all their lives. Arendt might not acknowledge this dilemma in Eichmann in Jerusalem, where she faults
people for succumbing to the collapse; she does acknowledge
it in The origins.
The second presupposition is that “the catastrophe cannot be ascribed to particular attributes of the Jews” [1.1b.1a.
(1a).1b.1a]. That Jewish history primed the European Jews for
a wrong response to the Nazi threat, is a position that Handlin
deflects to Hilberg.
The fourth presupposition, “that no non-Jewish group or
people had behaved differently” [1.1b.1a.(1a).1d], is a confirmation of this second starting point that no Jewish traits or traditions contributed to the success of the mass murder. Both are
variants of the argument that the Jewish leaders were “only
human”: they behaved as people would in those circumstances, there was nothing ‘Jewish’ about their response to the Nazis (chapter 5).
The third presupposition is Handlin’s statement that “the catastrophe must be ascribed to the evil consequences of Nazism, commonplace wherever the Germans ruled” [1.1b.1a.
(1a).1b.1b]. Here Handlin stresses that ‘Nazism’ and ‘Germans’
were responsible for the murder. In explicitly pointing out
who is guilty, he dissociates Arendt (and himself) from the
accusation that those who analyse the workings of the mur-
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der machine lose sight of individual guilt; diminish the evil of
the crimes; and thereby “exculpate the perpetrators.” This is
a repetition of Handlin’s earlier move, when he explicitly presents the starting points that ‘Eichmann was guilty’ and that
‘his actions were evil.’
6.3.3 Arnsberg
Arnsberg’s review was written for the well-educated audience of Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte. It appeared alongside Scheffler’s review.13 The journal gave wide rein to both
authors: Arnsberg’s review is sixteen densely printed pages
long. Within this ample space Arnsberg tries to educate without stooping: he explains Arendt’s positions to his educated
audience in a profound and yet accessible manner. According to the enthusiastic Arnsberg, Arendt’s book is, ‘in spite of
certain flaws – the best book written about the murder of the
Jews so far.’ 14 Arnsberg wholly agrees with Arendt on the perpetrator theme, which is reflected in the review’s title: ‘War
Eichmann ein Dämon?’ By contrast, he wholly disagrees with
her on the victim theme. However, in response to the vehemence of the controversy, Arnsberg defends her right to advance her views.

14 ‘[...] mit dem Zusatz, daß dieses
“Eichmann”-Buch von Hannah Arendt
– trotz gewisser Mängel – das Beste
ist, was bisher über die Ausrottung
der Juden durch die Nazis geschrieben worden ist.’ Paul Arnsberg, ‘War
Eichmann ein Dämon?‘, Aus Politik und
Zeitgeschichte. Beilage zur Wochenzeitung
‘Das Parlament‘ no.B45 (November 4 1964)
3-18, at 4.

15 ‘Bei manchen dieser “Facharbeiter
einer vorfabrizierter Meinung” – es
sind routinierte Profis – hat man den
Eindruck, daß sie etwas “über” das Buch
der Hannah Arendt, kaum aber den
“Bericht von der Banalität des Bösen”
selbst gelesen haben. Die Stellungnahme
zu dem “Eichmann in Jerusalem” ist
aber nur möglich, wenn man ihn in
seiner Gänze liest und sich bewußt ist,
daß hierin Hannah Arendt die Erkenntnis ihrer “Elemente und Ursprünge
totaler Herrschaft” einem praktischen
Anwendungstest unterzieht. Quod erat
demonstrandum!’ Ibid., 3.

Arnsberg counters misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions;
defends Arendt’s reputation and expertise; her right to discuss the controversial issues; and her good faith
More than an endorsement or criticism of Arendt’s views,
Arnsberg’s review is an attempt to defend Arendt in the controversy. Arnsberg defends Arendt’s good faith, her reputation
and her expertise; he defends her freedom in the discussion;
he defends her from misrepresentations of her positions; and
above all, he counters the double accusation that she “blames
the victims and exculpates the perpetrators.”
Arnsberg’s defence of Arendt against the accusation that
she “blamed and exculpated” begins in the introduction to his
review, where he creates a link between Eichmann in Jerusalem and The origins:
[O]ne has the impression, that [some critics] [have read something ‘about’ Hannah Arendt’s book, but have hardly read the
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16 Just as Scheffler does, Arnsberg
maintains that Eichmann in Jerusalem
cannot be understood, and thus cannot
seriously discussed, without the proper background knowledge. However,
Arnsberg and Scheffler have a different
definition of the proper background
knowledge. Arnsberg says one must
read Arendt’s work in the context of
secondary literature; for Scheffler, any
discussant must first acquaint himself
with the primary source material.

17 ‘Diese Literatur-Basis ist als
‘Arendt-Kommentar’ zur Erkenntnis
des Problems unverzichtbar, wenn man
ernsthaft Stellung beziehen will.’ Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?‘, 6.

18 ‘Hannah Arendt – im Jahre 1906
in Hannover geboren – hat ihre Kindheit in Königsberg (Ostpreußen) verlebt.
Dort begann ihr Kontakt mit dem
deutsch-jüdischen Zionistenkreis um
Kurt Blumenfeld, dem sie bis zu dessen
Tod im vergangenen Jahre persönlich
nahestand. Sie studierte Philosophie unter anderem bei Heidegger, Husserl und
Karl Jaspers, und man kann sie wohl
als dessen Schülerin bezeichnen. Im
Jahre 1933 verließ sie Deutschland –
nachdem sie von der Gestapo verhaftet
worden war – und siedelte nach Paris
über. Dort widmete sie sich – neben
ihrer beamteten Berufstätigkeit in der
zionistischen Jugendarbeit – dem
Studium der europäischen Geschichte,
bis sie um Jahre 1941 – erneut auf der
Flucht vor den Nazis – ihr Domizil
nach den USA verlegte, wo sie seither
lebt. Zuerst war sie dort Chefredakteur
des Schockenverlages. Sie ist seit 1951
freie Schriftstellerin mit gelegentlichen
Gastprofessuren und Vorlesungen an
amerikanischen Universitäten. Von
ihrem sehr zahlreichen und bedeutenden Publikationen hat das Standardwerk “The Origins of Totalitarianism”
– in glänzendem Stil in englischer
Sprache geschrieben –, das im Frühjahr 1951 erschienen ist, weltweite
Anerkennung gefunden. Die von ihr
selbst übersetzte neue deutsche Fassung
ist in der ersten Auflage als “Elemente
und Ursprünge totaler Herrschaft” im
September 1955 in Frankfurt am Main
erschienen (weiterhin als “Elemente”
zitiert). Dazu schriebe damals Karl
Jaspers ein “Geleitwort”, obgleich er
sich ein wenig dieserhalb schäme, “denn
dieses Buch vertritt sich selber geistig
so großartig, daß es keiner Empfehlung bedarf”. “Nur die Tatsache, daß
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Report on the banality of evil itself. However, forming an opinion on ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem’ is possible only when one
reads the whole [book], and appreciates that in this book Hannah Arendt practically applies her insights from The origins of
totalitarianism. Quod erat demonstrandum! 15
Arnsberg presents two procedural starting points for the discussion of Arendt’s book here: one must read it first (a warning
to his readers, but also a criticism of her opponents); and one
must recognise that the book tests her theory of The origins.
Further on, Arnsberg lays down a third starting point: to criticise Arendt’s argument, one needs to understand the context
in which she makes it.16 For Arnsberg, a discussant has to prepare himself with secondary literature: Arendt’s earlier work
The origins, and the work of related thinkers. According to
Arnsberg, knowledge of this literature ‘is indispensable when
one seriously wants to form an opinion.’ 17 In his introduction,
Arnsberg also defends Arendt from the personal attacks that
often accompanied the accusation that she “blamed and exculpated”: attacks on her scholarship; on her expertise; on her
authority to discuss these matters. To counter these attacks,
Arnsberg lists Arendt’s personal and professional credentials.
He writes:
[H]annah Arendt, born in Hannover in 1906, grew up in Königsberg (East Prussia). There she first got to know the German-Jewish Zionist circle surrounding Kurt Blumenfeld, whom
she was close to until his death last year. She studied philosophy with, among others, Heidegger, Husserl and Karl Jaspers
[...]. In 1933 she left Germany – after having been arested by
the Gestapo – and moved to Paris. There she dedicated herself
to the study of European history, alongside her official work for
the Zionist youth movement. In 1941 she had to flee the Nazis
again, and settled in the USA, where she lives to this day. [...]
Since 1951 she is a free writer with occasional guest professorships and lectures at American universities. Of her numerous
and important publications, the standard work The origins of
totalitarianism – written in the English language, in a brilliant
style – [...] has found worldwide recognition. [For the German
edition], Karl Jaspers wrote an introduction, even if he was a bit
ashamed to, ‘because the intellectual superiority of the book is
so self-evident, that it does not need a recommendation. Only
the fact that the writer is as yet not well known in Germany, may
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excuse me,’ [Jaspers wrote]. [...] Hannah Arendt today is no longer an unknown in need of an introduction. The importance of
what Hannah Arendt in her book now writes about the Eichmann-trial, has thus significantly fortified by the prestige and
the authority of her classic work, The origins.18
In his discussion with the reader, this introduction of Arendt
can be recontructed as a sub-discussion of Arendt’s reputation and aptitude. Arnsberg defends the explicit (material)
starting point that the authority of Arendt’s Origins transfers to
her new book. He ties Arendt to German and Zionist scholarly eminence, defending her reputation (and pre-empting criticism of her anti-Zionist stance). He also defends the implicit
starting point that Arendt has the necessary background to discuss the controversial subjects: as Jew; a German; a Nazi victim; as a brilliant thinker; an independent yet affiliated (read:
recognised) ‘philosopher and sociologist,’ as he has defined her
in a previous paragraph. That her opponents doubt the quality
of Arendt’s scholarship, he considers ‘comical.’ 19
Hannah Arendt does not need an introduction, Arnsberg concludes, after providing precisely such an unnecessary introduction. From a strategic point of view, it is clever to link Arendt’s
much-praised Origins with her much-reviled Eichmann. Laying
this link at the opening stage also prepares Arnsberg’s defence
of Arendt against the double accusation that she “blamed and
exculpated” at the argumentation stage: here Arnsberg presents The origins and Eichmann as a continuum.
Further on in his text, Arnsberg explicitly addresses problematic discussion behaviour in the controversy. Even where
he sharply disagrees with her, he defends Arendt’s right to advance her views (compare the pragma-dialectical Freedom
Rule).20 Arnsberg thinks the attack on Arendt was disproportionate, and he suggests that her critics have broken rules on
freedom and fairness in a discussion. Arendt may have approached taboos without the ‘required delicacy’; she might
have presented an ‘unfair judgment’; that does not mean a ‘hate
campaign’ against her is justified.21
According to Arnsberg, the exaggeration of Arendt’s opinions, and the personal attacks, have made the discussion impossible: ‘People have put every word of Hannah Arendt in Eichmann in Jerusalem on the scales, and weighed them with the
false counterweight of preconceived emotion [...],’ he thinks.
And: ‘People want to make a resentment-loaded anti-Zionist

die Verfasserin in Deutschland noch
wenig bekannt ist, mag mich (Jaspers)
entschuldigen.” Der erste teil der “Elemente”: “Antisemitismus” – bezeichnend für die Autorin – wurde von ihr
dem inzwischen verstorbenen Zionistenführer Kurt Blumenfeld zu dessen
70. Geburtstag gewidmet. Der dritte
Teil – “Die totalitäre Bewegung und totalitäre Herrschaft” analysierend – aber
war es, der dem Buche und der Autorin
die internationale Reputation brachte.
Ihre Denkungsart, schrieb damals Karl
Jaspers, “sei von herrlicher Offenheit.”
So blieb es, und Hannah Arendt ist
heute nicht mehr die Unbekannte, die
einer ‘Empfehlung’ bedarf. Was Hannah
Arendt in ihrem Buch jetzt über den
Eichmann-Prozeß schreibt, ist also in
seinem inneren Gewicht bedeutsam
durch das Prestige und die Autorität
ihres klassischen Werkes, der “Elemente”,
verstärkt worden.’ Ibid., 3-4.

19

Ibid., 16.

20

Ibid., 12-17.

21

Ibid., 12-13.
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22 ‘Es ist richtig, daß mit der Machtergreifung des Nationalsozialismus bei
den Juden ein ideologischer Durchbruch zum Zionismus erfolgte, und
man sollte das fairerweise zugeben,
auch dann, wenn es Hannah Arendt
sagt. [...] Man sollte daher die Ausdrücke
“Idealisten” und “Zionisten” richtig
verstehen und wohlwollend interpretieren. Wir wissen was gemeint ist.
Eichmann war kein Zionist und kein
Idealist; alles ist von Hannah Arendt,
mit Anführungszeichen versehen,
genannt worden. Der “Pro-Zionismus” taugte dem Eichmann für seine
“Auswanderungs”-Pläne, das ist alles.
Vielleicht hätte Hannah Arendt von
einem “Pseudozionisten” etwas weniger
ironisch und präziser im Ausdruck
sprechen sollen.
Für den Gutmeinenden, der das Buch in
dem Geiste liest, in dem es geschrieben
ist, besteht kein Grund, aus der “Zionistenphobie” so viel Aufhebens zu machen,
wie es geschieht.’ Ibid., 15. In Arnsberg’s
discussion of the victim theme, Arendt
herself is subjected to discussion rules as
well. See for instance Ibid., 14.

23 ‘Bettelheim hat darauf hingewiesen, daß unter den “extremen”
Bedingungen des Zwanges in dem
Massenstaat eine typologische Angleichung des Opfers an den Unterdrücker
erfolgt und bei beiden sich die Folgen der Depersonalisierung sichtbar
machen. Das ist verschieden von der
Identifikation mir dem Feind oder gar
einer opportunistischen Kooperation,
sondern es ist die personale Desintegration des humanen Wesen in beiden
Typen – dem “Subjekt” und “Objekt”
gleichsam. Auch Hannah Arendt hat
in ihren “Elementen” mehrfach darauf
verwiesen, wie der Unterschied
zwischen den Henkern und deren
Opfern verwischt worden ist. Die
Reduktion des Menschen auf ein
Reaktionsbündel “ohne Seele” löst bei
dem Verfolger und den Opfern die
Unterschiede auf, da die “humanen Kategorien,” welche den Unterschied ausmachen, mit Gewalt eliminiert worden
sind. Das sind soziologische Fakten und
keineswegs moralische Werturteile, wie
das manchmal nicht ganz gutmeinend
mißverstanden wird. Diese typologische Gleichartigkeit, sich auswirkend in
einer faktischen Wechselwirkung zwischen Unterdrückern und Verfolgten, hat
Raul Hilberg in seinem Standardwerk
“The Destruction of the European
Jews” (Chicago 1960) als Schicksal
statuiert und kasuistisch belegt.’ Ibid., 6.
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out of Arendt [...].’ But her critics should not start from an assumption of bad faith, Arnsberg writes:
It is true, that with the takeover of National Socialism an ideological breakout to Zionism followed in the [German-Jewish
community], and one should be fair and admit that, even if it is
Hannah Arendt who says so. [...] One should correctly understand [her use of] the expressions ‘idealist’ and ‘Zionist,’ and
interpret them benevolently. We know what is meant. Eichmann was not a Zionist and not an idealist; all these things were
Arendt’s terms, furnished with quotation marks. The ‘pro-Zionism’ suited Eichmann for his ‘emigration’-plans, that is all. Maybe Hannah Arendt should have expressed herself more precisely and less ironically, by speaking of a ‘pseudo-Zionist.’
For the well-meaning [reader], who reads the book in the spirit
in which it was written, there is no reason to make so much ado
about the ‘Zionist-phobia’ as is happening now.22
Here Arnsberg explicitly presents a procedural starting point,
a rule of discussion fairness: one should ‘interpret benevolently’ one another’s arguments. One recognises the argumentation-theoretical Principle of Charity that was discussed in chapter 4. Arnsberg uses this Principle to defend Arendt’s good
faith, and counter the frequent misrepresentations of her views
in a general sense. In the discussion with his reader, presenting this rule is an attempt to convince the reader not to doubt
Arendt’s good faith, as her opponents do; and to carefully interpret and present her standpoints and arguments in the discussion of her book.
The example that Arnsberg gives is Arendt’s infamous argument on Eichmann’s “conversion to Zionism.” Arendt’s opponents frequently used this argument to demonstrate that she
was being purposefully outrageous. Arendt’s defenders countered, as Arnsberg does here, that the remark should be read
as irony (chapter 2).
Arnsberg argues against the accusation that Arendt “blames
the victims and exculpates Eichmann”
Arnsberg presents three main standpoints on the continuum between Arendt’s thought in The origins and in Eichmann.
These standpoints are specifically designed to defend Arendt
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from the double accusation that she “blamed and exculpated.”
The ostensible subject is not Arendt’s Eichmann-book, but
Arendt’s thought on perpetrators and victims as developed
in The origins. However, Arnsberg’s argumentation here addresses conflicting starting points in the discussion. In what
follows, I will present the main structure of Arnsberg’s argument against this double accusation, namely the first three to
five layers of arguments for his first three main standpoints
(complete overview in Appendix III).
To understand Arendt’s Eichmann, Arnsberg tells his readers, one must first understand three basic tenets of Arendt’s
Origins. The first: that the boundary between victims and perpetrators blurs in the totalitarian state. Arendt’s theory in The
origins, Arnsberg explains, is that the totalitarian system can
only survive by taking the humanity out of people. A totalitarian state needs all its inhabitants to respond like ‘puppets.’
Thus, victims and perpetrators come to resemble one another, Arnsberg writes:
Bettelheim has pointed out that under the ‘extreme’ circumstances of coercion in the mass state a typological approximation of the victim with the oppressor results, and in both,
the consequences of depersonalisation become visible. That
is different from the identification with the enemy or even opportunistic cooperation; rather it is the personal disintegration of the human being in both types – the ‘subject’ and the
‘object’, so to speak.
Hannah Arendt, too, has repeatedly pointed out in her Origins,
how the difference between the executioners and their victims
became blurred. The reduction of a human being to a bundle of responses without a ‘soul’ breaks down the difference
between perpetrators and victims, because the ‘human categories’ that make up the difference have been eliminated by
force. Those are sociological facts and in no way moral value
judgments, as that is sometimes, not entirely well-meaningly,
misunderstood. This typological resemblance, resulting in an
actual reciprocity between oppressors and persecuted; Raul
Hilberg has stated [that this] was as fate and [has] casuistically proven in his standard work The destruction of the European Jews.23
As many discussants in the controversy do, for and against
Arendt, Arnsberg presents (part of) the discussion as a simple
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24 ‘Die Grundthese Hannah Arendts
von dem “Lebendem Leichnam” als
dem idealen Endprodukt des Extrem-Bösen erscheint überzeugend; sie
hält offenbar dem Erfahrungstest bei
Verfolgern und Verfolgten stand.’ Ibid.

25 To use Rousset, Bettelheim and
Hilberg as arguments in favour of
Arendt’s views is a somewhat risky
move: each of them was controversial in
his own right. Hilberg and Bettelheim
moreover were already negatively associated with Arendt, as notorious thinkers
who “also blamed the victims and
exculpated the perpetrators” (chapters
2 and 3). Arnsberg thus runs the risk
of convincing only those readers who
were already on Arendt’s side of the
discussion. To (also) convince readers
who held a negative association with
this “Arendt-camp” of prominent/notorious thinkers, Arnsberg manoeuvres to
remove this negative association. Here
the topical aspect of his strategic manoeuvring clearly comes to the fore. The
examples that he chooses from the work
of these three thinkers are not random
examples: they are examples taken from
the morally clear-cut concentration
camp universe. Understatedly retold by
Arnsberg, these horrific stories from
concentration and death camps do not
only demonstrate the dehumanisation
of victims and perpetrators; they also
show the sceptics among his readers
that nobody from the Arendt-camp is
blaming the victims, or making light of
the horror of their fate.

matter of fact. In the passage quoted above, Arnsberg argues
that the idea of a blurred boundary between victims and perpetrators is “fact, not judgment.” Further on, he adds: ‘Arendt’s
main theory of the ‘living corpse’ as the ideal end-product of
extreme evil seems convincing: it manifestly holds its own
against the test of experience in persecutors and persecuted.’ 24 He reformulates this first main standpoint several times
in these pages: Arendt’s theory of dehumanised perpetrators
and victims is not a value judgment [1]. It is confirmed by other
thinkers [1.1a], Arnsberg argues; and it is is borne out by testimony of victims and perpetrators [1.1b]. Arnsberg provides a
long line of examples from the concentration camp universe
as proofs for Arendt’s theory [1.1a.1a… and 1.1b.1a…]. Examples
from the work of Rousset, Hilberg and Bettelheim; but also
examples from the Auschwitz trial; excerpts from the diary of
Rudolf Höß.25 The structure of the first four layers of argument
for this first main standpoint is as follows:
1 Arendt’s theory that in the totalitarian state, victims and perpetrators came to resemble each other, is not a value judgment
1.1a Other thinkers confirm this theory
[…] [further argumentation: Bettelheim, Hilberg, Rousset, plus
examples from their work]
	1.1b Testimonies bear out that both victims and perpetrators
were dehumanised
		1.1b.1a About sixty Jews in the extermination camp in
Chelmno had to live in a basement until their deaths,
where they were permanently in iron chains
			1.1b.1a.1 [ This was testified by witnesses at the
Auschwitz-trial]
[…] [further argumentation: more testimony of dehumanisation
of victims and perpetrators in the concentration camp world]
Arnsberg’s defence of Arendt against the accusation that she
“blames the victims and exculpates the perpetrators”; is more
profound than that of the other reviewers. He does not just
counter this double accusation; he tries to bring the discussion back on track by resolving some of the conflicting starting points the accusation roots in: the conflicting starting
points on the boundary of responsibility between victims and
perpetrators (see section 6.2).
Arnsberg tackles this most controversial issue about Eich-
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mann by way of The origins. In this manner, he addresses
this boundary while cleverly avoiding the thorny question of
(the possibility of) responsibility of the victims. The similarity between victims and perpetrators, Arnsberg explains, lies
in their dehumanisation. Arnsberg is correct: Arendt indeed
states in The origins that the line between victims and perpetrators is blurred because of dehumanisation. However, in
Eichmann she argues something else: that the boundary between victims (to be precise, the Jewish leaders) and perpetrators does not exist where it concerns responsibility for the
murder. Here the topical aspect of Arnsberg’s strategic manoeuvring in his discussion with his reader comes to the fore:
he replaces her controversial starting point on “victim-responsibility” from Eichmann by her much less controversial starting point on the “dehumanisation of the victims” from The
origins.
What is more, Arnsberg’s evidence for the similarity between victims and perpetrators comes from a realm that is
(morally) more clear-cut than the deportation realm where
Arendt’s moral reproaches take place: the concentration
camp. Here the adaptation to his reader’s frame of reference is
clear. To a non-specialist, the world of the concentration camp
is better known than the context in which the Jewish leaders
and victims had to make decisions during the war. The image
of the concentration camp is paradoxical: on the one hand, it
is often used as an example of a grey zone where some victims
had power over others (see Strauss, section 6.1). On the other
hand, the image of the concentration camp is morally not so
complex: within the barbed wire it is clear who were the victims, namely those deprived of their freedom; and who were
the perpetrators, namely those who deprived them of it. Although some victims had more power than others, they were
still victims. By using this clear-cut image, Arnsberg implicitly shows that Arendt very well understands the difference between victims and perpetrators.26
To show that she understands this difference is the goal of
the next part of Arnsberg’s argumentation. Where his first
main standpoint against the double accusation concerns the
similarity between perpetrators and victims, his second main
standpoint concerns the difference between them. The victims
are ‘dehumanised’ in preparation for their murder. By contrast,
the dehumanisation of the perpetrators leads to them step-

26 This is only an image: in reality,
the concentration camp was a much
more complex place than it is made out
to be in popular imagination.
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27 By committing crimes on such
a scale, without criminal intent, these
perpetrators have ‘corrupted all human
solidarity,’ as Arendt phrases it. Hannah
Arendt, The origins of totalitarianism (2nd
edn.; Cleveland 1958), 451-453, 459. However, in Eichmann in Jerusalem she stresses the ‘common humanity’ we share
with the perpetrators. Idem, EIJ, 252.

28 ‘Diesen leidend (passiv) Dehumanisierten wird selbstverständlich
niemand die Gemeinschaft der
menschlichen Solidarität vorenthalten,
aus der sich die (aktiv) dehumanisierten
Verfolgern ausgeschlossen haben und
daher allerdings nur technisch “exkulpiert” sind. Denn Schuld und Absicht gibt es rechtsphilosophisch nur
bei Menschen im Rahmen der humanen Solidarität.’ Arnsberg, ‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?’, 7.

ping outside the realm of human solidarity. Again, he is taking
argumentation from The origins.27 Arnsberg writes:
Naturally, no one will deny these suffering (passively) dehumanised [victims] the community of human solidarity, from
which the (actively) dehumanised perpetrators have excluded themselves and are therefore only technically ‘exculpated.’ Because from the perspective of legal philosophy, guilt
and intent exist only in people who are a part of [this] human
solidarity. 28
Arnsberg’s second main standpoint is implicit. It is implied
by this argumentation, and by the contrast with his first main
standpoint: although Arendt sees the similarities between the
dehumanised perpetrators and their victims, she also recognises the difference between them [(2)]. In Arendt’s reasoning, the perpetrators are indeed “exculpated,” because they
had no lowly motive or criminal intent – but only ‘technically’ so, as Arnsberg explains [(2).1b]. The dehumanised perpetrators have placed themselves outside the human community [(2).1b.1] and the dehumanised victims are welcomed back
[(2).1a] after their harrowing ordeal [(2).1a.1a]. Because the victims did not choose to be dehumanised [(2).1a.1b]; whereas the
perpetrators did [(2).1b.1.1a].
(2) (In Arendt’s theory, there is also a difference between victims
and perpetrators)
	(2).1a [She argues that] no one will withhold human solidarity from the victims
		(2).1a.1a They were suffering
		 (2).1a.1b They were [dehumanised by their persecutors]
	2.1b [In her theory] the perpetrators are only technically exculpated
		2.1b.1 The persecutors have excluded themselves from of
human solidarity
			2.1b.1.1a They [dehumanised themselves through their
actions]
[…] [further argumentation: quotes from Auschwitz-commander
Höß]
The key strategic move here is Arnsberg’s argument that the
victims did not choose to be dehumanised [(2).1a.1b]. Arendt
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would not disagree with this statement in itself. But the difference of opinion that created the double accusation, the difference of opinion that Arnsberg is allusively countering here,
does not have to do with the dehumanisation of the victims
generally, but with the individual responsibility of some victims. Again, Arnsberg replaces a highly controversial starting
point from Eichmann (the Jewish leaders had a choice) with
a related but less controversial thought from The origins (the
perpetrators are outside of human solidarity).
Note that Arnsberg does not argue that ‘in Arendt’s thinking the perpetrators are responsible and the victims are not’ –
that would be a misrepresentation. The presentational aspect
of his strategic manoeuvring is evident here: his juxtaposition
of the words ‘passively’ and ‘suffering’ and ‘exculpated’ only
suggests that the victims are innocent. In addition, Arnsberg
remains in the clear-cut realm of the concentration camp. The
“guilty” victims he gives as example-arguments here are the
Muselmänner, concentration inmates who no longer had a will
to live; and the Sonderkommandos, who were forced to assist
in the murder of their fellow inmates, before they themselves
were murdered. The duress these people were under no one
will deny – including Arendt. (This is actually a misrepresentation; Arendt makes a very strange remark about the Sonderkommandos in her book.)29
What is more, by steering the discussion in this direction,
Arnsberg temporarily draws the attention away from Arendt’s
moral judgments of the Jewish leaders (these judgments he
sharply criticises further on in his review). This is clever strategic manoeuvring with the presentation of his arguments:
Arnsberg physically separates his defence of Arendt from the
double accusation that she “blamed and exculpated”, and his
criticism of the moral judgments that gave rise to this accusation.
Arnsberg’s third main standpoint against the double accusation allusively denies that Arendt “exculpates the perpetrators.” To the contrary, Arnsberg argues, Arendt thinks that
‘these perpetrators have to be eliminated’ [3]. We cannot find
an apt punishment for them: their crimes are too great and
too alien to weigh with the scales we have used so far. Why?
Because they committed these horrific crimes without lowly
motive, and that is even worse than had they committed them
with evil in their hearts. Arnsberg strategically emphasises

29

Arendt, EIJ, 123.
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30 Again this is mixing argumentation from The origins with argumentation from Eichmann. Only in The origins
does Arendt discuss the difficulty of
punishment; in Eichmann she does not
see any problems with it. Idem, The
origins, 459. Idem, EIJ, 252.

31 ‘Insoweit – und nur insoweit –
wird die Todesstrafe “absurd”, wenn
man es nicht mit Mördern zu tun hat,
die wissen, was Mord ist; sondern mit
Bevölkerungspolitikern, die den Millionenmord so organisieren, daß alle
Beteiligten subjektiv sich unschuldig
fühlen können und erklären, keineswegs aus “mörderischen” Motiven
gehandelt zu haben. Diese “Mörder”,
nur so sind die Gedanken der “Elemente” Hannah Arendts zu verstehen,
haben sich außerhalb der menschlichen
Gemeinschaft gestellt. Die Todesstrafe
wird insoweit als Strafe absurd, aber die
“Eliminierung” der de-humanisierten
Mörder aus der menschlichen Gemeinschaft wird zu einer Konsequenz der
Humanität. Nur mit diesem ideologische Code kann der “Eichmann in
Jerusalem” verstanden werden und
dazu noch manches andere von dem
bisher nicht Begriffenen. Arnsberg,
‘War Eichmann ein Dämon?‘, 5.

32 ‘Für Höß war die Judenvernichtung sogar noch unmittelbar
vor seiner Exekution nicht unrecht,
sondern falsch, “da sich Deutschland
durch diese Massenvernichtung den
Haß der ganzen Welt zugezogen hat”.
Höß war “unbewußt ein Rad in der
Vernichtungsmaschine und kann daher
totalitär dehumanisiert “guten Gewissens” im Februar 1947 sagen: “Mag die
Öffentlichkeit ruhig weiter in mir die
blutrünstige Bestie, den grausamen
Sadisten, den Millionenmörder sehen.
Sie würde doch nie verstehen, daß der
auch ein Herz hatte, daß er nicht slecht
war.” ’ Ibid., 7.
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Arendt’s conclusion: that the perpetrators have to be eliminated from the human community.30 He writes:
[O]ne is not dealing with murderers, who know what murder
is, but with demographic politicians, who organise the murder of millions in such a way, that all participants feel subjectively innocent, and declare that they in no way acted out of
‘murderous’ motives.
These ‘murderers’, only in this way the thoughts from Hannah
Arendt’s Origins can be understood, have placed themselves
outside the human community. In this respect, the death penalty becomes absurd as a ‘punishment’, but the ‘elimination’ of
the de-humanised murderers from the human community becomes a consequence of humanity. Only with this ideological
code can Eichmann in Jerusalem be understood [...].31
Arnsberg explains: yes, Arendt sees the perpetrators’ deeds
as being ‘beyond guilt and intent,’ but that does not mean she
does not want to see them punished. To the contrary, Arnsberg
argues, she thinks these perpetrators should be ‘eliminated’
[3]. They committed crimes that they themselves did not regard as crimes, Arnsberg writes, they did things ‘that are intolerable for mankind and therefore [these] perpetrators have
to be eliminated as enemies of mankind’ [3.1a and 3.1a.1a]. And
not only are these men enemies of mankind, because their
crimes were so great [3.1a.1a]; they are also enemies of mankind, because they cannot see that what they have committed was a crime – their consciences are clear [3.1a.1b]. Even
after the totalitarian system has been destroyed, these people remain dehumanised. Arnsberg gives Höß as an example.
He writes:
Up to his execution, for Höß the destruction of the Jews was
not unjust, but wrong, [and only, Höß wrote,] ‘because Germany has drawn the hatred of the world upon itself with this mass
destruction.’ Höß (…) was so dehumanised […] [that] he could
declare in February 1947, with a ‘clear conscience’: ‘The public may well continue seeing in me the bloodthirsty animal, the
gruesome sadist, the murderer of millions. They would never
understand that he had a heart, too, that he was not evil.’ 32
Arnsberg does not only use the more clear-cut realm of the
concentration camp to make Arendt’s controversial stand-

6 Procedural problems in the fifteen reviews by historians

points and starting points more acceptable. To defend her
from the accusation that she “exculpates the perpetrators”,
he uses examples of well-known perpetrators who were much
more clear-cut than Eichmann was: the gruesome Dr. Mengele; and Rudolf Höß, the self-pitying commander of Auschwitz.
Again this shows how Arnsberg chooses arguments that he
thinks his reader will understand better than Arendt’s ‘normal’ Eichmann: Höß and Mengele were more evidently evil,
and more directly involved in the process of murder. Even men
who were so unequivocally evil in our eyes, Arnsberg argues,
did not have the idea that they were doing anything wrong.
They were so dehumanised by the totalitarian system, that
their consciences remained clear. In the reconstruction, Arnsberg’s main argumentation for his third main standpoint becomes:
3 [Arendt thinks that perpetrators have to be eliminated]
	3.1a [She argues that] these perpetrators are enemies of
mankind
		3.1a.1a Their acts are intolerable for mankind
		3.1a.1b [They remain clear of conscience after the fact]
[…] [further argumentation: quotes from Höß and the Auschwitztrial]
Arendt misrepresents Arendt’s position
The reconstruction of the main line of Arnsberg’s argumentation shows that the first part of his review is entirely devoted to defending Arendt from the double accusation that she
“blamed and exculpated”, even if the accusation itself is nowhere explicitly named. His defence of Arendt borders on misrepresentation: when Arnsberg avoids her controversial starting point that “there is no clear-cut boundary of responsibility
between perpetrators and victims” and her controversial presuppositions that the Jewish leaders had room to make choices; and replaces them with non-controversial arguments from
The origins.
Later on in his review, Arnsberg does explicitly counter the
accusation that Arendt “blames and exculpates.” And here
his strategic manoeuvring against this double accusation
in his discussion with the reader, does derail his discussion
with Arendt: his near-misrepresentations become a misrep-
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33 ‘Da heißt es in dem “Yad
Washem-Bulletin” vom Oktober 1963 in
einer Polemik gegen Hannah Arendt
mit dem bezeichnenden Untertitel:
“Bettelheim (eilt) zu Arendts Rettung”, daß diese beiden dem “Klima
des Schuldgefühls große Schaden
zugefügt” haben in ihrem Bemühen,
durch Trübung des Prinzips der
persönlichen Verantwortlichkeit den
Abstand zwischen den Totschlägern
und ihren Opfern zu verengen. Als ob
beide Angegriffenen je die Verfolgten
mit dem Mördern identifiziert oder
Sympathien zu den Mördern gezeigt
oder Bestialitäten verteidigt hätten,
wird in dieser Art die Generalattacke
gegen Hannah Arendt fundiert. [...] Das
geht soweit, daß man ihr Sympathie für
die mißverstandenen Mörder vorwirft
(Kubowy, “Yad Washem”, vom 13.10.1963).
Man macht ihr zum Vorwurf, das Böse
als banal anzusehen und dreht dabei
den wirklichen Sinn des Gesagten
in das Gegenteil um, als ob das Böse
bagatellisiert worden wäre. Es gehört
zum Standardmißbrauch der Kritik
das “to narrow the distance between
killers and victims” in eine moralische
Gleichwertung umzufälschen, als ob
dies nicht in den “Elementen” geklärt
worden wäre.’ Ibid., 13, 16.

resentation. Arnsberg writes:
As the Yad Vashem Bulletin writes, [...] [Bettelheim and
Arendt] have ‘caused great damage to the climate of awareness of guilt’ in their attempt to narrow the gap between
manslayers and victims, by clouding the principle of personal
responsibility. As if both the attacked had ever identified the
persecuted with murderers, or had shown sympathy towards
the murderers or defended bestiality […].
People go so far as to accuse [Arendt] of sympathising with
the misunderstood murderers. […] People accuse her of seeing evil as banal, turning around the reality of what she actually meant when she wrote that, as if she had played down evil.
It is part of the standard abuse of the critics to misrepresent
[Arendt’s claim that one should] ‘narrow the distance between
killers and victims’ as a moral equation, as if this had not been
explained in The origins.33
Indeed, as Arnsberg argues here, Arendt does not equate the
responsibility of perpetrators and victims in Eichmann. Nevertheless, Arnsberg’s argument that ‘this has been explained
in The origins’ is a misrepresentation: it equates the blurred
boundary of The origins (dehumanisation) with the blurred
boundary of Eichmann (responsibility). The difference of opinion on the boundary between victims and perpetrators does
not concern the guiltless dehumanisation of The origins. It
concerns a barrier of (moral) responsibility that, Arendt argues, in the case of the Jewish leaders does not exist.
6.3.4 Conclusion
This section looked at three reviewers who attempt to remove
certain hindrances to a reasonable discussion of Arendt’s
book, and to improve the damaging discussion climate. The
reviews in this section again illustrate the centrality in the
controversy of the double accusation that Arendt “blamed the
victims and exculpated Eichmann.” Even though this accusation consisted of two outrageous straw men, those defending
Arendt thought it persuasive enough to devote an important
share of their review to countering it.
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Epstein’s defence against this double accusation is partly
allusive, partly explicit. The argumentation defending Arendt
against the claim that she blames the victims is subtly woven
into his argumentation on the victim theme. By contrast, he
explicitly argues that Arendt does not exculpate Eichmann.
Like Epstein, Handlin weaves arguments tailored to counter
this double accusation, into argumentation criticising Arendt
on the victim theme. By contrast, Arnsberg’s entire review is
constructed as a defence of Arendt’s views against the accusation that she “blamed and exculpated.”
To defend Arendt from personal attacks, the three reviewers more or less choose the same approach: at the opening
stage, they present starting points that cast her in a favourable light. Again Arnsberg’s approach is the most elaborate.
Just like Poliakov, he conducts a sub-discussion of Arendt’s
aptitude at the opening stage of his discussion with the reader; and just like Borwicz, he conducts a meta-discussion of
procedural starting points, but in defence of Arendt. Arnsberg
defends a material starting point on Arendt’s reputation; an
implicit material starting point on her apititude for the discussion; a procedural starting point on her right to advance
her views; and a procedural starting point against misrepresentations and assumptions of bad faith in the discussion. He
states that Arendt has the right to advance her views without being ferociously attacked; and warns his readers and her
critics that one should interpret one another’s argumentation
benevolently. These arguments echo the pragma-dialectical
Freedom Rule and the argumentation-theoretical Principle of
Charity.
Avoiding Arendt’s controversial starting points
These reviewers attempt to persuade their readers that neither Arendt personally, nor her positions are as outrageous
as they were depicted in the controversy. From a procedural
perspective, they try to close the gap between those fundamentally opposed in the controversy: by showing that some
of their starting points are compatible; and by showing that it
is possible to simultaneously agree and disagree with Arendt.
As he takes standpoints and arguments from both sides of the
controversy, Epstein’s topical choices show that a third way
is possible. He puts forth arguments on “circumstances” and
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“human behaviour” for instance, but he does not argue that a
judgment of the Jewish leaders is not allowed. He agrees with
Arendt’s assessment of the Jewish leaders’ motives, but does
not share her harsh moral judgment of their choices. He criticises her harsh judgment, yet does not argue that she “blames
the victims.”
However, these reviewers also consolidate the gap themselves: by misrepresenting Arendt’s positions in other ways;
or by depicting her opponents as outrageous discussants.
Their strategic manoeuvring in their discussion with the reader then derails their discussion with Arendt, or with her opponents. Handlin for instance presents Hilberg as the enemy
Arendt’s opponents should be attacking; and Arnsberg presents Arendt’s opponents as unreasonable.
Arnsberg’s review is remarkable in that he chooses an elaborate strategy to defend Arendt from the double accusation
that she “blames and exculpates”: it takes up over half of his
review. At the opening stage, Arnsberg presents the starting
point that one needs context to properly understand Arendt’s
Eichmann-book; at the argumentation stage he provides this
context. What is presented as helpful contextualising also
serves the strategic purpose of defending Arendt from accusation that she “blames and exculpates”: Arnsberg carefully
chooses standpoints and arguments designed to remove this
double accusation from the reader’s mind, and he presents
them in an allusive manner.
This is not only an elaborate, but also a deep strategy. Arnsberg does not superficially attack this double accusation,
but instead tries to resolve the problem of conflicting starting points on the victim theme, by explaining and even replacing of Arendt’s more controversial arguments and starting points. His attempt to put the discussion back on track
derails however. Arnsberg misrepresents Arendt’s argumentation when he equates an argument of Arendt’s in The
origins with one of her most controversial starting points
in Eichmann.
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6.4 HINDRANCES TO THE DISCUSSION OF
THE PERPETRATOR AND BYSTANDER THEMES,
IN REVIEWS DEFENDING ARENDT
Arendt’s opponents were certainly not the only discussants
responsible for the problematic character of the discussion.
Chapter 3 discussed how Arendt’s own responses for instance
did not help in getting the discussion back on track.
This section looks at hindrances to a reasonable discussion
of Arendt’s book in the argumentation of three of Arendt’s defenders: Burin (6.4.1); Wucher (6.4.2); and Paret (6.4.3). Arguing in favour of Arendt’s views, all three of these reviewers
misrepresent Arendt’s positions to a smaller or greater extent;
and misrepresent the positions of her opponents. One of them
sustains a personal attack on Arendt’s opponents throughout
his review.
6.4.1 Burin
Burin’s untitled, three-page article appeared in the review
section of the Political Science Quarterly, a scholarly journal.
Printed in the March 1964 issue, this review belongs to the
controversy’s second phase. As one of very few discussants in
the controversy, Burin wholeheartedly backs Arendt’s view of
the Jewish Councils, even her notorious meta-judgment. On
the other hand, he keeps a critical distance to the discussion:
he severely berates Arendt for factual errors; biased interpretation; and for not providing footnotes.
Burin misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints and is vague
Burin presents frank positions on Arendt’s book and the controversy. His review is clearly structured and easy to reconstruct as a critical discussion. Burin constantly shows the
reader that he keeps his critical distance. That is, with the exception of one cryptic paragraph about the boundary between
perpetrators and (supposed) bystanders, where Burin silently
rebuilds Arendt’s argumentation for his own purposes. Here Burin presents Arendt’s argumentation on the ‘ubiquitous complicity’ (chapter 2). It seems he is just summarising her arguments,
but in fact he misrepresents them at three points, to support a
conclusion he wants to emphasise. Burin writes:
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1 Frederic S. Burin, Political Science
Quarterly 79 no.1 (March 1964) 122-125, at
123. Burin refers to the first American
edition.

2 She writes: ‘[T]here existed not a single organization or public institution in
Germany, at least during the war years,
that did not become involved in criminal actions and transactions.’ Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd edn.;
London 1994), 18, 159.

3 Arendt writes: ‘It is one thing to
ferret out criminals and murderers
from their hiding places, and it is another thing to find them prominent
and flourishing in the public realm –
to encounter innumerable men in the
federal and state administrations and,
generally, in public office whose careers
had bloomed under the Hitler regime.
True, if the Adenauer administration
had been too sensitive about employing
officials with a compromising Nazi
past, there might have been no administration at all. [...] There were widespread rumors prior to the trial that
Eichmann had named “several hundred
prominent personalities of the Federal
Republic as his accomplices,” but these
rumors were not true.’ Ibid., 17-18.
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[T]he presentation of a great deal of evidence irrelevant to the
defendant’s deeds greatly reinforced a tendency present in
any case – that of overstating the case against him. And the
unfortunate effect of this was to underrate the role of hundreds of other Eichmanns, many of them free and prospering
in Germany today. Miss Arendt correctly implies this when she
points out (p. 15) that ‘the logic of the Eichmann trial… would
have demanded exposure of the complicity of all German offices and authorities in the final solution – of all civil servants
in the state ministries, of the regular armed forces with their
General Staff, of the judiciary, and of the business world.’ All
these organisations, contrary to the widespread myth that
the Jews were readied for the slaughter and ultimately dispatched by a few thousand ‘SS gangsters’, ‘were vying and
fighting with each other for the honor of taking the lead’ in this
bloody business (p. 101). Whether or not the prosecution ‘carefully avoided touching upon this... almost ubiquitous complicity’ (p. 15) [...], this fact did need recalling in the interest of the
historical truth the trial was intended to present.1
At issue here is Arendt’s position that in German organised society, complicity in the murder of the Jews was ‘almost ubiquitous.’ 2 For the reconstruction of his argumentation structure, Burin’s main standpoint is paraphased as “Eichmann’s
trial should have brought to light the almost ubiquitous complicity of organised German society” [1]. According to Burin,
Arendt implies that there were ‘hundreds of Eichmanns’ and
‘many of them [are] free and prospering in Germany today’
[1.1a and 1.1b]. This is a misrepresentation. Arendt does claim
that there are ‘innumerable men […] in public office’ who are
‘criminals and murderers,’ and who are ‘prominent and flourishing in the public realm.’ However, she does not suggest that
these are all Eichmann-equivalents.3
Next, Burin argues that the ‘ubiquitous complicity’ should
have been brought to light to crush a myth, and to present
the truth. These two arguments are paraphrased as follows:
“the myth that the Jews were persecuted and deported by a
handful of ‘SS-gangsters’ is widespread” [1.1c] and “the truth
is that all these German organizations wanted to participate
in the murder of the Jews” [1.1d]. Again Burin misrepresents
Arendt’s argumentation: Arendt indeed uses these two arguments, but Burin makes both the myth and the truth more
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horrible than Arendt does. First: although the myth about ‘SS
gangsters’ is presented as a quote from Arendt, the quote is
in fact based on something Hausner said, as quoted by Arendt
in her book. And neither Arendt nor this Hausner-quote says
there is a widespread myth about ‘SS-gangsters’ – that is Burin’s own claim.4 Second, Arendt’s truth is different than Burin’s. Here the presentational aspect of Burin’s strategic manoeuvring is evident. By selectively quoting her, he makes it
seem as though Arendt argues that the whole of German organised society (‘all civil servants in the state ministries, of
the regular armed forces with their General Staff, of the judiciary, and of the business world’) was bloodthirsty, “vying and
fighting to take the lead in this bloody business.” This, however, is not what Arendt argues. The quotes Burin uses come
from two different parts of the book (as he himself neatly indicates with page referrals). In the first part, Arendt argues
that the whole of organised German society was complicit in
the murder. In the second part, Arendt argues that the upper
crust of the civil service was “vying to take the lead” in the
mass murder, as witnessed by Eichmann at the Wannsee conference.5 These are two different arguments that Burin mixes
up, thereby inflating Arendt’s standpoint on the complicity of
German society.
Burin’s fifth argument is that “the fact of the almost ubiquitous complicity needed recalling” [1.1e]; as “the trial was intended to present the historical truth” [1.1e.1]. Burin puts extra stress on the contrast he creates between the truth and
the myth, by referring to the ‘almost ubiquitous complicity’ as
a ‘fact.’ His use of the word ‘recalling’ suggests that there are
people who know this ‘historical truth’ (for example, historians and other scholars), but that there are other people who
need to be reminded of it.
So far, the overview of his argumentation structure looks
like this:

4 Arendt writes ‘Mr. Hausner mentioned Eichmann’s “accomplices in the
crime who were neither gangsters not
men of the underworld,” and promised
that we should “encounter them – doctors and lawyers, scholars, bankers, and
economists – in those councils that
resolved to exterminate the Jews.” This
promise was not kept, nor could it have
been kept in the form in which it was
made. For there never existed a “council
that resolved” anything, the “robed dignitaries with academic degrees” never
decided on the extermination of the
Jews, they only came together to plan
the necessary steps in carrying out an
order given by Hitler.’ Ibid., 18.

5 Arendt accuses the whole of German organised society of complicity,
and the German people in general of a
form of political and moral responsibility for the murder. However, the cutthroat competition and enthusiasm for
the mass murder she refers to, is among
government officials. She writes: ‘[At
Wannsee Eichmann] could see with his
own eyes and hear with his own ears
that not only Hitler, not only Heydrich
or the “sphinx” Müller, not just the S.S.
or the Party, but the élite of the good
old Civil Service were vying and fighting with each other for the honor of
taking the lead in these “bloody” matters.’ At this occasion Eichmann was ‘by
far the lowest in rank.’ Ibid., 112-114.

1 [Eichmann’s trial should have brought to light the almost ubiquitous complicity of organised German society]
	1.1a There were hundreds of other Eichmanns
	1.1b Many of these Eichmanns are free and prospering in
Germany today
	1.1c [The myth that the Jews were persecuted and deported
by a handful of ‘SS gangsters’ is widespread]
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	1.1d [The truth is that all of the organisations Arendt names,
wanted to participate in the murder of the Jews]
	1.1e This fact needed recalling
		1.1e.1 It needed recalling in the interest of the historical
truth the trial was intended to present
Burin makes it seem as if Arendt argues that a large part of
German society was in cutthroat competition to organise the
genocide. In the last part of this paragraph, it becomes clear
why he misrepresents Arendt’s argumentation in this manner:
Burin thinks the circle of (legal) responsibility for the murder
in German society should be drawn even wider than Arendt
does. His cryptic sentences here contrast sharply with the
clear language of the rest of his review. Burin writes:
Perhaps one should add, too, that, in these matters, the term
‘Nazi’ has altogether been loaded with more freight than it
will bear. Not nearly all the German participants in the murder of the Jews were Nazis. Or, if a more generous interpretation makes it possible to describe them as such, the distinction between Nazis and Germans in the Hitler era does not
hold nearly as much water as those who are enamored of it
insist. Surely, they cannot have it both ways.
So far, Burin has presented three arguments that revolve
around the trial having to uncover the truth [1.1c-e]; and two
arguments about the trial having to unmask the ‘hundreds of
Eichmanns’ that are living easy, undeserved lives in West-Germany [1.1a-b]. His last arguments for the importance of the
‘recalling of German complicity,’ quoted above, are much less
straightforward. Burin seems to suggest that people adamant of the difference between ‘Nazis’ and ‘Germans’ have
something to hide. Who are these people? What exactly is Burin accusing them of? And how does this argumentation fit
in with the necessity of exposing the ubiquitous complicity?
One needs more context to reconstruct this argumentation.
It helps to read the pages in Arendt’s book that he cites from.
Because Burin’s argumentation alludes to argumentation of
Arendt’s that he does not cite, but that appears on the same
pages as the citations he does use. The first of Arendt’s standpoints that Burin alludes to, deals with the myth that only a
few Germans were Nazis, and the myth that many Germans
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helped the Jews: ‘For the truth is, of course,’ Arendt writes,
‘the exact opposite of Dr. Adenauer’s assertion that only “a
relatively small percentage” of Germans had been Nazis, and
that “a great majority [had been] happy to help their Jewish
fellow-citizens when they could.” ‘ The second of Arendt’s
standpoints that Burin alludes to, deals with the complicity
of Germans who were not Nazis: that ‘the almost ubiquitous
complicity [...] had stretched far beyond the ranks of Party
membership,’ Arendt writes. And the third standpoint Burin alludes to, is from Arendt’s chapter on Wannsee, where
she explains that although ‘the undersecretaries and the legal and other experts in the various Ministries were frequently
not even Party members […],’ still they had no difficulty signing up for the murderous project.6
With this context it becomes somewhat clearer where Burin is steering his argument. In agreement with Arendt, Burin
protests the idea that there were but a few perpetrators in the
Third Reich, conveniently labelled “Nazis,” while the rest had
nothing to do with the enterprise of murdering the Jews. Like
Arendt, Burin is worried about the presence of these murderers in modern German society. And like Arendt, Burin wants
to stress the complicity of non-Nazi Germans. Burin however thinks the circle should be drawn even wider than Arendt
does. For the reconstruction of his argumentation structure,
it is helpful to break this cryptic section of Burin’s argumentation down into separate claims, and paraphrase (‘substitute’)
them where necessary.

6

Ibid., 112-113.

•

 he term ‘Nazi’ has been loaded with more freight than it
T
can bear
	‘Freight’ must be taken to mean ‘responsibility’ here: all the
responsibility for the murder is pushed towards ‘the Nazis’
when, as Burin argues next, not nearly all participants in
the mass murder were Nazis. The burden of responsibility
must be divided over Nazis and those who were not Party
members – this Arendt argues as well.
• Not nearly all participants in the murder of the Jews were
Nazis
How does one know that the term “Nazi” is overburdened? Burin suggests that it is regularly claimed that “all participants in
the murder of the Jews were Nazis,” a standpoint that he opposes here: many non-Nazi Germans participated in the mass
murder, Burin states.
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• O
 r, if a more generous interpretation makes it possible to describe them as such, the distinction between Nazis and Germans in the Hitler era does not hold much water
If one defines all the participants in the murder of the Jews as
“Nazis”, the general distinction between Nazis and Germans
loses its meaning. The expression is “something does not hold
water,” which means that something is not true or not plausible. Burin plays with this expression: ‘it does not hold nearly
as much water as some people insist.’ He turns the expression
inside out, giving it an appearance of nuance. In spite of this
appearance however, Burin is simply saying that the distinction has no meaning when used in the context of the murder of
the Jews. There is a general distinction between Germans and
Nazis that might make sense. But in the context of the murder
of the Jews it makes no sense: Nazis and non-Nazis participated. One can substitute this with: “when all the participants in
the murder of the Jews are defined as Nazis, the general distinction between Nazis and Germans becomes meaningless.”
• T
 here are people who insist this distinction between Germans and Nazis holds much water
There are people who insist the distinction between Germans
and Nazis is meaningful.
• T
 hese people are enamored of this distinction between Germans and Nazis
These people are very attached to this distinction; Burin suggests
they have a stake in maintaining the “myth of SS-gangsters.”
• S
 urely these people cannot have it both ways
‘Both ways’ refers to the either-or scenario Burin has just laid
out. Either one upholds the general distinction between Germans and Nazis: then ‘these people,’ who are so attached to
the distinction, have to acknowledge that Nazis and non-Nazis
participated in the murder of the Jews. Or one calls all participants in the murder Nazis: in which case the general distinction becomes meaningless and ‘these people’ have to accept
that all Germans (more precisely: all of German organised
society, if one stays within Arendt’s definition of the ‘ubiquitous complicity’) can be called Nazis if they participated in
the mass murder. Even if they were not Party members. To
rephrase this complex, ad absurdum argument: “either these
people acknowledge that Nazis and non-Nazis participated in
the murder of the Jews, or they accept that all of German organised society in the Reich era are defined as Nazis.”
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Now one can see what Burin’s arguments add up to, and how
this last paragraph figures in his argumentation on the ‘ubiquitous complicity.’ Burin does not believe in a political conspiracy between Israel and Germany. But he does believe that
there are people in Germany who might profit from the myth
staying intact and the facts not being recalled: those ubiquitous accomplices of the organised German society of Reich
times. These people are the ones ‘enamored’ of ‘the distinction between Nazis and Germans in the Hitler era,’ the ones
who want to have it ‘both ways.’ Why should the trial have recalled the ‘almost ubiquitous complicity’? To unmask those
who cover up their crimes; or their friends’ crimes; or their
colleagues’ crimes, by insisting they were not Nazis. With this
contextual information and the analysis of his separate claims,
one can reconstruct the missing argument [1.(1f)], that connects the argument ‘the term Nazi is overloaded’ [1.(1f).1a] with
the main standpoint [1]: “the term Nazi is being used to mask
this ubiquitous complicity” [1(.1f)]. There are people who do
so, by insisting on the distinction between Nazis and Germans
[1.(1f).1b]. And these people are much attached to the distinction [1.(1f).1b.1]; an argument with which Burin suggests they
have a stake in keeping the distinction intact. Burin gives two
arguments for his sub-standpoint that “the term Nazi is overloaded” [1.(1f).1a]. Following Arendt’s lead, Burin argues that
many non-Nazi Germans participated in the murder of the
Jews [1.(1f).1a.1a]. He goes even further: if one would call all
the participants in the murder Nazis, the distinction between
Nazis and Germans would become insignificant [1.(1f).1a.1b].
What is left is the cryptic remark that people who want this
distinction to be important ‘cannot have it both ways’ [1.1g].
This argument implies why it is so important to ‘recall the
ubiquitous complicity’: ‘these people’ should be brought to
acknowledge that the distinction is not so important. To show
how this argument works, it is helpful to reconstruct the linking premise [1.1a-g’]. The Eichmann trial should have brought
something to light; because something is hidden; and that
something must not be hidden. The logical minimum here
is: “if there were hundreds of other Eichmanns; and many of
them are still free and prospering today; and if there is a myth
that a handful of SS gangsters organised the mass murder;
and the truth is that the larger part of German organised society was fighting to participate in the mass murder; and if the
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term “Nazi” is being used to cover up this ubiquitous complicity; and if people who insist on the distinction cannot have
it both ways; then the trial should have brought to light the
almost ubiquitous complicity.” To rephrase this to the pragmatic optimum: ‘People who insist on the importance of the
distinction between Germans and Nazis, should be forced to
acknowledge that Nazis and non-Nazis participated in the
murder of the Jews.’ The full reconstruction of this paragraph
is thus:
1 [Eichmann’s trial should have brought to light the almost ubiquitous complicity of organised German society]
1.1a There were hundreds of other Eichmanns
		 1.1a.1 Arendt correctly implies this
			1.1a.1.1 She points out that the logic of the Eichmann
trial would have demanded exposure of the complicity of all German offices and authorities in the Final
Solution
				1.1a.1.1.1a-d She points out that it would have
demanded exposure of all civil servants in the
state ministries; of the regular armed forces
with their General Staff; of the judiciary; of the
business world
	1.1b Many of these Eichmanns are free and prospering in
Germany today
	1.1c [The myth that the Jews were persecuted and deported
by a handful of “SS gangsters” is widespread]
	1.1d [The truth is that all of the organisations Arendt names,
wanted to participate in the murder of the Jews]
1.1e This fact needed recalling
		1.1e.1 It needed recalling in the interest of the historical
truth the trial was intended to present
	1.(1f) (The term “Nazi” is being used to mask this ubiquitous
complicity)
		1.(1f).1a The term “Nazi” has been loaded with more
freight than it can bear
			1.(1f).1a.1a Not nearly all the German participants in the
murder of the Jews were Nazis
			 1.(1f).1a.1b When all the participants in the murder of
			the Jews are defined as Nazis, the general distinction
between Nazis and Germans becomes meaningless
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		1.(1f).1b There are people who insist on the importance of
the distinction between Germans and Nazis
			1.(1f).1b.1 These people are very attached to this distinction
		1.1g People who insist on the distinction should either acknowledge that Nazis and non-Nazis participated in the
murder of the Jews; or accept that all of German organised society in the Reich era are defined as Nazis
	1.1a-g’ (People who insist on the distinction should be forced
to acknowledge that Nazis and non-Nazis participated in the
murder of the Jews)

7 This theme, the responsibility of
all Germans for what happened in the
Third Reich, would occupy him all his
life. Albert Wucher, ‘Man trägt daran
sein Leben lang. Was es bedeutet, wenn
einer den Krieg von Anfang bis Ende
mitmachen musste’, Süddeutsche Zeitung
(October 10 2009) sec. SZ Wochendende,
ROM6.

In his argumentation on the perpetrator and bystander
themes, Burin manoeuvres strategically with the presentation of his arguments. Selectively quoting Arendt, and leaving
a part of his argumentation implicit, he defends (sub)-standpoints on the extent of legal responsibility for the mass murder in German society. However, his attempt to convince his
reader of his own standpoint on the complicity in German society derails his discussion with Arendt. His selective quotations create misrepresentations that violate the Standpoint
Rule. In addition, a part of his argumentation is presented so
cryptically that it is hard to understand and reconstruct, and
thus violates the Language Use Rule.
6.4.2 Wucher
Wucher’s review appeared in the Süddeutsche Zeitung, covering a little over a page in its Feuilleton. Printed on January
30, 1965, it was part of the fifth phase of the controversy, the
independent German discussion. For his well-educated readers, Wucher wrote a compact, eloquent defence of Arendt:
‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um Hannah
Arendt.’ The title refers to Arendt’s moral collapse, that Wucher calls ‘the psychology of totalitarianism.’ Foremost, Wucher
wants to put a spotlight on the responsibility of the German
bystanders for the murder of the Jews.7
Wucher misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints
At first sight, Wucher’s review seems an enthusiastic endorsement of Arendt’s book. In the reconstruction it becomes
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8 However, Wucher takes two groups
out of the range of the moral collapse:
the Jewish leaders and the German
resistance. His discussion of these two
groups is but a short intermezzo, in
which Wucher minimises the appearance of his disagreement with Arendt
on these two themes. This he does so
his disagreement with her on the responsibility these groups carried for the
murder of the Jews does not corrode
his defence of Arendt against her critics
in the controversy.

9 ‘Ja, er war geradezu stolz darauf,
dem Gericht zu “beweisen” daß er
niemals dabei feindselige oder gar
mörderische Gefühle gehegt habe –
was die Richter, durch einen Abgrund
von solcher “Psyche” geschieden, nur
verständnislos zu den Akten nehmen
konnten. Versteht man jetzt, warum
Hannah Arendt, ohne die Verbrechen
darum verkleinern zu wollen, von der
‘Banalität des Bösen’ spricht? Ihre an
Eichmann exemplifizierte “Psychologie des Totalitarismus” fördert ein
Problem zutage, das man moralische
Schizophrenie nennen könnte – wenn
da wahrhaftig etwas gespalten wäre.
Das Bedrückende ist indes die “Vereinbarkeit” zweier Moralbegriffe, die
sich eigentlich gegenseitig ausschließen
sollten. Eine Gewissenlosigkeit – ohne
Daß, wie es scheint, das Gewissen vollends abgeschafft wäre. Eichmann hat
nie aufgehört, zu wissen oder wenigstens zu ahnen, daß die “Endlösung” ein
bodenloses Verbrechen war. Insofern
halte ich Hannah Arendts bohrende
Frage, wie lange sein Gewissen funktioniert hat, für möglicherweise gegenstandslos. Es hat unter den “Endlösern”
(von den Verbrechernaturen abgesehen,
denen das Morden Spaß gemacht hat)
nur wenige gegeben, die nicht froh gewesen wären, wenn sie die “Drecksarbeit”,
wie Himmler sich ausdrückte, nicht
zu besorgen brauchten. Die Konfrontation mit der Vernichtungspraxis in
Auschwitz hat weder Eichmann noch
Höß ertragen. Aus “Schwäche” wie sie es
nannten, in er sich das Gewissen regte.’
Albert Wucher, ‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur Kontroverse um Hannah
Arendt‘, Süddeutsche Zeitung (January
30-31 1965) sec. Feuilleton, 7-8.
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apparent that Wucher’s argumentation on all three controversial themes subtly yet crucially deviates from Arendt’s.
Wucher’s indictment of people in the Reich is even harsher than Arendt’s: in his eyes, succumbing to the moral collapse was a conscious act.8 When Wucher starts discussing Eichmann’s conscience, he first explicitly disagrees with
Arendt. Here he understates his difference of opinion with her.
He writes:
Indeed, [Eichmann] was almost proud of “proving” to the
court that he had never had hostile or ever murderous
thoughts [during the fulfilment of his duties] – [something]
of which the judges could only take note without understanding
[it], [as they were] separated by an abyss from such a ‘psyche.’
Does one understand now why Hannah Arendt, without wanting to diminish the crimes, speaks of the ‘banality of evil’?
[Arendt’s] “psychology of totalitarianism,” exemplified by
Eichmann, brings a problem to light that one could call moral
schizophrenia – if there truly was something split there. However, the depressing [element] in this is the compatibility of
two moral concepts that really should be mutually exclusive.
[There was] a lack of conscience – [while] the conscience was
not fully eliminated, it seems. Eichmann never stopped knowing or at least suspecting that the ‘Endlösung’ was an extreme
crime. Insofar I think Hannah Arendt’s incisive question, how
long his conscience functioned and how or when he killed it in
the end, is probably misguided. Under the ‘Final Solutionists’
there were only a few who would not have been happy if they
did not have to take care of the ‘dirty work’, as Himmler put it
(except for the criminal natures, for whom killing was fun). The
confrontation with the practice of destruction in Auschwitz
neither Eichmann or Höß could bear. Out of ‘weakness’, as
they called it, those in whom conscience stirred. 9
In this paragraph, Wucher first takes the stinger out of
Arendt’s controversial and confusing term the ‘banality of evil,’
by redirecting it to what he calls it the ‘psychology of totalitarianism.’ Then he claims that the problem at the heart of this
totalitarian psychology (or moral collapse) is not the inverted morality that Arendt describes – ‘moral schizophrenia’ in
Wucher’s words.10 No, he says, the problem is ‘a lack of conscience without the conscience being fully eliminated.’
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Here the presentational aspect of Wucher’s strategic manoeuvring is important. By phrasing carefully (‘it seems,’ ‘possibly’) Wucher suggests that his disagreement with Arendt
on this matter is but a shade of difference in interpretation:
conscience suppression versus conscience elimination. Both
he and Arendt, Wucher suggests, are speculating on the inner workings of historical actors’ minds, on the basis of the
same set of facts or proofs. This is an understatement however, a misrepresentation: their disagreement on Eichmann’s
conscience is deeper than Wucher presents it. In his quest to
widen the circle of responsibility for the Final Solution, Wucher takes a more humane view of the perpetrators than Arendt
does. According to Arendt, most of the SS had to suppress
not so much their conscience as a basic, instinctive ‘animal
pity.’ This pity, Arendt argues, was cleverly turned into selfpity: Himmler said that the burden of murder had to be borne
for the glory of the Reich.11 By contrast, Wucher argues that the
perpetrators had to work hard at suppressing their consciences, right to the end. According to Wucher, Arendt says Eichmann
turned his conscience off at some point. This also is a misrepresentation: Arendt says Eichmann inverted his conscience.
After misrepresenting their disagreement on the conscience of the perpetrators, in the text that follows Wucher
to all appearances approvingly summarises Arendt’s arguments. Again this appearance is an effect of clever manoeuvring with the presentation of his arguments. In fact, as the reconstruction of his argumentation shows, Wucher is silently
mixing his own arguments with Arendt’s, to support his own
standpoint of the suppressed conscience (as opposed to her
standpoint on the inverted conscience). In this part of his review, Wucher’s argumentation is also clearly geared towards
his German readers’ frame of reference. He leans heavily on
their background knowledge of the events discussed – the organisation structure of the SS; their role in the murder of the
Jews; Himmler’s role. Wucher writes:
In this respect it is of the utmost importance to understand
which tools Eichmann and his kind used, and what ‘tricks’ the
slave owners of the system used, to ‘eradicate’ the moral scruples. This began with the self-deception to see Hitler’s will to
power as the new law (however, plenty of lecturers in constitutional law on German universities shared [this self-deception] with Eichmann, the lower bureaucrat). Or one lied to one-

10 Here Wucher, who was present at
the trial himself, follows Eichmann’s
own description of his conscience
rather than Arendt’s interpretation of
it. Eichmann described not only the
inversion of values, but he also claimed
that he dissociated from what he did,
that his conscience was split. David
Cesarani, Eichmann. His Life and Crimes
(London 2004), 366.
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11

Arendt, EIJ, 105-106.

12 ‘Insofern ist es von höchster
Wichtigkeit, zu erfassen, welcher
Hilfsmittel sich Eichmann und seinesgleichen, und welcher “Tricks” sich
die Sklavenhalter des Systems bedienten, um die moralischen Bedenken
“auszumerzen.” Das begann mit dem
Selbstbetrug, Hitlers Machtwillen als
das neue Gesetz zu betrachten (aber
den teilte Eichmann, der Subalternfunktionär, mit genug Staatsrechtlehrern auf deutschen Universitätskathedern). Oder man log sich vor, weil es
das Regime so wollte, der Weltkrieg sei
einer Schicksalsauseinandersetzung, in
der es auf Leben oder Tod der Nation
gehe (für Eichmanns Funktion bedeutete das entweder die Juden vernichten
oder von ihnen vernichtet zu werden).
Für die SS stützte man sich zusätzlich
auf einen persönlichen “Führer”-Eid, einen systematisch gepflegten Korpsgeist
und eine Sonderehre, eben jenen “Idealismus,” an dem Himmler appellierte,
wenn er den SS-Führern hinsichtlich
der Judenvernichtung vorschwadronierte: “Dies durchgehalten zu haben, ist
ein niemals geschriebenes und niemals
zu schreibendes Ruhmesblatt unserer
Geschichte.” Um die SS-Schergen vollends zu verfügbaren Kreaturen zu
stempeln, machte man es ihnen zur
Ehrensache, den sogenannten “inneren
Schweinehund” zu bekämpfen – auch
“wenn da hundert Leichen beisammen
liegen, wenn 500 daliegen oder wenn
1000 daliegen.”
Solchem Teufelskreis – mag immer
man finden, der einzelne hätte sich
wegmelden können – zu entrinnen,
war geradezu unmöglich. Ihn zu
durchbrechen hätte nämlich bedeutet,
vor menschlichen “Schwächen” zu
kapitulieren und sich selbst aus dem
Kreis der “Erwählten” auszustoßen. Und
Hilfen von außen? In Hannah Arendts
Diktion: Woran hatte Eichmann merken sollen, daß er sich auf dem Weg des
glatten Verbrechens befand, was hätte
ihn zur Besinnung bringen können?
Das Buch präsentiert eine bittere Bilanz – angefangen von der Aussage der
Grynszpan-Vaters der 1938 deportiert
wurde: “Und dann lud man uns auf
Polizeiautos, auf Gefängniswagen... und
transportierte uns zum Bahnhof. Die
Straßen waren schwarz von Menschen,
und sie schrien: ‘Juden raus nach Palästina!’ “ Hannah Arendt selber hat
schon 1933 ähnliches erlebt: “das persönliche Problem war doch nicht etwa, was
unsere Feinde (die Nazis) taten, sondern
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self, because the regime wished it so, that the world war was
a clash of fate, in which it was about life or death for the nation (in Eichmann’s function that meant either to destroy the
Jews or be destroyed by them). In addition [to this], in the SS
one leaned on a personal ‘Führer-oath’, a systematically cultivated esprit de corps and special privilege. [It was] precisely
this ‘idealism’ to which Himmler appealed, when he filled the
heads of the SS-leaders with the following bluster about the
destruction of the Jews: ‘To have seen this through, is a never
written and never to be written glorious page in our history.’
To stamp the SS-henchmen completely as available creatures,
they made it a matter of honour for them to fight against to
so-called ‘inner weaknesses’ – even ‘when a hundred corpses
lie there together, when 500 lie there or when 1000 lie there’
[said Himmler].
To escape such a vicious circle – in spite of the argument that
the individual could have asked for dismissal – was almost impossible. Because to break through it would have meant to
capitulate to human ‘weaknesses’ and to expel oneself from
the circle of the chosen. And helpers from outside? In Hannah Arendt’s words: how should Eichmann have realised that
he was on the road to crime plain and simple, what should
have brought him to his senses? The book presents a bitter
balance – begun with the testimony of Grynszpan senior, who
was deported in 1938: ‘And then they loaded us in police cars,
in prison cars… and transported us to the train station. The
streets were black with people, and they cried: “Jews to Palestine!” ‘ Hannah Arendt herself already experienced something
similar in 1933: ‘The personal problem was surely not what
our enemies (the Nazis) did, but what our friends did. What
at that time in the wave of Gleichschaltung, which was, mind
you, pretty voluntary, in any case was not yet held under the
pressure of terror, that was, as if an empty space was forming
around oneself...’ 12
In the first quoted passage Wucher presents his main standpoint and first two main arguments. Wucher’s main standpoint is, that the main problem with totalitarian perpetrators
is ‘a lack of conscience without the conscience being fully
eliminated’ [3]. His first two main arguments for this standpoint are his own: that “Eichmann never stopped knowing
or suspecting that the Final Solution was an extreme crime”
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[3.1a] and that “only a few who participated in the mass murder were happy to take care of the actual killing” [3.1b]. However, in the second quoted passage he also adds arguments
that are Arendt’s. Sometimes he mentions these are her arguments, and sometimes he does not. His third main argument
is one of Arendt’s, although Wucher does not say so: that “the
Final Solutionists had tools and tricks to quench moral scruples” [3.1c]. The sub-argumentation here is partly his, partly Arendt’s, although the reader will not know this either. The
fourth and last main argument is again Wucher’s: that through
the Nazi handling of conscience, “the crime became a vicious
circle, from which escape was almost impossible” [3.1d]. This
is an argument with which Arendt would most definitely not
agree. In the reconstruction, Wucher’s main standpoint and
four main arguments are:

was unsere Freunde taten. Was damals
in der Welle der Gleichschaltung, die ja
ziemlich freiwillig war, jedenfalls noch
nicht unter dem Druck des Terrors
vorging: das war, als ob sich ein leerer
Raum um einen bildete...” ‘Wucher,
‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur
Kontroverse um Hannah Arendt’.

3 The problem in the ‘psychology of totalitarianism’ is a lack of
conscience without the conscience being fully eliminated
	3.1a Eichmann never stopped knowing or suspecting that the
Final Solution was an extreme crime
	3.1b [Only a few who participated in the mass murder were
happy to take care of the actual killing]
	3.1c [The murderers had tools and tricks to quench moral
scruples]
	3.1d [Through this handling of conscience] the crime became
a vicious circle, from which escape was almost impossible
The sub-argumentation here also contains some of Arendt’s
arguments. That is to say: Wucher uses some of the examples
that Arendt does, but he tilts them towards his own argument
– a move that recalls the (re)-inverted interpretations of evidence between Hausner, Arendt and her opponents on Eichmann’s evil. Again, Wucher manoeuvres silently: he does not
tell his reader that he is interpreting Arendt’s facts in a different manner. Arendt states that the SS policy was to invert the
consciences of these men (good became evil and vice versa).
As example-proofs for this standpoint she gives the ‘rhetorical tricks’ the SS used. Wucher however, in his third main argument [3.1c], gives these same tricks as proof for his standpoint on the suppression of the murderers’ conscience. And
where Arendt argues that the SS made the burden of murder into an honour, Wucher on the other hand stresses the SS
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made an honour of fighting one’s conscience, one’s ‘weakness’
[3.1c.1c.1e]. Another example that Wucher tilts towards his own
standpoint: the Himmler speech containing the inversion of
pity [3.1c.1c.1d]. By contrast, the argument that only those with
criminal natures had any ‘fun’ [3.1b.1a]; and the argument that
neither Eichmann nor Höß could stand the killing in Auschwitz
[3.1b.1.b] are Wucher’s own.
3 The problem in the ‘psychology of totalitarianism’ is a lack of
conscience without the conscience being fully eliminated
(…)
	3.1b [Only a few who participated in the mass murder were
happy to take care of the actual killing]
		3.1b.1a The killing was fun only for those with criminal natures
		3.1b.1b Neither Eichmann or Höß could bear the confrontation with the practice of destruction in Auschwitz
			3.1b.1b.1 They were troubled by their conscience
		3.1b.1c Those [SS] in whom conscience stirred, considered their conscience a weakness
	3.1c [The murderers had tools and tricks to quench moral
scruples]
		3.1c.1a They deceived themselves by seeing Hitler’s will to
power as the new law
		3.1c.1b They lied to themselves that the world war was a
matter of life or death for the nation
			3.1c.1b.1 In Eichmann’s function that meant either destroy the Jews, or be destroyed by them
		 3.1c.1c In addition the SS leaned on idealism
			3.1c.1c.1a This idealism consisted of a personal oath to
the Führer
			3.1c.1c.1b It consisted of a systematically cultivated esprit de corps
			3.1c.1c.1c It consisted of an extraordinary honour
			3.1c.1c.1d Himmler appealed to this idealism when he
said about the destruction of the Jews: ‘To have seen
this through, is a never written and never to be written, glorious page in our history.’
			3.1c.1c.1e Fighting one’s ‘inner weaknesses’ was made
into a matter of honour for the SS henchmen
				3.1c.1c.1e.1a It was made into a matter of honour,
to turn the SS henchmen into completely available creatures
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				3.1c.1c.1e.1b They would be available even ‘when a
hundred corpses lie there, when 500 lie there or
when 1000 lie there,’ as Himmler said.
Wucher’s fourth main argument, that the SS were trapped in
a vicious circle [3.1d], is most certainly not Arendt’s point of
view. Yet his argumentation here nearly entirely consists of
Arendt’s arguments ([3.1d.1c] and sub-argumentation).
3 The problem in the ‘psychology of totalitarianism’ is a lack of
conscience without the conscience being fully eliminated
[…]
	3.1d [Through this handling of conscience] the crime became
a vicious circle, from which escape was almost impossible
		3.1d.1a To break through the circle would have meant to
capitulate to human ‘weaknesses’
		3.1d.1b To break through the circle would have meant to
expel oneself from the circle of the chosen
		 3.1d.1c There was no help from outside
			3.1d.1c.1a Eichmann’s conscience could not be awakened anywhere, as Arendt says
			3.1d.1c.1b People confirmed the lawfulness of the insane enterprise
				3.1d.1c.1b.1a People with whom he was involved,
confirmed it through their participation
				3.1d.1c.1b.1b [When the Jews were deported, people on the street cried their assent]
					3.1d.1c.1b.1b.1 Grynszpan senior said this of his
deportation in 1938
				3.1d.1c.1b.1c Hannah Arendt experienced something
similar
					3.1d.1c.1b.1c.1 [She said that her friends abandoned her in 1933]
[...]
Wucher seamlessly blends his own views into an approving
summary of Arendt’s views, paraphrasing her: ‘In Hannah
Arendt’s words: how should Eichmann have realised that he
was on the road to crime, plain and simple, what should have
brought him to his senses?’ [3.1d.1c.1a] This is indeed what
Arendt writes: society condoned Eichmann’s crimes and
helped to make them possible. But Arendt never argues, as
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13 Note that the further sub-argumentation here is also largely
Arendt’s; see [3.1d.1c.1b.1d; 3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1;
3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1.a-b] in Appendix III.
[3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1.1c] By contrast is Wucher’s own argument.

Wucher does, that Eichmann was trapped. To the contrary: he
sought the approval of society to continue to pursue his ambitions without feeling his conscience; and he was relieved of
that feeling at the shores of the Wannsee.
By contrast, Wucher does not talk about wrong becoming
right in his review. A vicious circle [3.1d], becoming a coward [3.1d.1a], and an outcast [3.1d.1b]; these men were trapped,
Wucher argues, and not just by ‘the regime’: nobody in society
spoke up [3.1d.1c].13 Making laws to deceive themselves was
part of the suppression of conscience [3.1c.1a]; as was looking at the Final Solution as a ‘clash of fate(s), a matter of life or
death for the nation’ [3.1c.1b]. These are not arguments Arendt
would disagree with. But [3.1c.1a] she uses as proof for her
own, conflicting standpoint. And [3.1c.1b], the ideological part
of the justification for the murder of the Jews, is all but missing from Arendt’s account – she does not consider ideology to
be an important factor in Eichmann’s case. Wucher even uses
Arendt’s personal experiences here to support his own, more
humane view of the perpetrators [3.1d.1c.1b.1c].
In the finale to his article, Wucher does this again: he takes
one of Arendt’ arguments out of context to support a standpoint of his own. He writes:
[Arendt’s] book is an attempt to learn from history, undertaken with philosophical passion. […] Hence her opposition, when
the Israeli prosecutor promotes Eichmann to the main person responsible [for the mass murder]. Thence her satisfaction, that the court puts this misunderstanding right [...]: ‘The
crimes under consideration are mass crimes, not only in the
number of victims concerned, but also regarding the number
of accomplices, so that the proximity or removal of the one or
the other of these many criminals to the man, who actually
killed the victim, can have absolutely no influence on the extent of the responsibility. The measure of responsibility rather
grows in general, the more one removes oneself from the one,
who wields the murder weapon…’
Who takes in this truth, cannot find relief in the knowledge
that Eichmann has been brought to justice (who was he, anyway?). Even if hundreds of thousands of directly and indirectly involved had been brought to justice, still millions would remain, who have not understood at all yet, that they too should
have to carry their part of the burden – if only because they
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were anti-Semites and supported a system that murdered
Jews, or at least enabled it through silent consent. In any case
this is how I understand the teachings of this book.14
Here Wucher uses the argument of the guilt-paradox to remind his German reader of his own responsibility. Eichmann
was but one among many: hundreds of thousands, and in the
wider circle, millions even. This is a conclusion Arendt might
agree with in part. Her argumentation is misrepresented however: Arendt does not use the guilt-paradox to put a spotlight
on the bystanders, but on the perpetrators.15 Wucher avoids derailment here, by adding that this is his own interpretation of
Arendt’s argument.
Wucher manoeuvres strategically with Arendt’s arguments
to make his own point. In the overview of his argumentation
structure, his move from the perpetrators to the bystanders
appears clearly in the sequence of the four main arguments
and their respective sub-argumentation. In his argumentation Wucher moves from Eichmann’s conscience [3.1a]; to the
conscience of the ‘Final Solutionists’ in general [3.1b]; to that
of German organised society [3.1c] (such as ‘university lecturers in constitutional law’); to the non-opposition of ordinary
German people [3.1d] (‘there was no help from outside’). This
change in focus is accompanied by a change in pronouns: the
‘he’ of Eichmann; then becomes the ‘they’ of the perpetrators
in general; and finally becomes the German ‘man’ which translates – according to context – as ‘they,’ ‘one,’ or even ‘us.’ In
addition, the formulation of the main standpoint itself is general enough to include Eichmann, other perpetrators, and whomever else Wucher wants to declare complicit: ‘The problem in
the psychology of totalitarianism is a lack of conscience without the conscience being fully eliminated.’ Wucher’s strategic
manoeuvring, most visible in its presentational aspect, is directed at turning the discussion with his reader towards a topic that he deems more urgent than Eichmann’s conscience: the
conscience of German society as a whole (‘millions’). However,
this manoeuvring derails his discussion with Arendt, when he
misrepresents Arendt’s standpoint and misconstrues her argumentation: violations of the Standpoint Rule.

14 ‘Das Buch ist ein mit philosophischer Leidenschaft unternommener
Versuch, aus der Geschichte zu lernen.
[...] Darum ihr Widerspruch, wenn
der israelische Ankläger Eichmann
um Hauptverantwortlichen befördert.
Darum ihre Befriedigung daß der
Gerichtshof das Mißverständnis richtigstellt – mit einer Sentenz, über die
deutsche Richter allen Grund hätten
nachzudenken: “Die gegenständlichen
Verbrechen sind Massenverbrechen,
nicht nur, was die Zahl der Opfer anlangt, sondern auch in Bezug auf die
Anzahl der Mittäter, so daß die Nähe
oder Entfernung des einen oder anderen dieser vielen Verbrecher zu dem
Mann, der das Opfer tatsächlich tötete,
überhaupt keinen Einfluß auf den
Umfang der Verantwortlichkeit haben
kann. Das Verantwortlickeitsausmaß
wächst vielmehr im allgemeinen, je
mehr man sich von demjenigen entfernt, der die Mordwaffe in Bewegung
setzt...” Wer diese Wahrheit erfaßt, kann
sich nicht beruhigen, daß Eichmann
der Prozeß gemacht ist (wer war er
schon?). Selbst wenn Hunderttausenden
direkt und indirekt Beteiligter der
Prozeß gemacht wäre, so blieben noch
Millionen, die noch gar nicht begriffen
haben, daß sie auch ihr Teil mitzutragen hätten – allein darum, weil sie
Antisemiten waren und ein judenmörderisches System mitgetragen, zumindest durch schweigenden Konsens
ermöglicht haben. So jedenfalls verstehe
ich die Lehre dieses Buches.’ Wucher,
‘Psychologie des Totalitarismus. Zur
Kontroverse um Hannah Arendt‘, 8.

15 In her book, Arendt uses the
guilt-paradox to make a point that
goes as follows. Eichmann had always
maintained that he had only been an
accessory to the mass murder. The prosecution had claimed he was one of the
main people responsible. Arendt agrees
with the judges that Eichmann was
something in between. This is where
the guilt-paradox comes in: Eichmann
was indeed an accessory, but in this
new type of crime, the accessories bore
more guilt than the actual murderers.
That is what makes this mass murder a
new type of crime. Arendt, EIJ, 246-247.
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16 Preuves was the journal that had
printed Manès Sperber’s article on
Arendt almost three years earlier (chapter 3).

17 ‘Que [Hannah Arendt], envoyé
spéciale du New Yorker, mais plus
profondément élève de Jaspers et
sociologue, Américaine mais plus
profondément Allemande d’origine
juive, ait choisi ce mot “rapport” pour
qualifier l’ouvrage qu’elle consacrait
au procès d’Adolf Eichmann, principal
responsable, dans les services de police
du IIIe Reich, de la déportation, vers
l’Est européen, des Juifs qui devaient
y mourir, indique avec quelle rigueur
l’auteur de l’Essai sur la révolution entendait que sa démarche fut exclusive de
passion, d’idéologie, de “préjugé” au sens
étymologique du terme. “Témoignage”
d’un témoin qui se veut impassible,
écrit dans un style tout ensemble incisif et détaché, vrai “rapport” en effet,
comme le serait la description d’un cas
clinique ou l’exposé d’une expérience
de laboratoire, sans rien qui vienne,
si peu que se soit, atténuer la brutale
évidence du fait, sans littérature, sans
jugement de valeur, sans extrapolation
métaphysique. Ce refus du lyrisme, ce
ton volontairement neutre ont sans nul
doute contribué à déconcerter ceux
qui ne peuvent concevoir qu’on traite
des événements dont l’Allemagne fut
le théâtre entre 1930 et 1945 autrement
que sur le mode de l’imprécation. Mais
l’invective est une fuite. Hannah Arendt
ne fuit pas et ne veut pas permettre de
fuir à ceux qui la lisent’ Roger Paret,
‘Qui n’est pas Adolf Eichmann?’, Preuves
17 no.191 (January 1967) 8-17, at 8.
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6.4.3 Paret
Paret’s contribution to the discussion was published in the liberal, intellectual monthly Preuves.16 His winding, ten-page review ‘Qui n’est pas Adolf Eichmann?’ appeared in the January
1967 edition. The title announces his main standpoint: Paret
wholeheartedly agrees with Arendt’s portrayal of Eichmann,
and thinks that we are all Eichmann. Elaborately extrapolating
her insights, Paret concludes that the modern world is threatened by man’s refusal to see in himself the innate capacity to
become an Eichmann. His argumentation is almost impossible to understand without detailed knowledge of Arendt’s book.
Paret conducts personal attacks on Arendt’s opponents and
on other opponents
Paret introduces Arendt as an objective observer of the trial,
using familiar controversy oppositions: cold-warm, dispassionate-passionate, objective-subjective, facts-judgments (chapter
3). Arendt was often accused of being cold and un-empathic.
Paret turns the accusation to her advantage: being cold and detached is a praiseworthy thing. Paret writes:
That [Arendt], special reporter for the New Yorker, but more
profoundly pupil of Jaspers and sociologist, American but more
profoundly German of Jewish origin, chose this word ‘report’
to qualify the publication that she devoted to the trial of Adolf
Eichmann, […] indicates how rigorously [she] intended her approach to be without passion, ideology, without ‘prejudice,’ in
the etymological sense of the term. ‘Testimony’ of a witness
who wills herself to be impassive, written in a style altogether piercing and detached, [this is] a true ‘report’ indeed. As the
description of a clinical case would be, or the record of a laboratory experiment. [It is] without even the slightest softening of
the brutal obviousness of fact, without literature, without value judgment, without metaphysical extrapolation. Without a
doubt, this refusal of lyricism [and] this voluntarily neutral tone
have helped to unsettle those, who cannot conceive of treating
the events of which Germany was the stage between 1930 and
1945, in another mode than [that of] imprecation. But invective
is flight. Hannah Arendt does not flee and [she] does not want
to permit flight to those who read her.17
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This introduction can be reconstructed as part of the opening
stage of Paret’s discussion with his reader. The starting points
he presents answer common accusations and personal attacks
in the controversy. Paret presents Arendt as a disinterested authority who has overcome her own interests to present an objective report. Note how he plays with Arendt’s genre-defence.
He uses the word ‘report’ not in a journalistic sense, as Arendt
does, but associates it with the hard science of the laboratory:
a detached, strictly regulated account of an experiment. In this
manner, Paret pre-empts the common accusation that Arendt
has somehow attenuated the horror of the mass murder and
lessened Eichmann’s guilt. To the contrary, he states: Arendt
presents the facts, and nothing but the facts, without embellishment or softening. He even explicitly denies that Arendt has
made any value judgment. In what follows, Paret presents many
of Arendt’s standpoints as The Facts.
Paret does not only defend Arendt’s scholarly prowess, he
also belittles her opponents. Further on, he writes:
[It is] derisory and odious […] to pretend that Hannah Arendt
has attempted to play down the horror of the genocide. It is not
less false to pretend that she wants to make the Jews themselves largely responsible […] for their own extermination. […]
On this point, the controversy […] covered up the essence of
Hannah Arendt’s book, and lending oneself to this debate is
nothing but consenting to a diversion, [a diversion] reassuring
in many respects.
Those who attack Hannah Arendt seek to ‘elate themselves,’
[just like Eichmann]. Because what is at stake here […] what
is so difficult to admit, is the same principle that led the members of the Jewish Councils to follow [their] dead ended road.
[...] [T]he Polish writer Adolf Rudnicki [describes this principle when he] notes that [“ghetto emperor” Chaim] Rumkowski
was ‘an honest man, a respectable man – of the sort that generally sink [to] the lowest [level].’ [Rudnicki] adds: ‘the honest man is always obsessed by the will to remain honest, even
when he when he reaches a state of utter disgrace. Nothing
else matters to him than remaining an honest man.’
These lines explain the violence of the attacks on Arendt’s
book, and at the same time they should suffice to show, to
whomever seeks to discover [it], what is really at issue here:
not some reassuring image even in the horror, but the intolerable and dull, everyday truth.18

18 ‘Il suffit de parcourir, sans même
le lire in extenso, pour mesurer
combien il est dérisoire et odieux de
prétendre que Hannah Arendt a tenté
d’atténuer l’horreur du génocide. Il
n’est pas moins faux de prétendre
qu’elle a voulu faire retomber sur les
Juifs eux-mêmes l’essentiel, ou tout au
moins une large part, de la responsabilité de leur propre extermination.
[...] Ce n’est pas le lieu de reprendre en
détail la controverse sur ce point, car
en fait elle aboutit à masquer ce qui est
fondamental dans le livre de Hannah
Arendt, et se prêter à ce débat n’est que
consentir à une diversion, à bien des
égards rassurante.
Ceux qui attaquent Hannah
Arendt cherchent eux aussi à “s’euphoriser”. Car ce qui est en cause sur ce
sujet comme sur tous les autres, ce qui
est difficile de consentir à reconnaitre,
c’est le principe même qui a conduit les
membres des Judenraten à suivre cette
voie sans issue. Il faut citer ici, brièvement, un auteur peu suspect, l’écrivain
polonais Adolf Rudnicki. Evoquant le
destin tragique du “marchand de Lodz”,
Chaim Rumkowski, l’ “empereur du
ghetto”, dont la figure atrocement ambiguë est comme l’expression à jamais
symbolique du drame des conseils juifs,
[...] [Rudnicki] note que Rumkowski
était “une honnête homme, un homme
convenable – de l’espèce qui tombe
généralement au plus bas”, et il ajoute:
“L’honnête homme est toujours obsédé
par la volonté de rester honnête, même
quand il touche le fond de l’ignominie.
Rien d’autre n’importe pour lui que de
rester un honnête homme.” ‘
Ces lignes expliquent la violence
des attaques dont le livre de Hannah
Arendt a été l’objet, en même temps
qu’elles doivent suffire à montrer, pour
quiconque cherche à découvrir, non
quelque image rassurante jusque dans
l’horreur, mais ce qui fut l’intolérable et
fade vérité quotidienne, ce qui est, ici,
véritablement en question.’ Ibid., 11-12.
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19 Paret has previously explained the
‘elation’ that he refers to here, with an
elaborate citation of Arendt’s.
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Here Paret presents part of the argumentation and opening
stages in his discussion with his reader. He presents argumentation for his third main standpoint that ‘Arendt does not make
the Jews responsible for their own extermination’ [3] (Appendix III). At the same time, he conducts a sub-discussion of the
motives of Arendt’s opponents: he tries to convince his reader of the starting point that Arendt’s opponents are afraid to
face the truth.
In his earlier introduction and in this sub-discussion, the
presentational aspect of his strategic manoeuvring is important: Paret creates a contrast between discussants pro- and
contra-Arendt. It is a contrast of the brave versus the cowardly. According to Paret, Arendt’s critics are cowards: their nonsensical criticism stems from their fear to look the truth in
the eye. They cover it up with a ‘diversion’ (the discussion of
the victim theme); with ‘reassuring images’ (the cliché of good
versus evil). He adds an insult: just like Eichmann did, Arendt’s
opponents want to ‘elate’ themselves, Paret claims. Meaning:
afraid to face the truth, they overwrite the facts with wishful
thinking, just like Eichmann did.19
In the argumentation that follows, Paret actually uses this
starting point to support his sub-standpoint that there is
nothing specifically German about the principle behind Eichmann’s crimes ([1.3] and sub-argumentation in Appendix III).
In sum, Paret’s very elaborate reasoning here goes as follows:
the violent attacks on Arendt show her critics’ unwillingness
to recognise, that Eichmann and the Jewish leaders were driven by the same behavioural principle. Just like Eichmann, the
Jewish leaders were all driven by the desire to conform, to
be ‘honest, respectable men.’ And it was this desire to conform that became ‘the foundation of [Eichmann’s] crime,’ Paret claims.
Then he starts countering all the people who do not agree
with this analysis, blaming their disagreement on their fear of
the truth. Most people today are driven by the desire to conform, he argues. And like all ‘respectable people,’ they refuse to acknowledge this. Here Paret expands his depiction
of Arendt’s (and his) opponents as cowards. Not only Arendt’s
critics are afraid to face the truth, but also many other people Paret identifies as antagonists – among them ‘anti-fascists’; ‘Jean Paul Sartre’; and other unnamed ‘intellectuals.’
He writes:
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[T]here is nothing ‘specifically German’ about […] this compliance with norms […]. For more than twenty years, the ‘intellectuals’ and the ‘respectable people’ outside of Germany, have
been trying to see – in the crimes committed by the civil servants, the policemen, the soldiers and the German officers, the
leadership and fighters of the SS – only [those elements] that
allow them to denounce (or deplore, which comes down to the
same in this case) the outcome of a ‘German history,’ the expression of a ‘German vision of the world,’ or even the ‘intrinsic perversion of a German culture.’ This stubbornness itself
amply indicates at what depth, in the psyche of the non-German, the real debate must be located.20
This is the ‘flight’ Paret speaks of in the first quoted paragraph: by sticking labels on Eichmann, by calling him “German” or “fascist,” one rejects the possibility that one might
share with Eichmann whatever it was that made him commit
his crimes. When in fact, Paret argues, we and he justify our
deeds in the exact same manner: we attune our morality to society. Our moral principles are founded on what society thinks
is good and bad. When one flees from the discussion of the issues that Eichmann raises, Paret argues, one rejects looking
at the Eichmann in oneself. He writes:
[I]n insisting so passionately on the ‘German character’ of the
Nazi crimes, these men and these women […] [reject] an image of themselves that they abhor. They only refuse this image so very violently, they only say ‘other’ so very vehemently […] because they sense that this image could also be their
own. They exorcise themselves in a way.21

20 ‘Cette attitude d’insurmontable ambiguïté, ce consentement aux
normes qui devient le fondement du
crime, il est triste qu’il soit nécessaire de
répéter qu’elle n’est en rien “spécifiquement allemande”. L’obstination même
avec laquelle, depuis plus de vingt ans,
les “intellectuels” et les “honnêtes gens”,
hors d’Allemagne, s’attachent à ne considérer, dans les crimes accomplis par les
fonctionnaires, les policiers, les soldats et
les officiers allemands, les cadres et les
combattants S.S., que ce qui peut permettre d’y dénoncer (ou d’y déplorer, ce
qui revient au même en l’occurrence)
l’aboutissement d’une “histoire allemande”, l’expression d’une “vision du
monde allemande”, voire la “perversion
intrinsèque d’une culture allemande”,
indique assez à quelle profondeur dans
le psychisme des non-Allemands doit
être situé le véritable débat.’ Paret, ‘Qui
n’est pas Adolf Eichmann?’, 13.

21 ‘Il ne faut pas s’y tromper; en
insistant si passionnément sur le “caractère allemand” des crimes hitlériens,
ces hommes et ces femmes ont pour
souci profond bien moins d’accuser
l’Allemagne que d’écarter d’eux-mêmes
une image qu’ils abhorrent et qu’ils ne
refusent avec tant de violence, qu’ils ne
disent “autre” avec tant de véhémence
que parce qu’ils redoutent confusément
d’y découvrir leur propre double – que
parce qu’ils pressentent que cette image
peut être aussi la leur. Ils s’exorcisent en
quelque sorte.’ Ibid.

In the opening stage of his discussion with the reader, Paret
conducts a sub-discussion of the motives of Arendt’s opponents. In the argumentation stage, he uses the starting point
of their cowardice to support his standpoint on Eichmann:
who does not agree with this standpoint, is afraid to face the
truth. At this point, his strategic manoeuvring in his discussion with the reader derails his discussion with Arendt’s and
other opponents. His repeated accusations violate the Freedom Rule: they are an hominem attack of the circumstantial
variant. According to Paret, Arendt’s and his opponents hold
certain standpoints because they have a personal interest in
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22 Frans H. Van Eemeren and Rob
Grootendorst, A systematic theory of argumentation. The pragma-dialectical approach
(Cambridge 2004), 177.

maintaining those standpoints: their views are ‘deceptive rationalizations.’ 22
Paret misrepresents Arendt’s standpoints
Paret’s review of Arendt’s book is largely a defence of one
overarching standpoint: that “Eichmann is us” [1]. This main
standpoint Paret repeats and rephrases throughout the review.
His elaborate and complicated argumentation can be briefly summarised: Eichmann has shown mankind what horrific
crimes we are capable of without even feeling guilty. However,
the principle behind Eichmann’s crimes is no different than the
principle democratic societies use to justify their deeds, good
and bad. So this principle must be questioned, Paret concludes,
if we are to learn anything from Eichmann. Within this argumentation on Eichmann, Paret both agrees and disagrees with
Arendt. At three points, he crucially misrepresents Arendt’s positions. First, he creates the impression that his main standpoint is also a standpoint of Arendt’s. Second, he uses her arguments (including citations) to support this standpoint. Third, he
omits a difference of opinion with Arendt on Eichmann’s conscience.
To begin with his first misrepresentation: Paret does not explicitly say that Arendt also thinks that “Eichmann is us”; he
implies that she agrees with him. He supports this implication
by means of his continued presentation of a division between
“them” and “us”: between Arendt and her opponents; between
Paret and his opponents. Paret, Arendt (and the reader who
agrees with them) will look the truth in the eye, however ‘insupportable’ this may be. By contrast, Arendt and Paret’s opponents will flee from the truth, hiding themselves behind the
false idea that Eichmann was “German” and “Nazi” and “fascist”: that he was the Other. Paret explains it is Arendt’s book
that tells us not to flee, to look ourselves in the eye:
[Arendt’s book] forces each reader […] to look in the mirror […]
at the face he could have had if he was born in the Rhineland,
in Pomerania or in Sachsen, instead of being born in the Périgord or in Touraine, his unbearable face not of an executioner
but of an irreproachable civil servant, not of a killer but of a respectable man. It is all the more difficult to accept this ‘report’
because it does not leave us any recourse, not a single escape
route, not even that of confessing that ‘it is never pleasant to
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find a sleeping monster inside oneself.’ Because that, in a way,
is still hiding behind another […]. Being a ‘monster,’ already,
is not being responsible […]. Here, nothing of the sort is permitted. No monster sleeps under this quiet surface. It is about
Eichmann, about us. To evoke the ‘monster,’ that is still an exorcism. However, no exorcism is a match for this grey simplicity, this ‘banality’ of daily toil, modestly, monotonously accomplished.23
Paret says that Arendt’s book forces us to look in the mirror, and
to see there the (capacity for becoming) Eichmann in ourselves.
This however is a misrepresentation. One could indeed say that
Arendt’s mission is to force the reader to look in the mirror. But
what he should see there according to Arendt is not Eichmann,
but the moral collapse. What is more: in her Postscript, a part
of the French edition that Paret reviews here, Arendt explicitly
opposed the standpoint that “we are all Eichmann.” To extensively use Arendt arguments for this standpoint, as Paret does,
without telling the reader that Arendt does not agree with this
standpoint, is a misrepresentation in itself.24
Paret’s third misrepresentation occurs in his argumentation
for his sub-standpoint [1.3]: “Eichmann’s crimes were founded
on a principle that is not specifically German or Nazi” (full reconstruction in Appendix III). Ostensibly, Paret only nuances
Arendt’s judgment here: contrary to what Arendt claims, there
is nothing specifically German about Eichmann’s reading of
Kant, Paret says. ‘It would be illusory […] to blame Eichmann’s
inner conformism on a certain “German reading”’ or even more
narrowly, a Nazi [reading] of Kant,’ he writes.
[E]ichmann’s ‘reading’ of Kant was not that of a ‘Nazi thug’; to
the contrary, it was tragically common in its grey approximation [of Kant’s maxim] – what any ‘honest citizen,’ of whatever
‘civilised’ country, would jabber, if he tried carefully to retrace
in his memory the snippets of what his esteemed masters had
taught him , [masters who] represent ‘respectable society,’
[who are] dedicated to the public cause and worried about the
‘common good.’[…] Eichmann did not read Kant like this because he was German and SS, but because it is in this way that
[it is read], always and everywhere, [by] those who want to be,
who ‘are’ members of a ‘good society’. He did not express anything scandalous in invoking Kant; he had understood it ex-

23 ‘‘[Ce livre] contraint chaque lecteur,
chaque Européen bien tranquille, chacun de nous, à regarder dans le miroir
quotidien son visage de l’autre monde,
le visage qu’il aurait pu avoir s’il était
né en Rhénanie, en Poméranie ou en
Saxe, au lieu de naître en Périgord ou
en Touraine, son insupportable visage
non de bourreau mais de fonctionnaire
irréprochable, non de tueur mais d’honnête homme. Il est d’autant plus difficile d’accepter ce “rapport” qu’il ne nous
laisse aucun recours, aucune échappatoire, pas même celle de confesser qu’
“il n’est jamais agréable de découvrir
en soi un monstre qui sommeille.” Car
c’est encore en quelque sorte se réfugier
derrière un autre [...]. Être un “monstre”,
déjà, c’est ne pas être responsable, c’est
se réserver la possibilité de plaider non
coupable au plus secret de soi, c’est, au
pire, la fuite dans l’inconscience, dans
la folie, cette absolution. Ici, rien de
tel n’est permis. Nul monstre ne dort
sous cette eau tranquille. C’est d’Eichmann qu’il s’agit, de nous. Evoquer le
“monstre”, c’est encore un exorcisme.
Mais nul exorcisme ne vaut contre
cette simplicité grise, cette “banalité” du
labeur quotidien, modestement, monotonement accompli.’ Paret, ‘Qui n’est pas
Adolf Eichmann?’, 9.

24 This first part of Paret’s argumentation is an explanation of the banality
of evil, faithful to Arendt’s argumentation. Paret quotes Arendt at length, and
clearly inserts his own opinion here
and there (see Appendix III, argument
[1.1a-f]). The second part of his argumentation explains the moral collapse
as it relates to Eichmann’s conscience.
Eichmann was never more than an
echo of respectable society, Paret writes
[1.2]. Again, this is a faithful reproduction of Arendt’s arguments, with long
quotations. This second part ends with
an explanation of Eichmann’s adapted
use of Kant, as argued by Arendt [1.3].

385

25 ‘La “lecture” de Kant que faisait
Eichmann n’était pas celle d’un “soudard hitlérien”; elle était, à l’inverse,
tragiquement commune dans sa grise
approximation – celle que pourrait
balbutier n’importe quel “honnête
citoyen”, de n’importe quel pays “civilisé”, qui tenterait avec application de
retrouver dans sa mémoire les bribes
de ce que lui apprirent des maîtres
estimables, représentants d’une société
“respectable”, dévoués à la chose publique et soucieux du “bien commun”.
[...] Eichmann ne lisait Kant ainsi parce
qu’il était Allemand et S.S., mais parce
que c’est ainsi que le lisent, toujours et
partout, ceux qui se veulent, ceux qui
“sont” membres d’une “bonne société”.
Il n’énonçait rien de scandaleux en se
réclamant de Kant; il l’avait compris exactement comme le comprenaient ceux
qui allaient le pendre, mais il l’avait
compris ailleurs, dans le camp ennemi.
Le “bon” impératif catégorique était
Hiroshima, non Auschwitz.’ Paret, ‘Qui
n’est pas Adolf Eichmann?’, 12-13.

actly as those who were about to hang him understood it, but
he had understood it elsewhere, in the camp of the enemy [on
the enemy’s side]. The ‘right’ categorical imperative was Hiroshima, not Auschwitz.25
Although he indicates where he departs from Arendt, Paret
makes it seem as if this disagreement is minor; as if he only
disagrees with Arendt that Eichmann’s interpretation of Kant
was ‘German’ [1.3.1a and 1.3.1b]. However, Paret omits a major
difference of opinion with Arendt. Here the presentational aspect of his strategic manoeuvring comes to the fore: just like
Wucher, Paret carefully chooses which parts of Arendt’s argumentation to present, and which parts to silently leave out. By
quoting Arendt at length, Paret creates the impression that he
fully agrees with her analysis of Eichmann, and only wants to
place the stress elsewhere. Thus he keeps his division of ‘us’
(Arendt, Paret and the reader) and ‘them’ (Arendt’s critics, other opponents of Paret’s) intact. The structure of his main argumentation is a helpful guide to see where his elaborate and repetitive argumentation actually differs from Arendt’s:
1 [Eichmann is us]
	1.3 Eichmann’s crimes were based on a principle that is not
specifically German or Nazi
		1.3.1a Contrary to what Arendt claims, Eichmann’s conformism cannot be attributed to a specifically German or
Nazi reading of Kant
		1.3.1b Eichmann’s interpretation of Kant demonstrates the
banality of evil
		1.3.1c Eichmann’s interpretation of Kant is how it is read
always and everywhere by those who want to be members of respectable society
		1.3.1d Eichmann’s consent to norms is the basis of his
crime
		 1.3.1e This consent is not specifically German
		1.3.1f The principles underlying Eichmann’s behaviour
were not structurally different from the principles of the
behaviour of those who loathe him
		1.3.1g The foundation of the Nazi legislation is no different [substantially] from that of democratic societies
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The overview of his argumentation structure helps to show
that Paret extrapolates Arendt’s theory of the moral collapse
in the Third Reich: he extrapolates it to his own theory that all
‘respectable’ societies justify their actions in the same, troublesome manner. Eichmann’s reading of Kant was the same as
that of the enemy camp, he argues: the manner in which they
justified their actions was the same [(1.3.1c] and sub-argumentation). Only the categorical imperative differed in both cases,
Paret claims. What he means is: both the Nazis and the democratic societies formulate(d) a categorical imperative to suit
their idea of what is universally just. In Eichmann’s case, this
categorical imperative was the Führer’s will. Paret continues
his argumentation for sub-standpoint [1.3] by comparing Eichmann’s defence with that of French officers who had committed war crimes in Algeria ([1.3.1e] and sub-argumentation, Appendix III). He writes:

26 ‘Il était sans doute licite de condamner Eichmann à mort; il était à
coup sûr moins facile de reconnaître
que, dès l’instant qu’on le condamnait,
il fallait mettre en cause radicalement
le principe dont il s’était constamment
réclamé, celui de la conformité à la
“loi générale”; ici en effet se révèle une
aporie presque insurmontable de la raison historique contemporaine, qui est
de ne pouvoir admettre qu’en dernière
analyse le fondement de la législation
hitlérienne ne se distinguait en rien,
substantiellement, de celui des sociétés
démocratiques, le principe du droit
positif étant identique dans les deux
cas.’ Ibid., 14.

27

Ibid.

Without doubt it was lawful to sentence Eichmann to death.
It was definitely less easy to recognise that from the moment
that one sentenced him, one had to thoroughly start questioning the principle that he had constantly invoked to excuse
himself, [the principle of] of the compliance with the ‘universal law.’ In fact, an almost insurmountable aporia of modern
historical thinking is revealed here. It is not being able to admit that in the final analysis, the foundation of the Nazi legislation is no different, substantially, than that of democratic societies. The principle of positive law is identical in both cases. 26
Both Eichmann and these officers justified themselves by saying they had acted on ‘the universal law,’ on what everyone in
‘respectable society’ wanted. Paret somewhat convolutedly
explains: ‘The foundation, not only of “Nazi law,” but of all “order,” remains this: that the “universal law” can only be founded
on a principle that is necessarily just, a principle that everyone
should recognise as such; and therefore that the universal law,
for the very reason that it is the universal law, constitutes the
exclusive principle on which private desires must be based –
except when they are criminal.’ 27 In other words: in the Reich
and in democracies, people act on what they consider ‘just’;
and what they consider ‘just’ is defined by ‘respectable society.’ However, the outcome of this process is not always just,
regardless of whether the process is conducted in a dictator-
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ship or a democracy, Paret argues: it can lead to Auschwitz,
but also to Hiroshima, or to the crimes in the colonial wars (Algeria). The lesson Paret draws from Eichmann then, is that the
way our societies define of good and evil, should be re-evaluated.
Paret in fact makes a very different argument from Arendt.
This becomes apparent when one carefully compares Arendt’s
use of the Kant-argument with his own. Paret uses long citations to faithfully explain how, according to Arendt, Eichmann made his own version of Kant’s categorical imperative.
Paret however omits the context in which Arendt uses this
argument: he leaves out Arendt’s reasoning on Eichmann’s
conscience. Arendt reasons that Eichmann inverted his conscience; whereas Paret reasons that the principle behind Eichmann’s conscience and our consciences is the same. He even
suggests that the categorical imperatives of the Reich and
our democracies are alike, because they both lead to horrible crimes (Auschwitz and Hiroshima; Algeria). Arendt’s starting point is that good and bad were inverted in the Reich, and
she argues that Eichmann adapted his conscience to that. Paret strategically leaves this out, because it conflicts with his
own starting point: that we, too, commit crimes with recourse
to ‘the universal law.’ Arendt paints an inverted world, Paret
paints a continuum of crime.
6.4.4 Conclusion
This section looked at problematic discussion behaviour in
three reviews defending Arendt. Surprisingly, the most prominent hindrance in these enthusiastic reviews is the misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions: all three reviewers misconstrue her argumentation to make their own point.
In Burin’s review the line between Arendt’s positions and
his own is perfectly clear. It becomes briefly blurred however, when he misrepresents some of Arendt’s arguments
to support his own conclusion on the responsibility of West
German society for the mass murders. By contrast, Wucher
silently and seamlessly blends Arendt’s arguments and his
own, slowly turning the spotlight away from the perpetrators
and onto the bystanders. Paret finally goes furthest of all: he
uses Arendt’s arguments to support his standpoint that Eichmann is in all of us; and accuses Arendt’s opponents of being
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wrong because they do not want to face that fact.
All three reviewers misrepresent Arendt’s positions at the
argumentation stage. They use similar strategies: they present Arendt’s arguments in support of a main standpoint she
might (Burin); would not (Wucher); or explicitly did not (Paret) support. Along the way, they also misrepresent individual
standpoints and arguments of Arendt’s. This manoeuvring in
their discussion with the reader derails their discussion with
Arendt. One even finds conflicting starting points in their argumentation: although Wucher and Paret appear to be in complete agreement with Arendt, their starting points on Eichmann’s conscience conflict with hers.
All three reviewers also strategically leave out parts of
Arendt’s argumentation. Burin misrepresents several of
Arendt’s arguments on the ‘ubiquitous complicity.’ These misrepresentations are created by his quoting and paraphrasing
her selectively, and by his conflating arguments from different parts of the book. He uses Arendt’s arguments and inflates
her position to support an implicit conclusion of his own.
The cryptic language in which he phrases this conclusion,
makes the reconstruction of the argumentation structure
quite difficult.
Wucher by contrast misrepresents Arendt’s argumentation on the conscience of the perpetrators. Wucher steadily turns Arendt’s arguments to serve a historical lesson he
wants his audience learn from Eichmann. Along the way he
highlights those standpoints and arguments of Arendt’s that
serve his historical lesson, and leaves out, misrepresents
or glosses over those that do not help him make this point.
Reconstructing Wucher’s argumentation structure helps to
see his (presentational) minimising of his differences of opinion with Arendt; as well as his (topical) redirection of the
discussion subject to bystander responsibility. Paret finally
misrepresents Arendt’s argumentation on Eichmann’s conscience, by leaving out the context of her Kant-argument.
Burin’s strategic reason for blurring the line between
Arendt’s positions and his own is mysterious; he presents
himself as a highly critical discussant, and on other issues is
not afraid to both criticise and agree with Arendt in clear language. By contrast, Wucher’s and Paret’s misrepresentations
are clearly derailed attempts to obscure the extent of their
disagreement with Arendt’s views. They estimate that if they
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28 Burin’s and Wucher’s personal
attacks on Arendt’s opponents are very
succinct, and did not make the final
cut of this chapter.
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want to use her arguments, it is more persuasive to the reader if they seem to be in complete agreement with her. This is
especially apparent in Paret’s review. An important argument
and strategem in Paret’s discussion with his reader, is his identification of Arendt’s critics and other opponents as people unwilling to face the truth; a division of us-them (which he creates, paradoxically, to prove his claim that there is no “us” and
“them”). Thus, there is no place for major differences of opinion among ‘us’, the courageous – meaning Arendt, Paret and
the reader.
Personal attacks on Arendt’s opponents and misrepresentations of their positions also play a role in these reviews. The
positions of Arendt’s opponents are misrepresented by reducing them to their extremes, namely the double accusation
that Arendt “blamed the victims and exculpated Eichmann.”
The personal attacks on Arendt’s opponents are reminiscent
of the personal attacks on Arendt. These misrepresentations
and personal attacks have the same effect as the misrepresentations and personal attacks in section 6.2: they exaggerate
the incompatibility of Arendt’s and her opponents’ positions.28
Only Paret conducts an extensive personal attack on Arendt’s
opponents. Just as Poliakov does, Paret conducts a sub-discussion of Arendt’s professionalism at the opening stage of
his discussion with the reader. And just like Borwicz does, Paret sustains a personal attack throughout the opening and argumentation stages, an attack that eventually becomes fallacious.
The difference is that Paret does not attack Arendt in this manner, but her critics and other antagonists.
Interesting is Paret’s strategic use of the labels that were used
by Arendt’s opponents to discredit her in the controversy: cold,
un-empathic, dispassionate. This topical choice contrasts with
Borwicz’s, who vilifies Arendt’s coldness; or Burin’s, who praises her ‘compassion.’ Paret even claims that Arendt has overcome her own emotion to become dispassionate. He mentions
that she is both German and Jewish, and that with effort she has
willed herself to be objective. This is the opposite of what Poliakov claims and Handlin suggests: that’s Arendt’s professional and/or personal emotions get in the way of her objectivity. As
chapter 3 discussed, the use of these arguments on both sides
of the discussion shows that these labels were more a symptom
of the heated discussion, than (markers of) fundamentally opposed positions.
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Misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions on Eichmann in the
fifteen reviews
The intricacies of Arendt’s Eichmann are somewhat confusing. Not surprising then, that even her supporters among the
historian-reviewers make mistakes in reproducing her opinion: summarising her views of Eichmann as ‘but a cog, though
an essential and crucial one’ (Burin), or ‘a comparatively small
cog’ (Epstein). Among her supporters, only Arnsberg presents Arendt’s positions on Eichmann correctly. Arendt does not
only present confusing positions on Eichmann; sometimes she
presents conflicting positions. In Arendt’s book, Eichmann is a
strange, crude character. Yet on several points in her argument
on the moral collapse, he also models for the ordinary German.
Arendt does not explain how these two somewhat conflicting
perspectives of the bizarre character traits and the model of an
average man should be married.
Vidal-Naquet removes the friction by choosing the one over
the other: ‘The intention of the author conveys an old preoccupation: to show what becomes of absolutely normal men, disciplined citizens, in the framework of a totalitarian system.’ VidalNaquet is not the only approving reviewer who chooses Arendt’s
presentation of Eichmann as a model of a man in the moral collapse, over Arendt’s character sketch of Eichmann himself: so do
Mosse, Handlin, Epstein, Arnsberg, Wucher and Paret.
Paret by contrast presents the position that Eichmann is ‘like
us’, and creates the impression that this was also Arendt’s position. Arendt was associated with this positions so often in the
controversy (to her great chagrin) that she railed against it in the
Postscript. Paret read the French edition, which included the
Postscript and thus Arendt’s refusal of the position that ‘Eichmann is us.’ 29 Unless Paret read carelessly (and his review does
not give that impression), he would have known that this was not
Arendt’s position, yet he did not tell his readers so.

29 It follows that in her copy of Paret’s article, someone, probably Arendt,
has put a question mark next to Paret’s
main standpoint that ‘C’est d’Eichmann
qu’il s’agit, de nous.’ Paret, ‘Qui n’est pas
Adolf Eichmann?’, 9.
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6.5 CONCLUSION
This chapter analysed and evaluated (near) hindrances to
the reasonable discussion of Arendt’s book in fifteen reviews
by historians, as well as some of their attempts to remove
these hindrances. The background for this detailed examination was formed by the problems and characteristics of the
Arendt-controversy as described in chapter 3. This section now
ties the results of these two chapters together.
Misrepresentations and personal attacks
Chapter 3 described two obvious problems in the discussion
of Arendt’s book: misrepresentations and personal attacks.
This chapter analysed and evaluated these problems in several of the reviews. Misrepresentations of Arendt’s positions are
a common hindrance, even in the argumentation of her supporters. The disagreement does not always revolve around the
position of Arendt’s that is explicitly indicated; apparent disagreement is sometimes agreement and vice versa. Arendt’s
supporters also misrepresented her opponents’ positions.
The personal attacks were not evaluated as fallacious in all
cases. Several of the reviewers cleverly manoeuvre to keep
their argumentation and their personal attacks apart. The sum
of these reviews however shows how the sum of these personal attacks makes for an unpleasant discussion climate. Even
where the personal attacks do not transgress the pragma-dialectical boundaries of reasonableness, devoting an entire introduction to persuading one’s reader of the doubtful integrity
of another discussant, is evidently not conducive to a discussion of the pros and cons of Arendt’s book. The one attacked
in the review is heavily disadvantaged, because he is not present and therefore not able to immediately defend himself from
the unfavourable depiction. The depiction can thus linger on
for quite some time.
Chapter 3 presented the discussants’ own analysis, that fundamentally opposed positions were the cause of the problematic controversy. However it also discussed that there were indications that discussants were not as fundamentally opposed
as they appeared. The analyses and evaluations in this chapter
confirm this. In these reviews, misrepresentations and personal
attacks play an important role in creating and maintaining the
appearance that the disagreement in fundamental. The misrep-
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resentations exaggerate the incompatibility of the standpoints
on both sides. The personal attacks have the same effect: they
exaggerate the incompatibility between opponents by presenting the other side as decidedly hostile and outrageous.
Not surprisingly, those discussants who try to get the discussion back on track focus on defending Arendt from the double
accusation that she “blamed and exculpated” (the dominant
misrepresentation in the controversy), as well as from these
personal attacks. Balancing their own criticism of Arendt’s
views with corrections of the false positions and malign motives ascribed to her, these reviewers attempt to show to their
reader that the gap between her views and those of her opponents is not as wide as it appeared.
The misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions on the victim
theme is linked to the issue of judgment. On the one hand,
some of Arendt’s attackers present her judgments as harsher
than they are: Arendt is taken to have accused all the victims of
helping with their own murder; to have explained “Jewish cooperation” from the malevolent intentions of the Jewish leaders; to
have judged the Jewish leaders harsher than others in the moral collapse. On the other hand, Arendt’s defenders claim that
she does not (or hardly) judge the Jewish leaders, which is also
a misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions.
On the perpetrator theme confusion reigns. Arendt’s positions on Eichmann are not only misrepresented by her opponents, but by her defenders as well. Contrary to the impression that some of her defenders give, Arendt does not argue for
instance that ‘we can all become Eichmann.’ One reason for
the misrepresentations is the fact that Arendt’s Eichmann is
not always clearly worked out in the book, as was discussed in
chapter 5. Not just confusing, but conflicting even is her use of
Eichmann as a model for the ordinary German in the moral collapse, while she argues that he was ‘normal’; but also a bizarre
character; and certainly not ordinary. This is confusing even to
those inclined to agree with her: her defenders mostly choose
to view Eichmann as a model of a man in the totalitarian system, instead of endorsing Arendt’s sketch of his bizarre personality. Thus, in the discussion, the man Eichmann that Arendt
created, disappears behind Eichmann the model (defenders),
or Eichmann the monster (opponents).
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A second reason for the misrepresentation of Arendt’s positions on Eichmann is strategic. Just as on the victim theme,
Arendt’s attackers inflate her positions to create an easier target. The inflation and the vehemence of the attacks are justified
by the pressing goal of the discussion: Eichmann must be understood as radically evil, or devastating consequences might
follow (namely, Nazi apologists). Similarly, Arendt’s defenders
put her Eichmann to their own uses: Eichmann must be understood as banally evil, or devastating consequences might follow
(namely, future Eichmanns). To make their case, they too misrepresent Arendt’s positions.
Where the bystanders in the moral collapse are concerned,
some of these historian-reviewers voice their enthusiastic approval, yet they also misrepresent Arendt’s positions. Arendt
blurs boundaries in proving the moral collapse: she argues that
regardless what role a person played, nearly everyone succumbed to it. This blurring is in one case considered brilliant
(perpetrators-bystanders); and in another considered impermissible (perpetrators-victims). These enthusiastic reviewers
blur the boundary between bystanders and perpetrators even
further than Arendt does.
Arendt also blurs the boundary between perpetrators and victims in her much-praised Origins. As the analysis and evaluation of Arnsberg’s misrepresentation helps to show, the controversy was made by the difference between the The origins and
Eichmann: moral judgment of the victims.
Conflicting starting points
Although reviewers exaggerate the gap between their and
Arendt’s positions, their conflicting starting points on several issues indicate that they might indeed have fundamentally
opposed ‘beliefs and preferences’; and that these contribute
to the difficulties of their discussion. In addition, this chapter
analysed and evaluated a deeper problem in a few of these reviews that also appear to be linked to fundamentally opposed
positions on the perpetrator theme: camouflaging a counter-standpoint by presenting it as a starting point, or by hiding
it in vagueness.
Arendt’s presuppositions on the room for choice that the Jewish leaders had, conflict with the starting points of some reviewers that the leaders were forced to do what they did. As
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chapter 5 already indicated, and as these conflicting starting
points and presuppositions confirm, the critical issue in this
discussion of the Jewish leaders is the moral judgment of their
actions. The fifteen reviews present a sliding scale on this issue.
Some reviewers argue that the Jewish leaders may be judged,
but that certain criteria should be taken into account; others
argue that the Jewish leaders before the war may be judged
(taking certain criteria into account), while the Jewish leaders
during the war should not be judged at all; again others reject
judgment of the Jewish leaders entirely.
Is there evidence of a deep disagreement between Arendt
and (some of) these reviewers on this issue? It is hard to tell.
One gets the impression that Arendt and the reviewers could
easily continue their discussion where it now stops: conduct a
discussion of the circumstances of the Jewish leaders, and how
much room these left them; a discussion of what they could
clearly see at the time, and what they could not; a discussion
of the difference between moral and legal responsibility; of the
criteria for historical evaluation and moral judgment. On one
point however, their discussion of the victim theme does present a clash of deeply held convictions. Those that argue against
judgment of the Jewish leaders, do so from the starting point
that they were victims. Arendt explicitly uses this starting point
in her book, yet she would never agree that the Jewish leaders’
victim status made them exempt from moral judgment. Arendt
was convinced of the necessity of judgment; this starting point
was at the heart of all her writing.
On the issue of the nature of Eichmann’s evil by contrast,
these reviews give a clearer indication of a deep disagreement. Both sides are convinced: one side of an impossibility
of banal evil, the other of a necessity of understanding Eichmann’s evil as banal. These convictions are tied to threatening
consequences: we must understand Eichmann in this manner,
or else… However, the presuppositions underlying these clashing convictions cannot be reconstructed from these reviewers’
texts. The impression that this is a deep disagreement is fortified by the relative emptiness of the discussion: diametrically
opposed standpoints are confidently defended with opposing
interpretations of the same ambiguous and contradictory evidence. This relative emptiness of the discussion on Eichmann
was also discussed in chapter 3. In two reviews, the discussion
of Eichmann’s evil already stops at the standpoint-level. One re-
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viewer presents his actual difference of opinion with Arendt on
this issue as a starting point; another leaves the reader guessing as to what is counter-standpoint is.
Some reviewers suggest that taking away some of Eichmann’s legal responsibility (“exculpating Eichmann”), and discussing the moral responsibility of the victims for the murder,
also transfers an undefined responsibility onto the victims.
This is not allowed, they argue, and even dangerous. There
is a boundary between victims and perpetrators, a boundary
of (moral? legal?) responsibility, and that boundary must be
maintained. Here one recognises the conceptual vagueness
that governs the discussion of this most controversial issue, a
vagueness that was also addressed in chapter 3 and 5.
In his description of ‘deep disagreement’ Fogelin writes: ‘I
shall say that an argumentative exchange is normal when it
takes place within a context of broadly shared beliefs and preferences. I shall further insist that for an argumentative exchange to be normal, there must exist shared procedures for
resolving disagreement.’ 1 In this context it is interesting that
on the victim theme, these reviewers propose procedural starting points, rules to restrict the content of the discussion (what
may be discussed); or to restrict the discussion procedure (how
it may (not) be discussed; who may discuss it). As chapter 3
also noted, the presence of these rules are important markers
of the problems in the discussion. They indicate that there are
conflicting starting points on discussion procedure (Arendt and
her supporters do not agree with restrictions of discussion content), and they indicate where material starting points conflict
(namely on the issues that some discussants think must be left
out of the discussion). But they are also attempts to put the genie back into the bottle: proposing procedural restrictions is
also a way of proposing a compromise, a way of trying to get
the discussion back on track. In this light especially Arnsberg’s
attempt to repair the discussion is fundamental: he addresses not only some of the discussion’s conflicting material starting points, but also some of the conflicting procedural starting
points for the discussion.
What drew these historians into the Arendt controversy was
her theory of the moral collapse, and its applicability to different groups of people in the Third Reich and Nazi-occupied Europe. However, this discussion was not conducted upfront. Just
as Arendt’s book is dominated by her only half-worked-out the-

1 Robert J. Fogelin, ‘The logic of deep
disagreements’, Informal Logic 25 no.1
(2005) 3-11, at 6.
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ory of the moral collapse, the contributions of the fifteen reviewers are dominated by their only partly explicit discussion of
moral judgment. The allusive presentation of their arguments,
presenting a discussion of (moral) judgment or (historical) evaluation as a discussion of Historical Fact, is an important stratagem in the discussion of these reviewers. It enables them to
present arguments against Arendt’s moral judgments, without
having to discuss the thorny and complicated issue of the role
the Jewish leaders played. Or they present The Facts on Eichmann, without having to discuss the complicated issue of interpretation of testimony and other historical source material.
It is not surprising that when these issues are explicitly raised,
this often results in misrepresentations, on both sides of the
discussion. What is more, The Facts are not always presented
to be understood by the reader; they can simply be a stratagem
to persuade him. This is evident in the reviews of Scheffler, Borwicz, Wormser, Vidal-Naquet and Poliakov, whose argumentation is difficult to comprehend without extensive background
knowledge. (In the case of Borwicz and Poliakov, this is largely
due to the fact that they present highly condensed versions of
Robinson’s elaborate factual corrections).
The reader is the most important antagonist in all the fifteen
reviews: it is him or her the reviewer is trying to convince that
restrictions to the discussion of the Jewish leaders are necessary; of a moratorium on a moral judgment of them. It is the
reader, not Arendt, who has to be persuaded that these are The
Facts on Eichmann’s evil. It is a symptom of the problematic
discussion that so few of these reviewers try to provide their
readers with the factual information and critical instruments
necessary to make their own judgment on these complicated issues. The presence of the reader as the main antagonist
also seems to be a problem in the resolution of the difference of
opinion between Arendt and her opponents: the reader can be
used as a foil to not have to discuss conflicting starting points.
These are simply proposed as common starting points – to the
reader. The discussion with Arendt also suffers in the reviews
of her defenders, who are most concerned with convincing the
reader of their own positions on the controversial issues.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
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INTRODUCTION
This study set out to examine the participation of historians
in a problematic discussion about the Holocaust, namely the
Arendt-controversy. It asked if they contributed to the discussion’s problematic character, and if so, how. To study this participation, it combined a historiographic and a pragma-dialectical perspective. This chapter first presents a diagnosis of
three main problems in the discussion of Arendt’s book by fifteen historians (7.1). Then it discusses three important starting points for further study of the Arendt-controversy that the
combination of these two perspectives has produced (7.2).
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7.1 THE THREE MAIN PROBLEMS IN THE DISCUSSION OF
ARENDT’S BOOK BY FIFTEEN HISTORIANS
The first main problem in these discussions of Arendt’s book
are conflicting starting points, material as well as procedural.
The starting points in themselves are not problematic; these
reviewers generally do not pretend that they are common
starting points. The problem is that these conflicting starting points should be addressed for the discussion to progress.
In the ideal critical discussion, starting points are agreed
upon at the opening stage of the discussion. The procedure
provides room for the material starting points to be subjected to a sub-discussion, before the actual discussion begins.
Procedural starting points can also be addressed at this stage,
in what is called a meta-discussion. As chapter 6 discussed,
some of the historian-reviewers indeed explicitly conducted
discussions of some of their starting points at the opening
stage of their discussion with the reader. These explicit suband meta-discussions in the reviews are useful precisely because they can lay bare where starting points might conflict.
As the analyses in chapters 5 and 6 showed, the conflicting
starting points between Arendt, her opponents and her defenders are where the discussion on the victim and perpetrator theme really should begin: did the Jewish leaders have a
choice in the moral dilemmas they faced; should one refrain
from a moral judgment of them – because they were victims,
and because the boundary of responsibility between victims
and perpetrators should be upheld; or is judgment a necessity,
and do victims in certain positions still have a moral responsibility; if that moral responsibility exists, are only other victims allowed to judge that; does the role of the Jewish leaders
make Eichmann less responsible in a legal (or only in a moral)
sense; does the nature of the crime dictate the nature of the
criminal; is Eichmann indeed a ‘modern type’ of criminal who
threatens our future.
As chapters 3, 5 and 6 discussed, The Facts and even the
reader of the review were used as a foil not to discuss these
issues more openly. Arendt, too, rarely addressed these issues
in her responses. When she or her opponents briefly did, the
roots of the controversy were suddenly laid bare.
Not discussing these crucial questions (to borrow Handlin’s
phrase), even obscuring them by misrepresenting one another’s starting points, resulted in an endless rehash of the same
arguments that can be observed in the controversy general-
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ly as well as in these fifteen reviews. This certainly did not
help to further historical understanding. It is clear that a certain conceptual vagueness on core concepts of the discussion
did not help to move matters along, either. Most importantly,
the historian-reviewers appeared to operate on different definitions of key concepts: moral and legal responsibility, guilt,
complicity, cooperation, collaboration... Arendt herself spoke
of cooperation but suggestion collaboration; and did not define or explain her use of the concepts banal and normal.
These key concepts, too, would have profited from a sub-discussion.1
The second main problem in the discussions of the historian-reviewers are misrepresentations of another’s standpoints, arguments and starting points. Already noted as an
obvious problem in the Arendt-controversy in chapter 3, the
analyses and evaluation of the historians’ reviews in chapter
6 shows that this problem is quite profound. In the fifteen historians’ reviews, misrepresentations exaggerated the differences of opinion and obscured the common ground. Some of
Arendt’s defenders tried to make the gap smaller, by showing
that Arendt’s and her opponents’ positions were closer together than they seemed; or by correcting the misrepresentations.
Often, these attempts ended in other misrepresentations.
The third main problem in these fifteen reviews, also obvious in chapter 3, were the mutual personal attacks. The analyses and evaluations in chapter 6 nuanced the role of personal
attacks in these fifteen reviews: not all were evaluated as fallacious. In these reviews, fallacious personal attacks fulfilled the
same function as misrepresentations did: they exaggerated
the gap between the opponents, turning a fellow discussant
into a hostile party. The fact that Arendt’s work was largely
discussed in the public, not the scholarly domain, meant that
the historian-reviewers assumed the greater rhetorical room
that the public domain offered: using their professional authority, they presented fallacious personal attacks that would
be frowned upon in their professional domain. 2 Such attacks
did not only hinder a critical discussion of Arendt’s book; they
did damage in real life, as chapter 3 illustrated.
As chapter 6 discussed, the non-fallacious personal attacks
of the historian-reviewers also contributed to this hostile discussion climate. Depicting an opponent as unserious or untrustworthy in a written text, even non-fallaciously, places this
opponent at a serious disadvantage: he cannot immediately
respond to undo the impression created of him. In addition,

1 Conceptual vagueness can be a
weak spot in historical debates. Donald
Bloxham and Tony Kushner, The Holocaust. Critical historical approaches (Manchester 2008), 155.

2 Arendt speaks about the clash
between the public and the academic
spheres in Hannah Arendt, Notes
for a talk on Eichmann at Chicago
University, Library of Congress, Washington, Hannah Arendt Papers, Adolf
Eichmann File, Private reply to Jewish
critics – 1963, image 9-12 of 12. From
this perspective, Arendt’ “genre”-defence
(a defence also used by some of her
defendants, for instance Epstein), was
not an advantageous stratagem. Arendt
wanted her book to be viewed as a
report, not a historical work, because
the criteria for assessing a report are
much less strict than the criteria for
assessing a scholarly work (think of the
hasty conclusions, the generalisations
and the missing references that she was
taken to task for). However, the mores
for discussing a journalistic report in
the public domain are also much looser
than for discussing a scholarly work in
the scholarly domain.

403

the constant personal attacks in the Arendt-controversy had
a cumulative effect.
7.2 THREE IMPORTANT STARTING POINTS FOR FURTHER
STUDY OF THE ARENDT-CONTROVERSY
As explained in chapter 1, the historiographer is the historian
of history writing. The historiographer’s perspective is generally an overarching perspective: a broad sweep that tries
to discern trends in the (often large amount of) contributions
to a historical discussion. Most historiographers also present
the development of history writing as a dialectical process: a
group of historians with one view (thesis) opposes a group of
historians with another view (antithesis), from which a new
view, a compromise (synthesis), must eventually emerge. This
view will in time become a thesis of its own, and be contradicted by a new antithesis. And so forth. What is more, the historiographer focuses on the content of the views expressed.
The pragma-dialectical perspective is quite different. Where
the historiographer has a holistic focus, the pragma-dialectician starts from the building blocks of argumentation: speech
acts. The pragma-dialectician considers the precise function
of each of a writer’s utterances in the discussion procedure. In
addition, from the pragma-dialectical perspective, each single
text is part of one or even several discussions.
The combination of the historiographical and the pragma-dialectical perspectives in this case study of historians
presents three important conclusions that can be starting
points for further study on the Arendt controversy. These conclusions in part confirm earlier analyses of the controversy,
and in part challenge the historiographic perspective.
The first conclusion is a confirmation of (some) earlier historiographical analyses: this study showed that the discussions
of the fifteen historian-reviewers were to a large extent not
about historical fact. It is a well-known feature of Holocaust
controversies that they are not what they seem to be, that they
discuss something other than what they pretend to discuss.
This is often strenuously denied by controversy participants,
who insist their contribution to the discussion concerns The
Facts and The Historical Truth alone. Therefore, it is important to have considered in detail that these historians’ contributions to the Arendt-controversy concerned one, the issue of
moral judgment of victims; two, a philosophical question on
the nature of evil. To a lesser extent, the discussion was also
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concerned the speculative issue of Eichmann’s conscience;
moral judgment of resisters; and the (individual and collective) responsibility of bystanders.
The second conclusion challenges the historiographic perspective of the Arendt-controversy: the historian-reviewers’
positions were less fundamentally opposed than they seemed.
Discussants in the Arendt-controversy pointed to fundamentally opposed views of the world as a possible cause of the discussion breakdown. This study has indeed located two clashes of convictions in the differences of opinion between Arendt
and fifteen historian-reviewers. However, this study has also
shown that in the Arendt-controversy several discussants
chose to exaggerate the opposition between their positions:
their standpoints and starting points were not as incompatible
as they made them out to be. This result might also be relevant
for the analysis of other broken down discussions.
It is important to note that the gap between the discussants
in the Arendt-controversy has been cemented in the subsequent historiography. This is why it is so important to separate Arendt’s book and the discussants’ contributions from
the layers of interpretation of subsequent decades, as discussed in chapter 1. For instance, in the overarching perspective of historiography Arendt has figured as a symbol of the
“universalist” school of thought. This automatically made her
an emblematic enemy of the opposing “particularist” school
of thought. Both schools stand for a set of views, a certain
historical-philosophical interpretation of issues related to the
Holocaust. However, close scrutiny of Arendt’s standpoints
and arguments, and of the standpoints and arguments of her
supporters and opponents, as was conducted for this study,
shows that they cannot simply be retro-labelled universalists or particularists. Views that are considered diametrically opposed today, lived side by side in contributions to the
Arendt-controversy.3
The third conclusion challenges the historiographic perspective of Holocaust controversies more generally: this study
emphasises that the problems in the fifteen historians’ discussions of Arendt’s book were the sum of individual choices. Each of these discussants made choices that contributed to the problematic character of the discussion; or did not
contribute to it; or even helped the discussion get back on
track. These individual discussants were not swept away by
the cataclysmic tide of the controversy. They were not forced
to write about certain subjects in a certain manner. They were

3 Universalism starts from the
assumption that it does not take Germans, Jews, or anti-Semitism to make
the Holocaust, something Arendt indeed argues. Particularism stresses the
unique elements of the Holocaust. It
rejects an explanation of Eichmann as
Everyman – a view often attributed
to Arendt by both her modern days
opponents as well as her defenders. But
this view was wrongfully attributed to
her. What is more, presenting Arendt’s
work as a starting point for what is
considered universalism nowadays is
anachronistic, because universalism did
not mean then what it means now. It
is correct to claim that her book and
the discussion inspired this modern-day
universalism, but one can certainly not
equate them. An extreme example of
this kind of teleological mistake can
be found in Moishe Postone, ‘Hannah
Arendt’s “Eichmann in Jerusalem”. Die
unaufgelöste Antinomie von Universalität und Besonderem’, in: Gary Smith
ed., Hannah Arendt revisited: ‘Eichmann in
Jerusalem’ und die Folgen (Frankfurt 2000)
264-290.. Postone discards common analyses of the causes of the Arendt-controversy; he situates the controversial
potential of the book in the ‘tension’
between universalist and particularist
thought. This, however, is explaining a
1960s controversy with a modern reading of the book. In Arendt’s day, the
universalist and particularist perspectives were not considered fundamentally opposed, as they were when Postone
wrote his article. Arendt’s book also
presents elements of what would today
be considered particularist thought
(her take on the development of the
Final Solution also combines elements
of what later became the “intentionalist” and “structuralist” schools). Many
participants in the Arendt-controversy,
too, combined elements of universalist
and particularist thought, elements that
are now considered mutually exclusive.
Clearly, what is fundamentally opposed
now, was not perceived as conflicting
at the time. Another historian who uses
blunt force to push Arendt to one side
of the current-day conflict is Richard
Wolin, ‘The ambivalences of German-Jewish identity. Hannah Arendt
in Jerusalem’, History and Memory 8 no.2
(Fall/Winter 1996) 9-34, at 24-27. Also
see Dan Diner, ‘Hannah Arendt Reconsidered. On the Banal and the Evil in
her Holocaust Narrative’, New German
Critique no.71 (Spring-Summer 1997)
177-190, at 180.
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not forced to respond to Arendt’s book, or to Arendt’s opponents, in a certain way.
From the pragma-dialectical perspective, the essence of the
matter is this: each participant writes his own contribution;
conducts his own discussions within his own text; makes his
own strategic choices in what issues he will present, to whom
he will present them, and how he will present them. As chapter 6 showed, these historian-reviewers cannot be cleanly divided into “discussants that obstruct a reasonable discussion
of Arendt’s book,” and “discussants that do not obstruct a reasonable discussion of Arendt book.” Within each individual
contribution, there are parts where the discussion is hindered,
and parts where the discussion proceeds unhindered. Chapter
6 also discussed controversy participants who explicitly tried
not to contribute to the discussion’s problems; who tried to
get the discussion out of the rut. Even within those contributions however, one can find hindrances to the critical discussion of Arendt’s book.
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1 A good example is the journal of
the Comité d’Histoire de la Deuxième
Guerre Mondiale (CDHG). (One can
also look at the index of articles of
the Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte,
the journal of the German Institut für
Zeitgeschichte, to track this development.)
The history writing of the Second
World War in France was institutionalised by the state in 1951, when the
Comité d’Histoire de la Deuxième Guerre
Mondiale was created. Its initial mission was to gather testimony of war
experiences and coordinate the French
historical research on the war. (In 1978,
it was renamed the Institut d’Histoire du
Temps Présent (IHTP), which it still is
today.) Looking through the archives of
their quarterly journal Revue d’histoire
de la deuxième guerre mondiale (1950-1981)
and its predecessor Cahiers d’histoire de
la guerre (1949-1950), can give some idea
of the place of the persecution of the
Jews in the larger historical picture
of the Second World War. Reading
through the first fifteen years of the
journal, one can see the waves of fashionable research subjects roll in and
retreat. In the first few years, the biggest
obsession is the humiliation of Vichy.
But Vichy is still anti-France; French
spirit has prevailed in the end; and the
persecution and murder of the Jews is
the most radical end of a spectrum of
suffering brought on by the Nazi’s in
the so-called univers concentrationnaire.
On other words: the murder of the
Jews was not a French, but a Jewish
and German problem. After an initial
wave of interest in the murder of the
Jews immediately post-war, the interest
for the subject quiets down a bit. Until 1958, when the summary of book
reviews of that year includes a heading
‘Deportation’: among the eight books
listed are seven on the Holocaust and
one on the murder of Roma and Sinti.
In the years to come, except for one special issue, the Holocaust is not a subject
of main articles in the Revue (although
the murder of the Jews is mentioned
in many of them). But it does figure
prominently in the book section. In
1960, the number of reviewed books
on the persecution of the Jews in the
different countries occupied by the
Reich is on the rise. 1961 is full of Eichmann-related books. The first issue of
1962 is devoted almost exclusively to the
Jewish genocide. The list of that year’s
reviewed books has a special heading
for ‘Le sort des Juifs’, which changes
to ‘Déportation et questions juives’ in
1963. From 1965 onwards, books on the
fate of the Jewish victims are simply
sorted under the different countries.
However, 1965 sees another interesting development: the appearance of
a heading ‘Vichy-collaboration’ for
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EPILOGUE

THE CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES AFTER
THE ARENDT-CONTROVERSY

The Arendt-controversy was not as seminal as it is often made
out to be. It was, however, a marker of change: one of a series
of discussions and other events that indicated an intensification of interest in the subject. Looking at the indexes of historical journals, for instance, reviews of Holocaust-related books
and articles on the subject rapidly multiply after the mid-sixties. At first only a subject among many war-related subjects,
the Nazi murder of the Jews became a historical subject in its
own right, under a separate heading.1 The Arendt-controversy coincided with the Hochhuth- and Steiner-controversies,
and their controversial issues were closely related. People like
Arendt, Steiner and Hochhuth opened up parts of the subject
that people had not known of, or had not been interested in;
or that were considered to be “internal affairs.” A generation
with little or no personal memories of the war was becoming
involved in the discussion.
The Jewish leaders
From a historiographic perspective, the most important
change that the Arendt-controversy heralded was a change
in ownership of the subject where the victim theme was concerned. The discussion of complex issues such as the role of
the Jewish Councils was considered an internal affair, by both
Jews and non-Jews. It was the domain of Jewish specialists
and “those who were there.” 2 In his discussion of one of those
specialists (Jacob Robinson), historian Walter Laqueur complained that this strict ownership of the subject was hindering
historical research (chapter 3). To set matters right, the specialists must work to make the source material available to
more researchers. Competing claims to ownership remain fertile ground for Holocaust controversies. As does a broad public interest in the subject, as chapter 3 showed: broader interest means a loss of control for those with a claim to ownership.
A major study on the Jewish Councils appeared shortly after the Arendt-controversy. Judenrat (1972) was written by the
Polish-American Jewish historian Isaiah Trunk, head of the archive at the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York.3
In the introduction, Jacob Robinson framed the study as a re-

sponse to Arendt – although he did not name her.4 Repeating familiar arguments from the controversy (but with much
more factual detail), Trunk advocated a nuanced and non-generalising approach to this difficult subject matter. The Jewish leaders must be viewed as individuals, not as a group; and
their agonising circumstances must be taken into account
in weighing the decisions they made. Thus, Trunk made official a broadly shared consensus on the victim theme: in the
Arendt-controversy, there had been very few discussants who
had defended Arendt’s judgments of the Jewish leaders, in
whole or in part.
Historiography on the subject has developed since Arendt’s
day – but not enough, as one important historian in the field
thinks.5 The discussion today is still volatile: fraught with emotion, susceptible to controversy.6 If a modern historian or writer were to publish sweeping, harsh criticisms of the Jewish
Councils such as Arendt’s, doubtlessly many people would
protest. As discussed, Arendt’s discussion of the Jewish leaders was a response to what she had seen and heard at the trial.
In her moral judgments of the Jewish leaders she took place in
the ‘ordinary’ victim’s chair. This was a serious transgression:
she was told that only “those who were there” could present
such moral judgments. This rule still holds.
One must add however that the subject is not fashionable
at present. The past two decades, the “ordinary,” “powerless”
victim has dominated the scholarly and public discussion of
the victim theme.7 The much more difficult discussion of the
Jewish Councils is still the domain of specialists and surviving
victims. In the modern historiography of this subject one still
stumbles over the arguments and starting points that fuelled
the Arendt-controversy.8 One historian ardently argues that
the Jewish leaders could not have responded any differently than they did.9 Another argues that the Jewish leaders did
everything they could think of to save people’s lives.10 Yet another notes that the Jewish Councils are a special subject, because the boundary between victims and perpetrators seems
to dissolve.11
The most interesting contribution to the modern discussion is that of the Dutch-Israeli historian Dan Michman. To circumvent the hindrance formed by continuing, emotional controversy; to further the progress of historical knowledge and
understanding, Michman proposes a procedural solution: to
leave the moral issues out of the discussion. He is in favour of
a structural perspective on the difficult subject matter; to look

the list of that year’s reviewed books.
From 1967 onwards, books on Vichy
are simply sorted under the heading
‘France; – which heralds the beginning
of introspection. In the main articles,
the anti-Semitic side of Vichy is coming
to the fore. Michèle Cotta’s 1964 book
on Vichy, La Collaboration, 1940-1944, is
reviewed in 1966, the year that Arendt
was translated in French (chapter 3). In
1969, the word Holocaust is used in the
journal for the first time, in an article
on Yad Vashem.

2 Arendt and Hilberg were not
the only ones to bring this inside
discussion to the outside. In the late
nineteen-fifties, Dutch Jewish historian
Jacques Presser started to write his
major work on the persecution of the
Dutch Jews. Presser was someone who
“was there.” His criticism of the Jewish
Councils is comparable to Arendt’s and
Hilberg’s, including its “tone.” In places,
his moral judgment is even more severe
than Arendt’s: for instance, he explicitly
calls the Jewish leaders cooperation ‘collaboration.’ Jacques Presser, Ondergang.
De vervolging en verdelging van het Nederlandse jodendom 1940-1045 1 (Soesterberg
2005), 445, 485, 498-500, 509. Presser’s
work was published in 1965. It did not
cause a major controversy, as Arendt’s
work did. The book was criticised by
specialist historians; it was also a hit.
Even though it was a bestseller, Dutch
historian Ido de Haan doubts the
impact of Presser’s bringing this internal survivor’s discussion of the Jewish
Councils to the outside. He writes that
the general public as well as non-specialist historians took note, but kept
their distance to the subject. Ido De
Haan, Na de ondergang. De herinnering
aan de Jodenvervolging in Nederland 19451995 (Den Haag 1997), 27-28, 37-38, 44.

3 Isaiah Trunk, Judenrat. The Jewish
Councils in Eastern Europe under Nazi
occupation (New York 1972). The study
was based on earlier research by the
Polish-Jewish-American historian
Philip Friedman, conducted in the
nineteen-fifties.

4 Robinson allusively speaks of ‘the
proponents of the “noncooperation
view”.’ Jacob Robinson, ‘Introduction’,
in: Isaiah Trunk ed., Judenrat. The Jewish
Councils in Eastern Europe under Nazi
occupation (New York 1972), at xxv.

5

Dan Michman, ‘On the historical
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interpretation of the Judenräte issue.
Between intentionalism, functionalism
and the integrationist approach of the
1990s’, in: Moshe Zimmerman ed., On
Germans and Jews under the Nazi Regime.
Essays by three generations of historians
(Jerusalem 2006) 385-397, at 385.

6 Ibid., 472. Lisa Hauff, Zur politischen
Rolle von Judenräten. Benjamin Murmelstein in Wien 1938-1942 (Göttingen
2013), 7, 9.

7 Donald Bloxham and Tony Kushner, The Holocaust. Critical historical
approaches (Manchester 2008), chapter 1.
Although the incorporation of victim
testimony and the victim’s perspective
are often seen as recent developments,
one must not forget that many of
the Holocaust’s first researchers were
survivors themselves, and did try to
incorporate this perspective in their
historical works. The aforementioned
Presser made explicit his struggle with
scholarly objectiveness versus survivor’s
anger and sorrow. Poliakov and Borwicz
also openly struggled with this.

8 For instance Bernard Wasserstein,
‘Blame the victim. Hannah Arendt
among the Nazis. The historian and her
sources’, The Times Literary Supplement
(October 9 2009) 13.

9 Doron Rabinovici, Instanzen der
Ohnmacht. Wien 1938-1945. der Weg zum
Judenrat (Frankfurt 2000). Rabinovici
also still uses the “Soviet”-argument for
instance Ibid., 414.

10 In a famous article, Dan Diner
explains the response of the Jewish
Councils as a rational attempt to anticipate Nazi policy: they kept trying
to demonstrate the (economic) value
of the victims, therefore the reason to
keep them alive. Dan Diner, ‘Jenseits des
Vorstellbaren. Der “Judenrat” als Situation’, in: Hanno Loewy and Gerhard
Schoenberner eds., “Unser einziger Weg
ist Arbeit.” Das Ghetto in Lodz 1940–1944
(Wien 1990) 32-40.

11 Hauff, Zur politischen Rolle von
Judenräten. Benjamin Murmelstein in
Wien 1938-1942, 1.
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at how differing circumstances shaped the actions of those
victims appointed by the Nazis to be the Jewish “authority”
(as previously discussed, Michman’s work questions the presupposition that these bodies actually constituted a “Jewish
leadership”).12
As enticing as Michman’s proposal is to historians who
simply want the research to progress, the question is if it is
enough. The moral and philosophical questions that drive Holocaust controversies are clearly important: so many people,
including historians, want to chip in. Although these are excruciatingly complex discussions, they still deserve to be conducted openly, instead of behind a wall of Facts.
That does not mean that historical facts and interpretation
are not essential to these moral and philosophical discussions. Here another comment of Walter Laqueur’s comes to
mind: that a discussion of a historical subject without detailed
historical knowledge of the subject matter at hand, quickly
becomes a pointless, general moral discussion (chapter 3).
The factual basis for these discussions could be created in
the more rigorous, specialist discussions that Michman has
in mind. The Arendt-controversy made very clear that these
horrifically complex matters – the acts of people in the extremest of situations, as Scheffler put it – are a subject unfit
for a generalised moral judgment. To conclude with Raul Hilberg: ‘The Jewish leaders were, in short, remarkably similar in
their self-perception to rulers all over the world, but their role
was not normal and for most of them neither was their fate.’ 13
Eichmann
The subject of Eichmann’s evil is also still controversial. That
is not because historical knowledge of the man has not progressed; to the contrary. As more profound studies of Eichmann’s role have been conducted, a consensus position has
been developed that compromises between the two extremes
of the Arendt controversy: Arendt’s Eichmann-type did exist,
but Eichmann himself was not of that type. In 2003 historian Christopher Browning, a specialist on the history of the Final Solution, published an article that dealt with the value of
Eichmann’s testimony as historical source material – in other
words, the controversial issue of when Eichmann was lying or
telling the truth. In this article, Browning neatly summarises
the modern day compromise on Eichmann: ‘For the record,’
Browning writes, ‘let me state that I consider Arendt’s con-

cept of the “banality of evil’ a very important insight for understanding many of the perpetrators of the Holocaust, but not
Eichmann himself. Arendt was fooled by Eichmann’s strategy
of self-representation in part because there were so many perpetrators of the kind he was pretending to be.’ 14
There are plenty of people however who do not accept this
middle ground. They seem to be stuck in the same rut as people were in Arendt’s day, hopelessly divided on who this elusive man was: an intrinsically evil, anti-Semitic murderer; or
an ambitious, impressionable man easily groomed for whatever his superiors asked of him? Their discussion largely remains the same, as do their arguments: high on speculation,
low on historical fact.
Just as in Arendt’s day, Eichmann’s conflicting statements
continue to feed the discussion. Which of his many conflicting
statements represents “the real Eichmann”? The critical-historical method required for the assessment of source material, the method that Browning demonstrates in his article on
Eichmann, is often cast aside in these discussions.15 Testimony
given by his former cronies, painting Eichmann as the blackest anti-Semitic devil one can imagine, is often taken for gospel – disregarding the fact that the main goal of such testimony was self-exculpation.
Arendt’s modern-day defenders, too, often conduct the discussion in the most general terms. They present matters as
if Arendt’s argumentation had closed the case – which it did
not, by far. Arendt’s assessment of when Eichmann was merely ‘bragging,’ for instance, was not more informed than her opponents’ decision that he was always telling the truth if he said
something outrageous. Arendt fell for some of Eichmann’s
most ‘colossal lies’ (Browning) about his personality.
Yet Browning’s analysis indirectly shows that Arendt also
had a knack for detecting nuggets of truth in Eichmann’s
self-serving testimony. The parts of Eichmann’s testimony
that Arendt considers especially revealing about the process
of the Final Solution, are among those parts that Browning
(using a much more critical and explicit method) judges as
valuable. In all, Eichmann’s testimony is conflicting and hard
to analyse. Questions remain, as there are always questions
about any historical personality.16 The relevant issue today
does not concern Eichmann’s personality; it concerns the part
that he played in the Final Solution.17 While the yes-no debate
on Eichmann’s evil and conscience still dominates the popular historical discussion of the man, this more relevant issue

interpretation of the Judenräte issue.
Between intentionalism, functionalism
and the integrationist approach of the
1990s’. Idem, ‘Les dirigéants juifs face
à la mort’, Revue d’histoire de la Shoah
no.185, July-December (2006) 449-473.

13 Raul Hilberg, Perpetrators, victims,
bystanders. The Jewish catastrophe 19331945 (New York 1993), 116.

14 Christopher R. Browning, Collected
memories. Holocaust history and postwar
testimony (Madison, WI 2003), 3-4.

15 Hans Safrian, Die Eichmann-Männer (Wien, Zürich 1993), 15, 325-333.

16 In the case of the Third Reich
however, the desire to pin someone
down seems too much for many
discussants. Those who cannot be
declared “good” or “evil” once and for
all, remain a source of ever-renewable
debate. Rudolf Kastner immediately
comes to mind in this context. Another
interesting example is Hans Calmeyer, a
German jurist who saved Jews but also
helped to deport them. Cesarani’s book
clearly shows how Eichmann tailored
his testimony on the one hand, and
incriminated himself on the other. He
was sly, but also oblivious at times. In
other words: one cannot build a binary
picture of Eichmann: he was a personality full of contradictions.
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17 David Cesarani, Eichmann. His Life
and Crimes (London 2004), 98.

18 Yaacov Lozowick, Hitlers
Bürokraten. Eichmann, seine willigen Vollstrecker und die Banalität des Bösen (Zürich,
München 2000). Bettina Stangneth, Eichmann vor Jerusalem – Das unbehelligte
Leben eines Massenmörders (Zürich 2011).
Deborah Lipstadt, The Eichmann Trial
(New York 2011).
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Cesarani, Eichmann, 367-368.

is only debated in the margins, by specialists.
In any case, the modern discussion of Eichmann is still under Arendt’s spell.18 This even goes for the major historical biography of the man, Eichmann: his life and crimes, by the late
British historian David Cesarani (2004). Cesarani’s sophisticated study of Eichmann draws from his profound knowledge
and understanding of the Third Reich, and is informed by a
much greater wealth of source material and research than
Arendt had access to. The fundamental difference between
their interpretations lies in the question of Eichmann’s motive
for his crimes. According to Cesarani, that motive was ideological, namely the Nazi brand of “clinical” anti-Semitism – a
factor Arendt completely omitted. Cesarani’s Eichmann develops into an ideological fanatic over the course of his career; an
interpretation that accounts much better for the evidence on
Eichmann’s behaviour than Arendt’s theoretical construct on
Eichmann’s conscience and legalistic belief system. Cesarani’s Eichmann is also less naïve and more cruel than Arendt’s.
However, their interpretations overlap to a large extent:
both see Eichmann as a normal man who by a combination
of chance and ambition found his way into one of the core departments responsible for the Final Solution; who performed
an increasingly radical job deftly, with zeal and dedication;
who did not instigate, but followed the radicalisation of the
Nazis; who enjoyed the power he held over his victims; who
unraveled in Hungary in 1944; who became so entrenched in
his beliefs that he could not repent for mass murder even after the fact; a man of confusingly and infuriatingly conflicting
behaviour and testimony. Arendt is not far away when Cesarani concludes that ‘[t]he key to understanding Adolf Eichmann lies not in the man, but in the ideas that possessed him,
the society in which they flowed freely, the political system
that purveyed them, and the circumstances that made them
acceptable. [...] The génocidaire has become a common feature of humanity and to that extent Eichmann is typical rather than aberrant.’ 19
Even so, Cesarani does not want his positions to be associated with Arendt’s. Clearly irritated by her staying power in
the mind of the ordinary reader (and the minds of not-so-wellinformed historians and journalists), he emphasises the difference between them. In the process, he ascribes to her the
position that Eichmann was ‘but a cog’ (a position ascribed
to her by her opponents in the controversy); and associates
her with the position that Eichmann was ‘like us’ (the position

some of her most enthusiastic supporters took).20 Thus Cesarani unwittingly illustrates the staying power of the controversy: the layers of interpretation and misrepresentation that are
hard to separate from Arendt’s book.
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Resisters and bystanders

22 Peter Hoffmann, Carl Goerdeler
and the Jewish question 1933-1942 (Cambridge 2011). Danny Orbach, ‘Criticism
reconsidered. The German resistance to
Hitler in critical German scholarship’,
Journal of Military History 75 no.2 (2011)
565-590.

Just as the issue of the Jewish Councils is not very visible nowadays, so the interest in the German resistance has waned in
the decades after the Arendt-controversy. In formerly Reich-occupied countries, for a long time the story of resistance
was used to counter feelings of remorse over collaboration
with the Nazis.21 In Germany, the story of resistance was important as counterpoint to the (self-)perception of collective guilt or responsibility of the whole German people. That
Arendt destroyed this last vestige of good was hard on her
German reviewers. Arendt’s criticism was part of a trend: in
the nineteen-sixties, a historical difference of opinion with a
political undertone developed. A new generation of iconoclastic, progressive historians seriously questioned the motives of
the (largely conservative) German resistance – just as Arendt
did. This discussion has regularly returned ever since, but it
does not cause major ripples. Arendt’s bête noire, the strange
and fascinating figure of Carl Goerdeler, mayor of Leipzig, remains a flashpoint in this discussion.22
As for the bystander theme generally, this discussion has actually become controversial. Not Arendt’s claims of a near-collective responsibility of the German people: such generalisations are still commonplace. What is controversial today, are
the question of the roles and responsibility of the peoples that
were occupied by the Reich – an issue hardly discussed at the
time of the Arendt-controversy. However, the schematics for
this debate can already be found in Arendt’s book: generalised
conclusions on “heroic” (Danes, Italians) versus “collaborationist” (Dutch, Poles, French) peoples. Of course those whose
past is labeled as “collaborationist” do protest. The Netherlands for instance have known heated debates on the line between bystanders and perpetrators.23
Arendt’s moral judgments revolved around recognising the
moral collapse for what it was, and doing as little as possible to contribute to it. The Jewish leaders should have offered
only passive obedience, not active cooperation; perpetrators
should have asked to be reassigned; the bystanders should
have withdrawn as much as possible. The issue that Arendt

Ibid., 3, 344, 356.

21 Bloxham and Kushner, The Holocaust. Critical historical approaches, 200-201.

23 Controversies surrounding Bart
Van Den Boom, “Wij weten niets van
hun lot.” Gewone Nederlanders en de Holocaust (Amsterdam 2012). Chris Van Der
Heijden, Grijs verleden. Nederland en de
Tweede Wereldoorlog (Amsterdam 2001).
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24 Later she developed her ideas on
the subject more explicitly. Hannah
Arendt, ‘Personal responsibility under
dictatorship’, in: Jerome Kohn ed.,
Responsibility and judgment (New York
2003) 17-48.

25 Idem, Eichmann in Jerusalem (2nd
edn.; London 1994), 127.

26 Ido De Haan, ‘Imperialism, colonialism and genocide. The Dutch case for
an international history of the Holocaust’, Bijdragen en mededelingen betreffende de geschiedenis der Nederlanden 125
no.2-3 (2010) 301-327, at 312-313, 323-324.
Bart Van Den Boom, ‘Een opvallend
gebrek aan argumentatie. De kritiek van
Evelien Gans en Remco Ensel op “ ‘Wij
weten niets van hun lot.’ Gewone Nederlanders en de Holocaust” ’, Tijdschrift
voor Geschiedenis 126 no.4 (2013) 564-570,
at 564. Tim Cole, ‘Writing “bystanders”
into Holocaust history in more active
ways. Non-Jewish engagement with
ghettoisation, Hungary 1944’, Holocaust
Studies 11 no.1 (2005) 55-74, at 56-57.
Jan Wolénski, ‘Executioners, victims
and bystanders’, in: Jolanta Ambrosewicz-Jacobs ed., The Holocaust. Voices of
scholars (Cracow 2009) 267-278, at 269-270.
The same presupposition is the basis for
in the debate on the Allied nations and
the churches: they knew, so they should
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raised was that of ‘personal responsibility under dictatorship.’ 24 Eichmann’s deeds were made possible by the moral
collapse of society: nobody told him that what he was doing
was wrong. Arendt, ever the political philosopher, proposed
a strict criterion for the responsibility of the bystander in the
Third Reich: only ‘withdrawal from significant participation in
public life’ would have done, in her eyes.25
Nowadays, a different question is being asked of the bystanders. The discussion focuses on if (and how much) bystanders knew about the destination of the deportations. Because if they knew, the reasoning goes, they should have done
something. 26 Arendt wondered how people in the Reich could
have stayed outside the moral collapse, and her answer was:
by withdrawing as much as possible. By contrast, the modern discussion revolves around the question if people should
have helped their Jewish neighbours. They are two sides of
the same coin: Arendt turned the German resisters into mere
bystanders; modern sentiments demand resistance of the bystanders.
This modern discussion of the bystanders is often stuck
in the same yes-no rut as the discussion on Eichmann is:
the bystanders knew, therefore they are responsible; the bystanders did not know, therefore they are not responsible.
Categories such as bystander, victim, perpetrator can be
useful analytical tools, but can also serve to oversimplify a
very complex and muddled reality. In addition, one gets the
impression that the discussion would greatly benefit from
a sub-discussion of much-used concepts such as guilt
and responsibility.
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APPENDIX I
THE STRUCTURE OF ARENDT’S BOOK
Arendt counters everything Hausner says about in the life and
deeds of Eichmann. She criticises all of the historical actors
in the murder of the Jews. She presents opinions on the trial,
on Israel, on West Germany. The aforementioned three main
standpoints she hammers home, haphazardly, throughout the
book. Yet there is some structure in the chaos. Five story lines
can be identified in her report. In order of importance, these
story lines are:
a.) Criticism of the historical narratives as presented by the
prosecution and the defence in the Eichmann trial: on the life
and crimes of Adolf Eichmann specifically and the fate of the
Jews in the Third Reich in general.
b.) A political-philosophical treatment of the murder of the
Jews. Arendt explains these historical events with her theory
of the all-pervasive moral breakdown in the Third Reich. The
inverted conscience of Adolf Eichmann sits at the heart of her
‘case study’ of the moral collapse. Her demonstration of the
totality of the moral collapse comes from ‘all the things that
influenced Eichmann’: the Jewish leadership, Zionists, German resistance, “organised German society” (meaning the
state, industry, free enterprise etc) and the occupied countries. Her argumentation on the moral collapse in the occupied countries are the bulk of her book, yet did not figure in
the controversy at all.
c.) Legal criticism of the trial and judgment of Adolf Eichmann.
Arendt would have preferred that Eichmann was tried before
an international tribunal.
d.) Political criticism of the trial and judgment of Adolf Eichmann by Israel.
e.) Political criticism of post-war West Germany and the West
Germans.
Chapter by chapter, Arendt reasons as follows:

417

CHAPTER I:
The House of Justice
In this introductory chapter, the most ‘report-like’ of the entire book, Arendt outlines
her legal criticism of the trial, and her political criticism of Israel and West Germany. The
reader is immediately introduced to Arendt’s
controversial tone of voice.
CHAPTER II:
The Accused
This chapter combines Arendt’s legal criticism of the trial with a psychological portrait of Adolf Eichmann that follows the turning points in his life. This portrait was much
quoted in the controversy. She describes how
he rose in the ranks through a combination of
ambition, obedience, diligence, and chance.
She expands his biography in the chapters
hereafter.
CHAPTER III:
An Expert on the Jewish Question
In this chapter, Arendt describes the most
successful period in Eichmann’s career, his
pre-war time in Vienna as an ‘expert on Jewish emigration.’ She mixes biographical facts
with historical background information on the
beginnings of the Third Reich and the structure of the SS and SD, leaning on Hilberg
and Reitlinger for the hard data. She derides
Eichmann’s personality, and extrapolates his
mindset to that of millions of Germans in the
Third Reich. The trial itself is hardly mentioned in this chapter.
CHAPTER IV:
The First Solution: Expulsion
In this chapter, Arendt describes the first, experimental stage of the Final Solution: forced
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emigration. In her eyes, Eichmann was hardly defended, even though there were many
facts that spoke against the prosecution’s
theories. Here she begins ‘redoing’ Eichmann’s defence. Directly countering the historical narratives of both the prosecution and
the defence, she folds her psychological portrait of Eichmann in the docks into the historical Eichmann in the Third Reich. She explains
what, according to her, he was and what not:
an important bureaucrat, but not the engineer
of the Final Solution. This builds up to the central question of her report: of what Eichmann
was guilty, and of what not.
CHAPTER V:
The Second Solution: Concentration
In this chapter, Arendt treats the second stage
of the Final Solution, and Eichmann’s role in
it. She goes into some of the emigration operations Eichmann planned or was responsible for while he was working in Berlin, and why
they all failed. She describes the complicated
structure of the expanding SS and Eichmann’s
place in it. The question at hand is how important Eichmann really was, and how much he
knew of the Endlösung der Judenfrage at this
stage. Arendt’s establishment of the ‘facts’ of
Eichmann’s responsibility again runs counter
to the prosecution’s version of these ‘facts.’
CHAPTER VI:
The Final Solution: Killing
In this chapter, Arendt explores Eichmann’s
knowledge of and responsibility for the Final
Solution. She severely criticises the prosecution’s misunderstanding of Eichmann as the
central figure in the murder of the Jews. She
argues that it was not necessary to exaggerate
Eichmann so: even without being the kingpin
of the murder, he knew more than enough to
hang him. This is the chapter where she starts

unfolding her argument of Eichmann’s conscience as an indicator of the moral collapse,
the inversion of morality, in the Third Reich.
From Eichmann she moves to German society as a whole, as she has also done in chapters
I, III and IV.
CHAPTER VII:
The Wannsee Conference, or Pontius Pilate
In this chapter, Arendt continues her historical
venture into the murder of Europe’s Jews and
Eichmann’s role in it. She treats Eichmann’s
own account of inverting (in his version, appeasing) his conscience. Eichmann himself
considered this had happened half a year later than Arendt reconstructed in the preceding
chapter. She further develops her theory of the
moral collapse in the Third Reich, taking the
resistance as an example, and widening the
scope of her theory to include the Nazis’ victims. This chapter contains her infamous moral reproaches of the Jewish leadership, the part
of the book on which she was attacked most
severely.
CHAPTER VIII:
Duties of a Law-Abiding Citizen
This chapter further develops Arendt’s theory on Eichmann’s inverted conscience; it is of
a more philosophical nature than the previous
ones. It contains Arendt’s much attacked argument on Eichmann’s home-made version
of Kant.
CHAPTER IX:
Deportations from the Reich –
Germany, Austria and the Protectorate
In this chapter, Arendt discusses the period
between the Wannsee Conference of 20 January 1942 and Himmler’s sabotage of the Final
Solution in the summer and autumn of 1944,

when Eichmann was responsible for the deportations to the concentration camps. During this time, Eichmann’s conscience was inverted, to match the inverted morality of the
Third Reich. Thus, “Eichmann was troubled by
no questions of conscience” in his murderous
task; he was working hard to do the best job
he could in the midst of a war and fierce competition from within and outside the SS. This
chapter and the four following it are the most
historical-factual of the whole book. With a
lot less ‘interference’ from her other narrative
strands, Arendt explains how the Final Solution was implemented and executed in the expanse of the Third Reich.
CHAPTER X:
Deportations from Western Europe –
France, Belgium, Holland, Denmark, Italy
In this and the two following chapters, Arendt
applies her argument on the moral collapse to
the occupied and allied peoples, showing their
complicity in the murder of the Jews. Arendt
describes how the organisational challenges
Eichmann faced in the deportations differed
from country to country. Again, this chapter is
mainly historical narrative, designed to illustrate what Eichmann did and did not do.
CHAPTER XI:
Deportations from the Balkans –
Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Greece, Rumania
In this chapter, Arendt takes her criticism
of the complicity of other peoples even further, demonstrating her theory that Nazism
had a way of corrupting everything that it met
– unless it met resistance, which did not happen often, in which case the ‘toughness’ would
crumble.
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CHAPTER XII:
Deportations from Central Europe:
Hungary and Slovakia
Eichmann’s actions in Hungary were an important part of the prosecution’s story and
the final judgment, especially because of
the preceding Kastner trial in Israel. Arendt
counters their interpretation of the events in
these countries, in line with the two preceding chapters.
CHAPTER XIII:
The Killing Centers in the East
In this chapter, Arendt returns to her trial-narrative, dealing with the prosecution’s allegations of Eichmann’s involvement in the extermination camps, and what the judges made
of this.
CHAPTER XIV:
Evidence and witnesses
In this juridical chapter on the trial, Arendt
explains what source material there was on
Eichmann’s activities, and to what degree
this could serve as evidence. At the end of
the chapter she lets Eichmann’s story be for a
while, to consider the magnitude and significance of the crime the Nazis committed upon
Europe’s Jews.
CHAPTER XV:
Judgment, Appeal, and Execution
This chapter deals with the last months of
Eichmann’s life, summarises the District
Court’s judgment, and presents Arendt’s final analysis of the man on trial.
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EPILOGUE
In the concluding chapter of her book, Arendt
addresses legal criticism of the trial, her own
and others’. She eventually composes her
own judgment of Eichmann.

APPENDIX II:
CORPUS AND SELECTION CRITERIA FOR FIFTEEN
REVIEWS FROM THE ARENDT-CONTROVERSY
For the purposes of this study, the controversy over Eichmann
in Jerusalem is defined as: all articles with Arendt’s Eichmann-book as their main subject, published in the US (19631966), Germany (1963-1966) and France (1966-1967). The time
margins differ per country because the German translation
became available only in autumn 1964, and the French as late
as 1966. The margins were set broadly to be able to include
articles in journals, which often have a vastly different publication rhythm from magazines and newspapers, and thus a
much longer response time in a controversy.
This primary source material was found in Arendt’s personal papers at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC; at the
New York Public Library; the Institut für Zeitgeschichte in Munich; the Bibliothèque Nationale Française in Paris; the Bibliothèque de Documentation Internationale Contemporaine
in Nanterre (Université Paris X); the Amsterdam-based NIOD
(Dutch Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies);
the library of the University of Amsterdam; and the Koninklijke Bibliotheek (Royal Library) in The Hague. The search for
these articles was made much easier by the bibliographies
composed by scholars Randolph Braham, Richard Cohen,
Elizabeth Young-Bruehl and Michael Ezra.
The search also rendered articles that fell outside of the
controversy’s boundaries, yet helped to build the picture of
the controversy’s development and context. The material that
fell within the controversy definition was (roughly) divided by
content: reviews; responses; news items; opinion columns;
editorials; controversy overviews and analyses. These categories helped to delineate a corpus of texts to select from for
the pragma-dialectical analyses: only those articles styled as
reviews were considered for analysis, other articles were not.
All the primary source material is presented in the two primary bibliographies at the end of this book. The first includes the
material within the controversy definition. The second primary bibliography consists of the immediate context of the controversy: reviews of other books related to Arendt’s book (for
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instance Robinson’s); books or articles mentioning the controversy. Only publications in
the three countries studied are included.1
The texts to be analysed were selected with
a set of staggered criteria. Initially, the goal
was to create a “pure” sample of historians
discussing in their own habitat: to select only
reviews written by historians, preferably specialists on the subject matter, in historical
journals. During the cataloguing of the many
responses to Arendt’s book, it became clear
that there were virtually no discussions of
Arendt’s book by historians in historical journals. What is more: not a great many historians contributed to the discussion of Arendt’s
book at all. As noted in chapter 3, in Arendt’s
day historians did not “own” the subjects discussed. Much important research was being
done by scholars who were not historians (notably political scientists and jurists), and/or in
specialised institutes (the Wiener Library, the
Leo Baeck Institute, Yad Vashem, the Centre
de Documentation Juive Contemporaine, the
Institut für Zeitgeschichte). What is more, it
turned out to be difficult to sharply define the
scholarly reviewers. Golo Mann for instance,
who was a trained (and publishing) historian, worked as a professor of political science
at the time of his review. The same goes for
Wolfgang Scheffler, a specialist on the subject matter: a historian who also taught political science. Léon Poliakov, a pioneer historian of the Holocaust, had no formal historical
training. Et cetera.

1 Of course the scope of the controversy is much broader. Not included
in the primary bibliography are for
instance the many British reviews.
Both Braham and Cohen include a
selection of publications in languages
outside the scope of this study (Yiddish, Hebrew, Polish, Hungarian…), and
the NIOD for instance has a clippings
folder of Dutch-language reviews and
comments on the Eichmann book.
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Therefore the net was cast wider. For the selection, reviews written by professional historians were the first choice. To catch any
striking differences between the discussions in the three countries, reviews had to
be (originally) written in the first language of
the country where they were published. After
that, those with formal historical training who
pursued other careers were included; as well
as those who did not have formal historical
training, but who did have specialist knowledge of the subject(s) discussed. To select
from that larger pool of reviews, the decisive
criterion was the medium: historical journals
prevailed over other scholarly journals; journals prevailed over magazines and newspapers; intellectual periodicals prevailed over
the more popular.
Thus the eventual selection was not the
“pure” sample of historical discussion in an
isolated scholarly domain, as envisioned at
the outset of this project. Instead, the selection illustrates the porous boundaries between the scholarly and the public domain
in historical discussions, and historians’ participation in both those domains. The five
American texts selected stem from the first
and second controversy phases. Four of the
five reviewers were professional historians.
The only specialist on the subject, Burin, was
a political scientist – like his acquaintance
Raul Hilberg. A curious side effect of using
these selection criteria is that all five American reviewers were Jewish, and no less than
four of them were German Jewish refugees
(all however were trained and were based in
the US). Nevertheless, they represented distinct tendencies in the controversy: the somewhat emotional defence of the German Jewish leaders by Strauss; the more businesslike,
intellectual treatments of Mosse and Epstein;
the wilfully ‘detached’ universalist perspective of Handlin; and even an all-out defence
of Arendt by Burin. Only the heated attack is

not represented among the American reviewers – but examples of this type of review are
present in the German and French selections.
The American texts were all quite brief, ranging from Mosse’s single magazine page to Epstein’s three-and-a-bit.
The selection of German reviews are from
both German phases, a cross-section of reviewers and media: a working historian and
writer (Mann); a jurist who was also a published (but not formally trained) historian of
Jewish history (Arnsberg); a historian-specialist who had attended the trial (Scheffler); a historian-journalist who had also been
present at the trial, and had written a book
on Eichmann (Wucher); and a writer with formal historical training, who wrote a review
for the prominent German journal on contemporary history (Holthusen). Arnsberg
was Jewish; and Mann’s mother was persecuted as a Jew by the Nazis. Their tone varies
from Mann’s wildly accusatory piece of polemic; Holthusen’s deeply emotional appeal;
Wucher’s critical enthusiasm; to Scheffler’s
chaotic dryness; and Arnsberg’s fatherly
calm. The selected German texts were markedly longer than their American counterparts.
This is an effect of the selection criteria: in
Germany the book was discussed in a greater
number of heavyweight media. The shortest
was Wucher’s one-and-a-half-page newspaper review. Mann and Holthusen formed the
middle, with seven-and-a-half and twelveand-a-half pages in their respective magazines. Arnsberg and Scheffler took an impressive sixteen and twenty (densely printed)
magazine pages respectively to unfold their
argument.
The sixth and last phase of the controversy had a bit of everything that came before.
The selection of French reviewers reflects this
variety. The enraged side of the controversy
spectrum was represented by Borwicz; the
fan-like endorsement by Paret. Wormser and

Poliakov were severely and polemically critical; Vidal-Naquet offered a more balanced
criticism. Again, using these selection criteria had a side-effect: four of the five French
reviewers were of Jewish origin. The French
selection presents the highest concentration of knowledge on the subject discussed,
as three of the five reviewers were historian-specialists (Wormser, Poliakov, Borwicz).
The other two were historians working in other fields (Vidal-Naquet, Paret). The reviews
ranged in length from Wormser’s brief note to
Paret’s ten-page exposition of Arendt’s (and
his own) ideas.
As noted, there were not many historians
to choose from. That so many of them had
a Jewish background, demonstrates that at
the time, the study of the Nazi murder of the
Jews was still very much “Jewish history.” The
great variations of the tone and content of
their reviews of both the Jewish and non-Jewish reviewers shows that positions in the controversy cannot be divided along the line of
cultural or ethnic background, as historians
who study the Arendt-controversy tend to do.
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APPENDIX III
OVERVIEWS OF THE REVIEWERS’
ARGUMENTATION ON THE THREE
CONTROVERSIAL THEMES
Presented in this appendix are the reconstructed argumentation structures of the fifteen reviews. The reviewers’ argumentation on the three controversial themes had been
reconstructed; this extends to nearly all of their argumentation. Note that implicit premises are italicised between
round brackets (implicit premise); while paraphrased text
is indicated with square brackets [paraphrased premise].
Where authors use very long citations from Arendt, other
authors or from primary source material to prove a point, I
have paraphrased this as one premise.
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STRAUSS

(1) (Arendt unjustly condemns the cooperation
of the Jewish representatives with the Nazis)
(1).1a Before 1939, Jews had some freedom of
action
(1).(1b) (All the same, their behaviour was largely dictated by their circumstances)
(1).(1b).1a [The Nazis burdened German Jewish
organisations with the care for their own communities]
(1).(1b).1a.1a-g Examples: welfare services; emigration; hospitals; schools; adult education;
religious services, retraining
(1).(1b).1b These burdens increased as the exclusion from Germany deepened
(1).(1b).1c German Jews only slowly realised
that a radical end-phase of their history was
upon them
(1).(1b).1c.1a Jews had been living in Germany
for centuries
(1).(1b).1c.1b They thought and felt as German
Jews
(1).(1b).1d German Jews were not capable of violent resistance to the government
1.(1b).1d.1a [Other] middle-class Germans were
not, either
1.(1b).1d.1b Concerted action was not possible
[in their circumstances]
1.(1b).1d.1c Concerted action had no chance of
success
1.(1b).1d.1d Established political and military
centres of power had failed in concerted action
(1).1c To carry on, and give Jews a sense of security while disaster brewed underground,
may well have been wrong
(1).1d But it is wrong only in retrospect
(1).1d.(1) (At the time, their behaviour made
sense)
(1).1d.(1).1a The 1930s also saw appeasement
(1).1d.(1).1b The 1930s also saw balance-of-power politics
(1).1d.(1).1c The 1930s also saw weakness in
East and West
(1).1d.(1).1d For the Jews the doors of the world
were closed
(1).1d.(1).1d.1a Miss Arendt would do well to

study the record of the emigration offices
(1).1d.(1).1d.1b Or read prof Carl Ludwig, detailing the fear of Swiss officials that their land
may become overrun by Jews
(1).1e Some Jewish organisations and media
may be scrutinised for harbouring illusions [at
the time]
(1).(1f) (All the same, scrutiny of these illusions
should take mitigating factors into account)
(1).(1f).1a If Jewish behaviour was based on illusions during this period, so was practically
everybody else’s
(1).(1f).1a.1 In retrospect, Hitler owed his survival to Chamberlain while his generals were
plotting to overthrow him in 1938
(1).(1f).1b The illusions [German Jewish leaders
based their behaviour on] were honourable
(1).(1f).1c Even with illusions, [Jewish organisations] saved about two-thirds of German Jews
(1).(1f).1c.1 These Jews managed to emigrate
before 1939
(1).2a When the war broke out the Jewish situation changed from relatively free choices to
no choices at all
(1).2a.1a Their situation in these years can be
compared to the life in concentration camps
(1).2a.1a.1 Nobody among Jewish leaders participated in decision making
(1).2a.(1b) (Resigning from the leadership was
not an option)
(1).2a.(1b).1a The leadership [still] managed to
mitigate many Nazi decrees
(1).2a.(1b).1a.1 I was a student in Berlin during some of the war years (1939-1943) and observed that Baeck, Eppstein and Hirsch managed this
(1).2a.(1b).1b Resignation would have involved
concerted action by thousands of functionaries in Jewish communities all over the country
(1).2a.(1b).1c If Baeck, Eppstein and Hirsch had
resigned, others would have taken their places
(1).2a.(1b).1d Or the Nazis would have dealt
with the Jews directly
(1).2a.(1b).1d.1a [They would have used] the
Meldesystem
(1).2a.(1b).1d.1b [They would have taken advantage of] the middle-class, non-violent character of German Jews
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(1).2b Like [in] concentration camps, the Nazi’s used Jewish organisations to execute their
orders
(1).2c This role of intermediary was morally
grey
(1).2c.1 It can be compared to the concentration camp ‘élite’ of privileged prisoners
(1).(2d) (All the same, one cannot blame the
Jewish leaders for assuming this role)
(1).(2d).1a This role of intermediary was tragic
(1).(2d).1a.1 As was the role of the ‘élite’ in the
concentration camp
(1).(2d).1b If it involved cooperation, it was at
gunpoint
(1).(2d).1c What the German Jewish leaders did
was decide for an immediate responsibility
(1).(2d).1d They hoped that Jews would outlast
their enemies
(1).(2d).1e They did not save themselves
(1).(2d).1f They could have saved themselves
(1).(2d).1g They chose to continue their communal services to old, sick, indigent and young
(1).2e There were few avenues of resistance
(1).2f All avenues of resistance were impossible
(1).2f.1a A Jewish mass uprising was not possible
(1).2f.1a.1a There were military impossibilities
(1).2f.1a.1b There were psychological impossibilities
(1).2f.1b A Jewish mass uprising would have
made no sense
(1).2f.1b.1 Arendt incorrectly believes that German Jews would have been saved had Jewish
leaders followed the Belgian, Danish, Bulgarian example and resisted extreme measures
(1).2f.1b.1.(1) (The Germans were not bothered
by the persecution and murder of the Jews, as
the Belgians, Danes and Bulgarians were)
(1).2f.1b.1.(1).1a The persistent humiliations to
which Jews in Germany were exposed during
the war did not lead to any mass German revulsion
(1).2f.1b.1.(1).1b The spreading knowledge of
mass shootings and atrocities in Poland and
Russia did not lead to any mass German revulsion
(1).2f.1b.1.(1).1c The mass repression in German
minds of the disagreeable facts of Jewish ex-
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termination came later
(1).2f.1b.1.(1).1d The mass repression was
caused [not by revulsion but] by the self-pity
syndrome over air-raids
(1).2f.1b.1.(1).1e And the loss of the war
(1).(2g) (Flight was generally useless)
1.(2g).1 When a group of employees of the Berlin Jewish community went into hiding, the
Nazis shot a much larger number of Jewish
Reichsvereinigung members in reprisal
(1).2h Baeck and the men of the Reichsvereinigung may well have made a wrong decision in
hoping against hope
(1).(2i) (All the same, one cannot blame them
for making some wrong decisions at the time)
(1).(2i).1 They made moral decisions in a situation where no decision was absolutely right
any longer
(2) (Arendt’s desire to condemn obscures the
truth)
(2).1a Her style [of arguing] obscures the role
played by other German Jewish organizations
in the final phase
(2).1a.1a I am thinking especially of the Berliner
Jüdische Gemeinde
(2).1a.1b And the record of the communities all
over Germany
(2).1b Her tasteless attack on Baeck obscures
that Baeck played a minor role in war-time
Jewish affairs
(2).1b.1a As compared with such men as Paul
Eppstein
(2).1b.1b As compared with such men as Otto
Hirsch
(2).1c It is true that Baeck kept silent in public
(2).(1d) (Baeck did not always keep silent in
public)
(2).(1d).1 I heard a clear exposé of the Jewish
situation by him when I saw him last in early 1943
(2).1e Baeck was also deported
(2).1f Baeck helped to save lives
(2).1g Baeck helped to save my own [life]
(2).1h Arendt’s attack on Baeck is not a reaction to the truth
(2).1h.1 Arendt’s attack is a reaction to the
sanctification process

(2).1h.1.1 Baeck was made out to be a saint by
the post-war lore
MOSSE
1 Arendt’s condemnation of Jewish collaboration with the Nazis is theoretically right, but
wrong in practice
1.1a Arendt omits the extreme situation in
which the Jewish officials found themselves
1.1a.1a. Arendt is prone to disapprove of any
contact between Nazi and Jew [regardless of
the circumstances]
1.1a.1a.1a She disapproves of the contact
whether it be Zionist negotiation for emigration
1.1a.1a.1b Or the position of Jewish leadership
in the face of extinction
1.1a.1b Arendt judges the Jewish officials because they ‘could be trusted’ to compile deportation lists
1.1a.1c Indeed the Jewish officials did as they
were told
1.1a.1d But that is irrelevant
1.1a.1d.1 They found themselves in an extreme
situation
1.1b Arendt expects the Jewish leaders to rise
dramatically above an [extreme] historical situation
1.1b.1 Arendt writes from Mount Olympus rather than putting herself in the inferno
1.1b.1’ (History writing without historical imagination leads to unrealistic expectations)
1.1c The Jewish leaders were entirely unprepared for this situation
1.1c.1a These were men and women who were
deeply imbued with the heritage of liberalism
and enlightenment
1.1c.1b This heritage had been held more tenaciously by the Jewish bourgeoisie than any
other class of the European population
1.1c.1c These men and women were suddenly
confronted with a new type of totalitarian man
1.1a-c’ (Circumstances should be considered in
a judgment of historical actors)
1.2a She forgets that Eichmann’s victims were
captives of a myth
1.2b This myth would not let them see the true
nature of their confrontation

1.2b.1a They thought negotiation might be
possible
1.2b.1b They thought these men had a measure of decency
1.2b.1c To them all men were human beings
1.2b.1d They thought the terror could be mitigated through cushioning the shock
1.2.1a-d’ (All of these assumptions were wrong)
1.2c The passive resistance with which she
would have substituted Jewish collaboration is
hardly realistic
1.2c.1a It is [a] hindsight [notion]
1.2c.1b The [European] continent does not
share the traditions which produced a Gandhi
in India
2 Eichmann was a captive of the Nazi myth
2.1a Whatever Eichmann did was a matter of
German destiny in which no other traditional,
humanitarian criteria could enter
2.1b He had no feeling of guilt about the horror
and destruction of which he was a part
3 Arendt [correctly] understands Eichmann
and his place in the whole dreadful story
3.1a [Arendt has correctly understood that]
Eichmann was terrifyingly normal
3.1b [Arendt has correctly understood that]
Eichmann was a new type of criminal
3.1b.1a [Arendt has correctly understood that]
when judged by the accepted canons of civilized law, Eichmann quite literally did not
know what he was doing
3.1b.1a.1a Eichmann was so captive to an ideology
3.1c [She has correctly understood] the true
terror represented by Eichmann the man
3.1c.1 As Arendt points out, it is that the legal
formula of ‘intent of guilt’ is devoid of meaning
in this context
4 It is problematic that Hannah Arendt only
gives a moral and not a legal answer to the
question how Eichmann could have been tried
differently
4.1a Her answer that we cannot be expected to
share our small planet with such men is small
comfort
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4.1a.1 The modern trend towards allegiance to
national ideology rather than universal standards of thought [has] survived [Eichmann’s]
death
HANDLIN
1 Arendt does not dispel the confusion on the
issues of guilt and responsibility
1.1a Arendt approaches the heart of the issue
1.1a.1a Her book contains very perceptive comments on the relationship of the totalitarian
personality to the tragedy
1.1a.1b She demonstrates that Eichmann was far
from [being] the initiator of the Final Solution
1.1a.1.1a.1a Essentially he was a bureaucrat of
middle rank who implemented basic policies
formulated by others
1.1a.1.1a.1b This was already clear from the historical record
1.1a.1.1a.1c The evidence for any more substantial role is flimsy
1.1a.1c Arendt demonstrates the commonplace
quality of the guilt for the catastrophe
1.1a.1c.1 Totalitarian domination dragged all
who were touched by it down into the same
mire of guilt
1.1a.1c.1.1a Complicity [for the catastrophe]
spread throughout the society that Hitler and
the Nazi party leaders dominated
1.1a.1c.1.1b Every branch of the German government had a hand in its implementation
1.1a.1c.1.1c Every German was also responsible
1.1a.1c.1.1c.1a Directly or indirectly responsible
1.1a.1c.1.1c.1b Responsible by acts of commission or omission
1.1a.1c.1.1d The rulers and the people of the
conquered territories either stood by or lent a
hand
1.1a.1c.1.1e Even the Zionists and the Jewish
communal organisations bore a share of the
blame
1.1a.1c.1.1e.1 Without their aid ‘there would have
been either severe chaos or an impossibly severe drain on German manpower’
1.1a.1c.1.1f Only those like Anton Schmidt, a
German sergeant executed for aiding the
Jews, were absolved of a share in the guilt
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1.1a.1c.1.1g Such instances were pitifully few
1.1b All the same, Arendt does not answer
the crucial questions [of the nature of Eichmann’s guilt and the character of the evil in his
crimes]
1.1b.1a There are crucial contradictions in
Arendt’s account
1.1b.1a.(1a) (Hannah Arendt does not blame the
victims, but she sometimes gives the impression that she does)
1.1b.1a.(1a).1a She tends to lose sight of the
general dilemma totalitarianism poses for
men who value order and rationality
1.1b.1a.(1a).1a.1 She loses sight of this in the
discussion of individual cases
1.1b.1a.(1a).1b Her central theme is quite different from that set forth a year ago in Raul
Hilberg’s ‘The Destruction of the European
Jews’
1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1a She ascribes the catastrophe
to no particular attributes of the Jews
1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1b She ascribes the catastrophe
to the evil consequences of Nazism, commonplace wherever the Germans ruled
1.1b.1a.(1a).1b.1a-b’ (Hilberg does ascribe the catastrophe to particular attributes of the Jews)
1.1b.1a.(1a).1c Her central theme is sometimes
quite obscured
1.1b.1a.(1a).1d She often loses sight of her own
comment that ‘no non-Jewish group or people
had behaved differently’
1.1b.1a.(1a).1d.1 She returns again and again to
the question raised by the prosecution: ‘why
did you not protest... why didn’t you revolt and
charge and attack’
1.1b.1a.1b Arendt’s conclusion that Eichmann
should be put to death because ‘no member
of the human race can be expected to want to
share the earth with you,’ is inconsistent with
her depiction of continuous guilt embracing all
1.1b.1a.1c She criticises the court’s lack of a
definition of crime against humanity, but provides a contradictory definition herself
1.1b.1a.1c.1a Her definition brings her back to
the concept of genocide
1.1b.1a.1c.1b She herself points out that this
concept is too narrow a ground for the development of a future international penal code

1.1b.1b Arendt evades the question of responsibility
1.1b.1b.1a She depicts a continuum of guilt
without a break
1.1b.1b.1a.1a Her description of the banality of
evil reaches down from Hitler
1.1b.1b.1a.1b It reaches down to Himmler in his
immediate circle
1.1b.1b.1a.1c It reaches down to Eichmann, one
of those who implemented decisions
1.1b.1b.1a.1d It stretches in ever-widening circles to civil servants like Hans Globke
1.1b.1b.1a.1e It stretches to the misguided communal officials like Rudolf Kastner
1.1b.1b.1a.1f At the farthest extreme the banality
of evil reaches Leo Baeck
1.1b.1b.1b There must be a break to answer the
question why some were more guilty than others
1.1b.1b.1.1 We should reject Eichmann’s plea
that he only obeyed
1.1b.1b.1.1.1 Many only obeyed
2 The evil [of these crimes against humanity]
inheres not in the identity of the victims, but in
the acts themselves
2.1a The gas chambers would not have been
crimes against humanity less clearly had they
received some political segment of the population
2.1b The gas chambers would not have been
crimes against humanity less clearly had they
received some economic segment of the population
2.1c The gas chambers would not have been
crimes against humanity less clearly had they
received men and women picked haphazardly
from the street
2.1d The Nazis initially devised the instruments of extermination for the ill and insane
2.1e They intended to use the same instruments to make living space for themselves in
the East after the war
2.1f They were not likely to have been swayed
by ethnic niceties in their choice of victims
2.1g The Nuremberg trials defined as crimes
against humanity acts which were themselves
inhuman, whoever the victims

(3) (Those who live in highly organised societies need to understand Eichmann’s larger significance)
(3).1a Eichmann’s larger significance was lost
in the trial
3.1 In Jerusalem he became a symbol of the
immemorial enemy of the chosen people
(3).1b All those who live in highly organised societies need to learn when to say no
(3).1b.1a Eichmann was an ordinary man like
many others
(3).1b.1a.1a He did a job like everyone else
(3).1b.1a.1b He was obedient and anxious to
further his career
(3).1b.1a.1c He found himself performing the
usual tasks of a civilised life
(3).1b.1b The result [of Eichmann’s tasks] was
a monstrous crime
(3).1b.1c Those who live in highly organised societies [also] do jobs, obey orders, and wish to
get ahead
(3).1c All those who live in highly organised societies need to understand how to control the
immense power that is accumulated by harnessing their service to the machinery of government
EPSTEIN
1 Arendt’s statement that the leaders of the
Jewish community in Europe co-operated is
not without considerable substance
1.1a The leaders of the various Jewish communities drew up the lists of the victims that
were shipped East
1.1b In some cases they even mobilized Jewish
police forces to capture those who sought to
escape death by hiding
1.1c There were various negotiations between
Nazis and Zionists to plan the emigration of
Europe’s Jews in the days before the Final
Solution was inaugurated
2 Arendt’s statement that the leaders of the
Jewish community in Europe co-operated is
one-sided
2.1a Individual Jews found themselves in a
desperate position
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2.1b This position was not conducive to stark
reality or solidarity
2.1b.1 They faced inevitable doom
2.1c The Jewish resistance was more important than Arendt makes it
2.(1d) (The attitude of the local population towards their respective Jewish communities influenced the position of these communities)
2.(1d).(1) (Arendt argues this herself)
2.(1d).(1).1a The book includes an excellent
country by country survey of how the various
Jewish communities were deported to the East
2.(1d).(1).1b This analysis throws a flood of light
on the attitude of the local population towards
their respective Jews
2.(1d).(1).1c-e Italy, Denmark and Bulgaria
come off best
3 [Arendt conclusively shows that the prosecution was wrong about Eichmann’s role in
the Final Solution and his motivation]
3.1a The prosecution was deceived by Eichmann’s own bragging
3.1b The prosecution was deceived by the
self-exculpating statements made by some of
his former collaborators
3.1c Arendt shows that Eichmann was a mediocre man primarily out to make a career for
himself
3.1d He became a specialist in the ‘Jewish
question’ through a series of accidents rather
than an ambitious design
3.1e He probably did not have any special animosity against Jews as such
3.1f It is very probable that Eichmann did not
experience any guilty conscience
3.1f.1 He conceived of himself as the loyal servant of a Führer whom he deeply admired
4 [Arendt does not rehabilitate Eichmann]
4.1a [Contrary to what her opponents claim, it
is a fact that Eichmann’s conscience was subjectively unspotted]
4.1b Arendt is deeply troubled by this fact
4.1b.1 Eichmann’s unspotted conscience
throws a glaring light on the horrors of modern totalitarianism
4.1c Arendt feels that his crime was far more
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than the logical culmination of earlier anti-Semitism
4.1c.1 It was a crime sui generis
4.1d She feels that his crime threatens the very
foundations of modern society
BURIN
1 [Eichmann’s trial should have brought to
light the almost ubiquitous complicity of organised German society]
1.1a There were hundreds of other Eichmanns
1.1a.1 Arendt correctly implies this
1.1a.1.1 She points out that the logic of the
Eichmann trial would have demanded exposure of the complicity of all German offices
and authorities in the Final Solution
1.1a.1.1.1a She points out that it would have demanded exposure of all civil servants in the
state ministries
1.1a.1.1.1b She points that it would have demanded exposure of the regular armed forces
with their General Staff
1.1a.1.1.1c She points that it would have demanded exposure of the judiciary
1.1a.1.1.1d She points that it would have demanded exposure of the business world
1.1b Many of these Eichmanns are free and
prospering in Germany today
1.1c [The myth that the Jews were persecuted
and deported by a handful of “SS gangsters” is
widespread]
1.1d [The truth is that all of the organisations
Arendt names, wanted to participate in the
murder of the Jews]
1.1e This fact needed recalling
1.1e.1 It needed recalling in the interest of the
historical truth the trial was intended to present
1.(1f) (The term “Nazi” is being used to mask
this ubiquitous complicity)
1.(1f).1a The term “Nazi” has been loaded with
more freight than it can bear
1.(1f).1a.1a Not nearly all the German participants in the murder of the Jews were Nazis
1.(1f).1a.1b When all the participants in the
murder of the Jews are defined as Nazis, the
general distinction between Nazis and Ger-

mans becomes meaningless
1.(1f).1b There are people who insist on the importance of the distinction between Germans
and Nazis
1.(1f).1b.1 These people are very attached to
this distinction
1.1g People who insist on the distinction
should either acknowledge that Nazis and
non-Nazis participated in the murder of the
Jews; or accept that all of German organised
society in the Reich era are defined as Nazis
1.1a-g’ (People who insist on the distinction
should be forced to acknowledge that Nazis
and non-Nazis participated in the murder of
the Jews)
2 Eichmann was but a cog in the machinery of
murder
2.1 Others had far more important positions in
the machinery of murder
2.1.1 His superiors, the potentates of the SS/
police system, established the administrative
and moral framework
3 It borders on the fantastic to say that Arendt
defends Eichmann
3.1a [Her concept of] the banality of evil is far
more horrible and devastating than the prosecution’s picture of Eichmann
3.1a.1 That Eichmann’s monstrous role could
be performed by such a normal type is a devastating indictment of the Nazi system, of
German society under Hitler, and of twentieth-century totalitarian bureaucratization generally
3.1b She does not deny Eichmann’s own guilt
3.1b.1 She [explicitly approves] the fact that he
was captured, tried, and hanged
4 Hannah Arendt’s [main] judgment is perfectly plausible
4.1a This judgment is based on a restatement
of facts
4.1a.1a The Jews went meekly to their deaths
4.1a.1a.1 Resistance was very much the exception, not the rule
4.1a.1b The actual administration of the Final
Solution was in large part performed by Jews

4.1a.1b.1a Nazi-appointed or approved communal leaders compiled the deportation lists
4.1a.1b.1b Jewish police rounded up their fellow
Jews for shipment
4.1a.1b.1c ‘Special commandos’ manned the
gas chambers and crematories
4.1b These facts are well-known
4.1b.1 None of Arendt’s critics has even attempted to refute these facts
5 Hannah Arendt does not blame the victims
and exculpate the murderers
5.1a She has done little more than reciting the
facts
5.1b This has been all too rashly interpreted as
‘judging’
5.1c By pointing to the high degree of Jewish
compliance and collaboration she adds to the
indictment of the Nazis
5.1d By pointing to the high degree of Jewish
compliance and collaboration she highlights
the unfathomable horror of their crimes
5.1c-d.1 Nothing underlines the diabolical nature of the Nazis more, than their success in
dehumanizing many of their victims
MANN
1 Eichmann cannot have been so harmless and
good-natured as Arendt makes him out to be
1.1a [A] man sinks to the level of his more disgraceful aims, even if he had originally not
been inclined towards them
1.1b Eichmann did the things he did
1.1c He was a rational being and no idiot
1.1d He knew what he did
1.1e He himself inspected the murder factories
to which he sent his victims
1.1f The fact that he was a tender husband and
father, a helpful friend, does not speak against
his wickedness
1.1f.1a Himmler also was a tender husband and
father, a helpful friend
1.1f.1b Hitler had a love for dogs and was faithful to his friends
1.1f.1c With such observations one does not
solve the problem of human cruelty and devilishness
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(2) (Arendt’s judgments of the German resistance are unfair)
(2).1a [Arendt’s argument that the Germans
who saved Jews acknowledged the legality of
the mass murder is nonsense]
(2).1a.1a [Protestant minister] Grüber could not
save all the Jews
(2).1a.1a.1 People who wanted to save Jews
could save some individuals, in the best case
certain groups
(2).1a.1a.1.1 [It was the only thing one could do
under the circumstances]
(2).1a.1b Every victim saved was one ordeal
less
(2).1b [Arendt falsely claims that the July-resisters were not inspired by a crisis of conscience about the massmurder, but only cared
for the honour of the German state]
(2).1b.1a It is not certain that these resisters
had ‘the most detailed knowledge’ of the murder factories in Poland
(2).1b.1b They knew enough [about the mass
murders] to see in Hitler not only a ruiner of
their own state, but also a criminal against humanity
(2).1b.1b.1a [Goerdeler called him such in a letter in 1943]
(2).1b.1b.1b [Schwerin called him such in his
testament]
(2).1b.1c In this day and age it would besmirch
their memory to polemically prove that [these
resisters] acted out of the deepest human conscience
(2).1b.1c.1 From allied mouths in the summer
of 1944 this [sort of attack on these resisters]
was forgivable
(2).1b.1c.1.1 The allied did not [yet] know the
background of their undertaking
(2).1c [Arendt ignores those resisters who
meet her moral criterion of only thinking of
humanity and not ofthe German state]
(2).1c.1a She mentions only Friedrich
Reck-Malleczewen and Karl Jaspers as examples of people whoanswer her criterion
(2).1c.(1b) (Karl Jaspers is not an example of this
kind of resistance)
(2).1c.(1b).1a Karl Jaspers during the Third Re-

432

ich never uttered a word about those in power
(2).1c.(1b).1b His resistance was [not the
non-violent resistance, but] of the kind that
Hannah Arendt makes jokes about elsewhere
(2).1c.(1b).1b.1 His resistance was so internal,
that no one could have noticed it was there
(2).1c.(1b).1c Jaspers was not a martyr
(2).1c.1c She is silent about other noble martyrs
(2).1c.1d-f Klaus Bonhoeffer, Pater Delp, Huber
3 Arendt’s depiction of Jewish cooperation
with their own downfall is deeply dangerous
3.1 One can be sure that in German war criminals’ trials to come, the defence will help
themselves to her [main judgment] without restraint
3.1.1a Jewish cooperation took many different
forms according to Arendt
3.1.1b The German Zionists [called upon] [people] to wear the yellow badge with pride long
before it was obligatory
3.1.1c People will conclude: if German Jews
wore the yellow badge of their own free will,
it was not so bad [after all] to force them [to
wear it], in the interest of their own honour
3.1d The German Zionists spoke of a Jewish
revival which was supposedly happening in
the context of the Nazi politics and laws, and
looked to the future with optimism
3.1.1e People will conclude: if German Jews
were so proud of their Jewishness, Uncle
Globke meant well when he baptised them all
Sarah and Israel
3.1.1a-e’ (Calling the behaviour of the German
Jews before the war ‘cooperation’, helps former
Nazis to defend themselves in court)
3.2a One may mention [that some Jews even
collaborated]
3.2b All the same, one should not make so
much out of it as Arendt does
3.2b.1a She claims that if [the collaboration of
some Jews] had been thoroughly investigated [at Eichmann’s trial], then the prosecution’s
strict boundary between victims and perpetrators should have collapsed
3.2b.1b This claim goes much too far
3.2b.1b.1a [This claim paves the way for the

conclusion that the Jews were somehow responsible for their own death]
3.2b.1b.1b Maybe we will soon hear this in
Germany
4 Arendt’s depiction of Jewish cooperation
with their own downfall is truth-obscuring
4.1a [Arendt’s observation that the majority of
the German Jews did not emigrate because
they did notrecognise the new lethal danger
for what it was is not entirely correct]
4.1a.1a She makes emigration seem easier
than it was
4.1a.1a.1a It is not true that [in the first years after the Nazi takeover one could emigrate with]
thegreater part of one’s capital
4.1a.1a.1b It was excruciatingly difficult to obtain the right to settle and work in another
country
4.1a.1a.1c This was practically impossible for
most [people]
4.1a.1b [It is not true that] German Jews did
not see the danger not because they were
Jews
4.1a.1b.1a They did not see the danger because
they were Germans
4.1a.1b.1b They did not see the danger because
they saw themselves as Germans
4.1a.1c They did not see the danger not because they did not take the separation between German andJewish seriously
4.1a.1e They were not more blind to Hitler than
most Germans were then
4.1a.1f They were not more blind to Hitler than
most Frenchmen were then
4.1a.1g They were not more blind to Hitler than
most Frenchmen were then
4.1b Arendt contradicts herself in her presentation of the passive cooperation of the
Jews during the war
4.1b.1a She herself notes that flight and resistance were punished with agonies in comparison to whichdeath by gas was a mercy
4.1b.1b Her examples [of the punishment for
flight and resistance] lead to a circular conclusion
4.1b.1b.1 [The circular conclusion] that is incomprehensible that the Jews did not de-

fendthemselves, and that it is incomprehensible that some did defend themselves in the
end
4.1c Hannah Arendt makes too much out of
the collaboration of some Jews
4.1c.1a It is not surprising that all shades of
troubled human behaviour were displayed in
this crime
4.1c.1b Those victims who sought power over
other victims were also killed in the end
4.1c [It is not true that the distinction between
perpetrators and victims is not clear-cut]

ARNSBERG
1 Arendt’s theory that in the totalitarian state,
victims and perpetrators came to resemble
each other, is not a value judgment
1.1a Other thinkers confirm this theory
[…] [further argumentation: lengthy examples
from the work of Bettelheim, Hilberg, Rousset]
1.1b Testimonies bear out that both victims
and perpetrators were dehumanised
1.1b.1a About sixty Jews in the extermination
camp in Chelmno had to live in a basement
until their deaths, where they were permanently in iron chains
1b.1a.1 [This was testified by witnesses at the
Auschwitz-trial]
1.1b.1b [The Nazis made them into chain dogs
with the aim of dehumanising them]
1.1b.1c In this process of dehumanising, the
SS-persecutioners themselves became dehumanised
1.1b.1c.1 Mengele’s conduct demonstrates this
1.1b.1c.1.1a Mengele acted as if [his crimes]
were business as usual
1.1b.1c.1.1a.1 When [someone gave] birth,
Mengele went through all the medical measures most meticulously; half an hour later he
sent mother and child to the gas chamber
1.1b.1c.1.1a.1.1 A survivor of Auschwitz, Mrs. O.
Lengyel, describes this scene in her book Five
Chimneys
1.1b.1d In one case the dehumanised SS-bestiality resulted ‘dehumanising’ their victims to
cannibals
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1.1b.1d.1 [This happened during] the complete
starvation of Russian POW’s in Birkenau in the
year 1941
1.1b.1d.1.1 Rudolf Höß, commander of
Auschwitz, describes [this episode] in his diary
1.1b.1e Höß also theoretically confirms the dehumanisation [in his diary]
1.1b.1e.1 [Höß writes that the totalitarian system can only be maintained by giving up ones
entire self]
1.1b.(1f) (This process of the destruction of the
self that Höß describes, also happened in the
victims)
1.1b.(1f).1 Höß confirms Bettelheim’s psycho-analysis of concentration camp victims
that the mental pressure destroys the self and
so hastens the mental exitus
1.1b.(1f).1.1 [Bettelheim describes the so-called
Muselmänner, camp victims who had become
living corpses, without a soul]
1.1b.1g [The victims, too] became dehumanised
1.1b.1g.1a [This is apparent from Höß’ description the behaviour of the Sonderkommando]
1.1b.1g.1a.1 [Höß writes that they all carried on
as if it were business as usual, as if they themselves belonged to the perpetrators, even
though they knew that they would all be killed
themselves]
1.1b.1g.1b This behaviour can be explained by
their dehumanisation
(2) (In Arendt’s theory, there is also a difference
between victims and perpetrators)
(2).1a [She argues that] no one will withhold
human solidarity from the victims
(2).1a.1a They were suffering
(2).1a.1b They were [dehumanised by their persecutors]
(2.)1b [In her theory] the perpetrators are only
technically exculpated
(2).1b.1a The persecutors have excluded themselves from human solidarity
(2).1b.1.1a [They dehumanised themselves
through their actions]
(2).1b.1.1b They operated outside the law
(2).1b.1.1c [They turned themselves into] dummies without feeling
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[…] [further argumentation: quotes from Höß]
(2).1b.1b In a juridical-philosophical sense guilt
and intent do only exist in people within the
framework of human solidarity
3 [Arendt thinks that these perpetrators have
to be eliminated]
3.1a [She argues that] these perpetrators are
enemies of mankind]
3.1a.1a Their acts are intolerable for mankind
3.1a.1b [They remain clear of conscience after
the fact]
3.1a.1b.1a [Up to his execution, Höß only considered the destruction of the Jews to be
wrong because the whole world hated Germany for it]
3.1a.1b.1b Höß had a good conscience [after all
he had done]
3.1a.1b.1c Not even the commander of
Auschwitz saw himself as evil
3.1a.1b.1b-c.1 [Quote from Höß that he ‘had a
heart’ and ‘was not evil’]
3.1a.1b.1d [At the Auschwitz-trial perpetrator
Stark, who had participated in gassings and
shooting, said that the others did the thinking
for him]
3.1a.1b.1e [Stark said that he thought the killing was horrible, but not because it was unjust]
3.1a.1b.1f [Stark told the judges that he only
thought the usage of gas was cowardly]
3.1a.1b.1g [Stark had observed countless people in their death throes in the gas chambers
of Auschwitz]
3.1a.1b.1h [Without irony] this perpetrator said
that he had always regarded each living creature with respect
3.1a.1b.1i [Without irony] this perpetrator said
that he was a reasonable man
3.1b [She argues that] the perpetrators cannot be forgiven and they cannot atone for their
deeds
3.1b.1 Their deeds were beyond guilt or intent
4 Arendt correctly states that Eichmann was
as many [perpetrators] were
4.1 These perpetrators were not demons
4.1.1a [According to] a newspaper, Stark was a

guy you can find at a thousand card tables
4.1.1b [According to] an FAZ commentator
the twenty two accused at the Auschwitz trial
were not beasts, sadists or scum of the earth
[…] [further argumentation: quotes from this
commentator]
5 Eichmann was not an ordinary criminal
5.1a In Jerusalem the proof for his demonisation was not presented by the prosecution
5.1b The court grasped the actual essence of
Eichmann’s crime
5.1b.1a [The court said that] Eichmann could
not be regarded as an ordinary criminal
5.1b.1b [The court said that] his crimes were
not ordinary
5.1b.1c [The court said that] the normal concepts of deed, incitement and complicity were
useless
5.1b.1c.1a The number of victims was too great
5.1b.1c.1b The crime was committed en masse
5.1b.1d [The court explained that in this crime
in the measure of responsibility generally increases, the more one is removed ourselves
from the person who is actually wielding the
deadly instrument]
6 The perpetrators were incarnations of evil,
which had become banal for them
6.1a This banality of evil is ratified by the conclusion of the judges at Eichmann’s trial
6.1b The banality of evil is confirmed by many
thinkers.
6.1b.1a-e Arendt, Bettelheim, Rousset, Hilberg
and Fest think so
[…] [further argumentation: quote from Fest]
6.1c Joseph Klehr, accused at the
Auschwitz-trial who had given at least 250
murderous phenol-injections, only once had
second thoughts
6.1c.1a The first time he had to kill the prisoners
6.1c.1b [He never had second thoughts again]
7 Arendt’s [main judgment] is less than half of
the truth
7.1a From the facts it does not follow that in
chaos the number of Jewish victims would

have been less, if they had been without
leaders
7.1b From her own report becomes clear that
the chances of being saved were significantly dependent on the attitude of [their countrymen]
7.1c It also becomes clear from her report that
the chances of being saved were to a certain
degree dependent on the mental-demographic structure of the Jewish communities
8 Arendt goes too far in simplification
8.1a [She should have made a distinction between cooperation and collaboration]
8.1a.1a Technical contact in the emigration between Nazi’s and Jewish organisations was
possible and necessary until 1939
8.1a.1b This had nothing to do with collaboration from enthusiastic conviction, nor with unprincipled opportunism, as Arendt claims
8.1b [She drives moral rigourism to an extreme
and unrealistic conclusion]
8.1b.1 One cannot call the smallest contact
with the totalitarian system or the slightest
approach to it, ‘complicity’
8.1b.1.1 In the political reality of a totalitarian
system it is necessary almost daily to take decisions on its terms
8.1b.1.1.1 [Reference to an 1963 article by the
historian Hans Buchheim]
8.1c [Her claim that the Nazi-regime had not
begun to persecute the Jews as Jews in 1935
is a malignant simplification]
8.1d The same goes for her claim that the German-Jewish community had an ‘inexplicable
readiness’ to ‘negotiate with the Nazi authorities after the takeover of power’
8.1d.1 They could do nothing else
9 Arendt should not have generalised the power abuse as typical for the Jewish leaders
9.1a [She only does this because she wants to
make reality fit her theory]
9.1a.1 It would have been enough to point to
certain symptoms of degeneration in the Jewish sector
9.1b There were individuals who [abused their
power]
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9.1c This has to do with the arrogance of bureaucrats in a apparatus of functionaries
9.1d This arrogance can not only be perceived
among the Jews
9.1d.1a This arrogance can be perceived everywhere and in all times
9.1d.1b This arrogance has to do with human
weakness
9.1d.1c This arrogance belongs to the ‘Vanity
Fair’ [of human behaviour]
9.1e [With hindsight one cannot analyse the
psyche of these people]
9.1e.1 We know nothing of the inner thoughts
of a man like Adam Czerniakow, the leader of
the Warsaw Jewish council, who killed himself
9.1f It is a sad chapter that does not in any way
allow generalisations
9.1f.1 […] [further argumentation: the example
of the discussion between Murmelstein, Jewish elder from Theresienstadt, and Gerschom
Scholem (see chapter 2), to show how complex all of this is]
SCHEFFLER
1 [Arendt’s judgments of the cooperation of
the Jewish population with the Nazis are incorrect and unjust]
1.1a Among the Jewish leaders, Arendt unjustly
blames the Zionists especially for cooperating
with the Nazis
1.1b Throughout the book, she suggests that
leading Zionists played a decisive part [in this
cooperation]
1.1b.1a She claims that the German Jews in
1933 faced the facts and started negotiations
with the Nazi authorities
1.1b.1b She claims that in these years [19331939] only Zionists had any chance of successfully negotiating with the German authorities
1.1b.1c She claims that the [non-Zionist] Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen
Glaubens was disqualified [from negotiating
with the Nazis]
1.1b.1c.1 [She claims that this was caused by
the fact that] they were bound by their statutes to fight anti-Semitism
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1.1b.1d She claims that after 1939, the representatives of the Zionists still held all the leading positions
1.1b.1e She claims that the goals of the Zionists
and Eichmann overlapped
1.1b.1e.1 Eichmann wanted to force the Jews
out of Germany, the Zionists wanted to rescue
as many Jews as possible and bring them to
Palestine
1.1c Arendt proves her claims on the Zionists
by creating a distorted picture of historical reality
1.1c.1a She quotes evidence out of context
[…] [Sub-argumentation: citation Arendt and
corrections/additions Scheffler]
1.1c.1b This distortion is characteristic of the
whole book
1.1c.1c [Arendt falsely claims that Zionists
dominated the Reichsvertretung]
1.1c.1d The composition of the Reichsvertretung belies this claim
1.1c.1d.1a. Zionists had only a third of the seats
in the board
1.1c.1d.(1b) (Leaders Leo Baeck and Otto Hirsch
were not Zionists)
1.1c.1d.(1b).1 They were positive about Palestine, but they were members of the [non-Zionist] Centralverein
1.1c.1d.1c Baeck and Hirsch had been chosen
as [leading] personalities acceptable to all
those involved.
1.1c.1d.1c.1 Baeck was almost impossible to pigeonhole
1.1c.1d.1d In later years the German Zionists
unsuccessfully pressed for more influence in
the different organisations
1.1c.1d.1d.1 This one can read in the Jewish
press of the time
1.(1d) (Arendt’s suggestion that the emigration
efforts of the Reichsvereinigung and other organisations were influenced by Zionist politics,
is incorrect and unjust)
1.(1d).1a The work of these organisations stood
under [the pressure of] the continuous rotation of personnel
1.(1d).1a.1 This rotation was caused by the emigration of many important people
1.(1d).1b As the Nazi-dictatorship consolidat-

ed, their goal was simply to save who could be
saved
1.(1d).1c The organisations that helped with
emigration could be thanked for most of the
315.000-320.000 German Jews that could
emigrate
1.(1e) (Arendt’s reproaches of the Zionist representatives to Palestine are unfounded and unjust)
1.(1e).1a It is obvious that the Palestine-agency
had a most important part to play [in the rescue of German Jews through emigration]
1.(1e).1a.1a The organisations for help for German Jews tried to create the necessary conditions in the whole world to enable a meaningful emigration, which was very difficult
1.(1e).1a.1a.1 Most of the foreign countries were
not very eager to take up [Jewish German
émigrés]
1.(1e).1a.1b The Palestine-agency could focus
completely on Palestine
1.(1e).1a.1c Palestine was the only country of
which the people undertook efforts to secure
a smooth transfer with all means available to
them
1.(1e).1a.1d They did so in spite of internal strife
and other difficulties
1.(1e).1b One should not interpret the Haavaraagreement of 1933 in an accusatory way, as
Arendt does
1.(1e).1b.1a [One should interpret this agreement as their opportunity to help people with
their forced emigration]
1.(1e).1c People would judge the Zionist representatives to Palestine severely today if they
had not taken this opportunity
1.(1e).1d Non-Zionists would have done the
same
1.(1e).1e Arendt’s claim that Eichmann and the
Zionists had found a common language, and
that therefore predominantly young people
could emigrate, is unfounded
1.(1e).1d.1 The fact that many of the German
Jews who stayed behind were very old does
not prove this claim
1.(1e).1d.1.1 In the emigration to all countries,
age and profession often played a decisive role
1.(1e).1f Hannah Arendt puts the issues of em-

igration in a context that does not correspond
with the reality of the time
1.(1e).1f.1a From her book the layman reader
cannot learn that the contacts [between the
Nazi’s and the Palestine Agency] are one of
the most exciting chapters of the illegal emigration to Palestine
1.(1e).1f.1a.1 Readers interested in this should
read the book ‘Des Zornes und des Herzens
wegen’ by Jon and David Kimche
1.(1e).1f.1b She [puts the issues of emigration
in a context that does not correspond with the
reality of the time because she] wants to prove
her theory
1.1f With a selective presentation of the facts
one can prove any theory
1.1g Arendt falsely claims that after 1939 Zionists held all the leading positions
1.1g.1 She falsely presents the Reichsvereinigung as dominated by Zionists1
1.1g.1.1a The Reichsvereinigung was a forced
organisation
1.1g.1.1b All Jews as defined by the Nuremberg
laws had to belong to it
1.1g.1.1c Baeck and Hirsch were still leading it
1.1g.1.(1d) (Baeck and Hirsch were still above
politics)
1.1g.1.(1d).1 They both refused to emigrate because they did not want to leave their fellow
men to their fate
1.1g.1.1e The composition of the different departments was by no means dependent anymore of the question of respective [political]
orientation [of the members]
1.1g.1.(1f) (At this time there was no influence
of Zionist politics anymore)
1.1g.1.(1f).1a [The Gestapo determined the actions of the Reichsvereinigung]
1.1g.1.(1f).1.1 It was directly subordinate to the
Gestapo
1.1g.1.(1f).1b Autonomous Jewish organisations
had been forbidden
1.1g.1.(1f).1c [Already in 1939 the Nazis had created a ] perfect ghetto [even] without walls
1.2 [What the Reichsvetretung did before the
1 The Reichsvereinigung was the 1939
successor of the Reichsvertretung.
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war cannot be called cooperation or negotiation]
1.2.1a At no point in time would the Reichsvertretung have had the chance to be accepted
by the National-Socialist government as a negotiating partner
1.2.1b Their activities were completely limited
to inner-Jewish matters
1.2.1b.1a-e Preparation of emigration, professional reschooling, the school and educational
systems, economic assistance and charity
1.2.(1c) (The organisations’ contacts with the
state authorities were not by choice)
1.2.(1c).1a Contact with the state authorities
was mainly for emigration issues
1.2.(1c).1b This contact was absolutely necessary to further emigration
1.2.1e The organisations’ main care was to provide inner strength to people living in a hostile
environment
1.2.1f [Its main care was also] to find, under the
circumstances, solutions for urgent problems
of survival
1.2.1g In the beginning they hoped to find a
modus vivendi with the dictatorship
1.2.1h The years before the war were completely filled with the unstoppable dissolution
of the Jewish community in Germany and with
the necessity of emigration
1.2.1h.1 The Jewish press of the day shows how
this dissolution increasingly dominated the
[German-Jewish] situation
1.3 [Arendt’s judgments of the activities of the
Jewish leaders during the war are incorrect
and unjust]
1.3.1a One cannot collectively condemn the
Jewish leaders
1.3.1a.1a Their assistance with the deportations
was forced
1.3.1a.1a.1 It is a known fact that the Gestapo
forced the Reichvereinigung to provide assistance with the technical preparations of the
deportation
1.3.1a.1b [One can understand that the other
victims hated them for this assistance]
1.3.1a.(1c) (All the same, it is not our place to
judge them for this assistance)
1.3.1a.(1c).1a [They were victims, too]
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1.3.1a.(1c).1b There was almost no way out of
this situation
1.3.1a.(1c).1b.1 The laws of the totalitarian state
left almost no way out of this situation
1.3.1a.1d One cannot collectively condemn the
Jewish leaders, just as one cannot fault all the
German Jews together that they did not oversee in 1933 what was coming
1.3.1a.1d.1 Very many people inside and outside
of Germany did not see what was coming
1.3.1a.1e They found themselves in one of the
most extreme situations possible
1.3.1a.1f One [may] depict and analyse the
problems arising from their predicament
1.3.1a.1g [One does not presume to judge people in this most extreme situation]
1.3.1a.1g.1a The persecution process was unimaginable
1.3.1a.1g.1a.1a Even those who had a foreboding
of the course of events still could not imagine
how terrible the end would be
1.3.1a.1g.1a.1a.1a Kurt Blumenfeld for example
1.3.1a.1g.1a.1a.1b And Leo Baeck
1.3.1a.1g.1b Even today it is beyond the imaginative power of normal people
1.3.1b Her portrayal is a cliché that does not
correspond with the facts
1.3.1b.1 Arendt falsely claims that the final capture of Jews in Berlin was exclusively in the
hands of Jewish police
1.3.1b.1.1a This she probably gets from Hilberg,
who paraphrases the so-called Ordner with
‘Jewish police’
1.3.1b.1.1b There was never at any time a Jewish police or Jewish forces in Berlin
1.3.1b.1.1c There were only the so-called Jewish Ordner
1.3.1b.1.(1d) (The Jewish Ordner did not control
the capture of Jews in Berlin)
1.3.1b.1.(1d).1a The Jewish community was
forced by the Gestapo to appoint Ordner
1.3.1b.1.(1d).1b [Most of the time these Ordner
had to assist the criminal police to collect people]
1.3.1b.1.(1d).1c Many refused this and were immediately deported for this
1.3.1b.1.(1d).1d Others tried to escape the doom
in hiding

1.3.1b.1.(1d).1e Arendt falsely claims that those
who into hiding were sought out by special
Jewish police troops
1.3.1b.1.1e In the winter of 1942 the Berlin
Gestapo was replaced by the Viennese SS,
who worked without Ordner
1.3.1b.1.1e.1 [With Ordner] the deportations did
not go fast enough for the responsible authorities
1.3.1c One cannot draw general conclusions
about the Jewish councils in the different
countries
1.3.1c.1a To understand this complex situation
one needs to be precise and empathic
1.3.1c.1b One cannot compare the situation
with the Berlin Ordner to the events in the European countries under the general header
‘Jewish police’
1.3.1c.1b.1 There actually was Jewish police in
some of the areas occupied by German troops
1.3.1c.1c Arendt mixes observations that might
be accurate for Poland with the prevailing conditions in Germany
1.3.1c.1d Arendt throws Dutch realities in one
pot with those in the Balkan countries
1.3.1c.1e It is unscientific [to generalise in this
manner]
1.3.1c.1e.1 Arendt mixes facts, half truths and
non existing matter only to prove her general
thesis in all sharpness.
1.3.1c.1f To discuss the complex situation of the
Jewish councils, one needs to be careful
1.3.1c.1f.1 [It is an explosive subject]
1.3.1c.1f.1.1 Hilberg’s treatment of it also came
under fire
1.3.1c.1f.1.1.1 He did not use victim’s sources
1.3.1c.1g Specialist Philip Friedman of Yad
Vashem says that one cannot generalise about
the Jewish Councils
1.3.1c.1g.1a The Jewish Councils were different in
composition, in structure and in competence
1.3.1c 1g.1b They were opportunistically employed by the national-socialist authorities
[…] [further argumentation: long citation from
Friedman]
1.3.1c.1h Analysis of these type of institutions
demands subtlety
[…] [further argumentation: example of what

according to Scheffler is a subtle analysis of
the Jewish camp leadership in Theresienstadt,
conducted by the historian H.G. Adler]
1.3.1d Arendt’s judgments are inconsistent
1.3.1d.1a She wrongfully assumes that the Jews
should have understood the situation better
than the other people
1.3.1d.1a.1a [The Dutch historian] Louis de Jong
shows that the whole Dutch administration
cooperated in the deportations
1.3.1d.1a.1b [De Jong writes that neither among
Jews nor among the non-Jews was there a
systematic refusal to cooperate in the deportations]
1.3.1d.1a.1c [De Jong also writes that people did
not realise how deadly necessary it was to organise this refusal]
1.3.1e Arendt’s [main] judgment that without
the Jewish Councils’ cooperation, the number
of victims would have been less, is mere speculation
1.3.1e.1a The deportations would have succeeded with or without the help of [of the victims]
1.3.1e.1a.1a Those who have lived through the
reality of the Nazi-state know this
1.3.1e.1a.1b In Germany the Nazis would have
been capable of deploying the necessary people without the Ordner
1.3.1e.1a.1c Without the Reichsvereinigung the
end result would have been the same
1.3.1e.1a.1c.1a The administration that was the
foundation of the deportation was mostly
done by of non-Jews
1.3.1e.1a.1c.1b It was only a bit less conspicuous
in this manner
1.3.1e.1b Her question of how the help of the
Jewish Councils influenced the number of victims, is only relevant for Hungary and The
Netherlands
1.3.1e.1b.1 Here there were disproportionally
many victims
1.3.1e.1c This question can only be answered
when the situation of the Jewish Councils has
been researched in detail
1.3.1e.1d To base a conclusion on the existence
and activity of the Jewish Councils alone, as
Arendt does, is impossible
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2 Hannah Arendt’s depiction of Eichmann’s involvement in the Final Solution deviates far
from what actually happened
2.1a Arendt’s account is often factually incorrect
2.1a.1a It is an area that has been treated insufficiently in the literature until now
2.1a.1a.1a The history of the development of
the Gestapo, the SD and the different offices involved in the ‘Final Solution’ has not been
written yet
2.1a.1b The machinery involved did not appear
clearly in the materials of the Eichmann trial
2.1a.1b.1a The prosecution tried to depict Eichmann as the key figure in the whole operation
2.1a1b.1b This impression was revised in the
judgment in first instance, but reappeared undiminished in the appeal judgment
2.1a.1c One cannot rely on the printed materials of the Nuremberg trials for [correctly describing] this topic
2.1a.1d One should also look at the unprinted
sources
2.1a.1e One should know the materials that
have since become available on the Gestapo
and the SD
2.1b Arendt interprets documents arbitrarily
2.1c Arendt mixes up situations that don’t belong together
2.1d [Arendt leaves out events that are essential to explaining what happened]
2.1e One must always compare what Eichmann said with the available source material
2.1e.1a [One must always do this] regardless of
one’s estimate of his memory
2.1e.1b Eichmann doubtlessly interpreted certain things in the light of the later events
2.1e.1c Eichmann’s later interpretation was
certainly not always in his own favour
2.1f Arendt underestimates the importance of
the SD
2.1f.1a In 1934 the SD was already far more important than many other branches of the party
2.1f.1b [The SD came to power very quickly]
2.1f.1c For Himmler and Heydrich in 1934 the
SD was an important tool for the implementation of their goals
[…] [Further argumentation: material from the
Bavarian police archives]
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2.1f.1e The SD [grew rapidly]
2.1f.1f The conquest of the Prussian Gestapo
by the SS succeeded with the help of
SD-members
2.1f.1g The SD secured a near monopoly in
spying on the people of Germany
2.1g [Arendt underestimates the importance of
Eichmann’s department within the SD]
2.1h Arendt falsely claims that Eichmann was
special in his knowledge about Zionism, that
he was a pro-Zionist
2.1h.1a The research of the history and organisation of German Jewry and the organisation
of Jews in different countries already existed
before he joined the organisation
2.1h.1b That Zionism was did not appear so
strange to National Socialism had to do with
foreign policy reasons
2.1h.1c It also did not appear strange to the Nazis because it had a programmatic character
that they could grasp
2.1h.1d The concrete goal of immigration tied
to that programme could only be in accordance with the Nazis’ [plans]
2.1h.1e Eichmann’s ability to quote Herzl and
Böhm during the trial did not emanate from a
personal interest
2.1h.1e.1a It was a job requirement
2.1h.1e.1b The others in his department did the
same
2.1h.1f At this time, Eichmann was still one
among the others
2.1h.1g Eichmann’s contacts with the Jewish
leaders began at a time when the much-quoted ‘pro-Zionist’ orientation of the emigration
politics conducted by the Nazi’s was already in
decline
2.1h.1g 1 In the early days of his activity there
was hardly any direct contact with Jewish personalities
2.1h.1g.1.1 until spring 1937 his department
of the SD was dependent of the work of the
Gestapo for these matters
[…] [further argumentation: quotes from a report of Eichmann’s department]
2.1i At many places in her depiction of Eichmann, Hannah Arendt shows that she did not
critically test his remarks

2.1i.1a Her argument for his so-called pro-Zionism does not hold
2.1i.1a.1a That he ‘held lectures in the SS and
even wrote brochures’ was [simply] a part of
the things that his department had to do
2.1i.1a.1b Eichmann’s colleagues did these
things as well
2.1i.1b Looking back, Eichmann made himself
more important than he was
2.1i.1b.1a One can see this if one compares
Eichmann’s expositions in his police interview
with the source material
2.1i.1b.1b Before and after Vienna he was one
among many
2.1i.1c Arendt is taken in by Eichmann’s bragging sometimes
2.1i.1c.1 She treats his Zionist attitude ironically
for the most part, but takes it seriously in a way
2.1j Arendt has no idea of who Heinrich Müller
is, one of the most important and dangerous
SS-men
2.1j.1 [Citation of Arendt’s that shows she does
not realise Müllers importance]
3 Arendt’s crucial mistake is that she tried to
treat the whole machinery of destruction in
her analysis of Eichmann’s conduct
3.1 As a result her depiction of the process of
destruction is ridden with important factual
mistakes
3.1.1a She confuses a speech of Heydrich’s
with a letter by Göring
3.1.1b She falsely characterises the
Madagascar-plan as a way to help the executioners get used to the radical solution
3.1.1b.1 Such an habituation was not necessary
for those institutions involved
3.1.1b.1.1 Catchphrases were sufficient to destroy the moral remains of a time that was
considered obsolete
3.1.1b.1.1.1a ‘Orders’
3.1.1b.1.1.1b ‘The good of the country’
3.1.1b.1.1.1b And similar catchphrases
3.1.1c Arendt is wrong when she characterises
the Madagascar-plan as an ‘obvious fraud’
3.1.1c.1a The Madagascar Plan was serious
3.1.1c.1a.1a [Citation from Himmler about the
plan]

3.1.1c.1a.1b There were many crazy plans being
developed at the time
3.1.1c.1a.1b.1 This was in the summer of 1940,
when they were in the rush of winning the war
3.1.1d In one place she falsely claims that the
Einsatzgruppen were members of the Waffen SS
3.1.1e In another instance she falsely claims
they were criminals or punished Wehrmacht-members
3.1.1d-e.1 For the most part these murder commandos were composed of men from the
Sicherheitspolizei, the SD and other SS men
4 [Arendt incorrectly claims that Eichmann’s
conscience functioned normally for four
weeks, and then turned the other way around]
4.1a One can only reach this conclusion if one
takes at face value what Eichmann said in Jerusalem
4.1a.1 [Eichmann claimed that during the first
deportations he could control their destination]
4.1a.1.1 [Eichmann claimed that in the organising of the first deportations from the Reich he
sent them to the Lodz ghetto instead of to the
gas vans in Russia]
4.1b Arendt’s example does not prove her view
of the functioning of Eichmann’s conscience
4.1b.1a Arendt does not correctly estimate
what happened
4.1b.1.1a The circumstances that Arendt describes are wrong
4.1b.1.1a.1 For example the deportations concerned not 20.000 people from the Rheinland,
but from the whole Reichsgebiet
4.1b.1.1b Arendt mixes this incident up with the
10-10-1941 conference in Prague, about transports that did go to Riga and Minsk
4.1b.1.1b.1 Adler has written about this conference
4.1b.1b The correct estimate is that Eichmann
could not determine his victims’ destinations
4.1b.1b.1a This estimate is based on the available sources and interpretations
4.1b.1b.1b Difficulties were taken care of by
Himmler personally
4.1b.1b.1c Exchange of letters between
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Himmler, Greisler and the authorities in Lodz
4.1b.1b.1c.1 [Source for this is Hilberg]
4.1c At no point did Eichmann have the possibility or the will to deviate from the end goal
4.1c.1 He always executed his orders perfectly
4.1c.1.1 In Hungary he [even] went against the
explicit order of Himmler out of loyalty to the
Führerbefehl
4.1d Everything else said on this topic is speculation
4.1e Eichmann’s conscience never reacted differently than people expected from him
4.1e.1a [The SS conscience had no room for inhibitions from the old world]
4.1e.1.1a National Socialism regarded this
world as completely obsolete, at least for SS
men
4.1e.1b [The SS values did not include pity for
the Untermenschen]
4.1e.1c There could be only one question of
conscience for Eichmann
4.1e.1c.1 [That question was whether he had
done everything to enforce the orders that
were given for what the Nazis considered the
benefit of society]
4.1e.1d The inversion of values was ordered by
the State
4.1e.1d.1 Eichmann himself put it in these
words in a lucid moment
4.1e.1e [This inversion of values applied to all
in the service of the Nazi-state who wanted, as
they saw it, to help their people to victory]
5 [Arendt’s claim that the regime only became
totalitarian when the war broke out should be
nuanced]
5.1a From the beginning it was totalitarian for
its enemies
5.1a.1a-c It was totalitarian in its ideology,
propaganda and methods
5.1b For the rest of the people there was a certain measure of inner and outer freedom available until the war broke out
5.1c The life of the Germans was not reigned
by terror from January 1933 onwards
5.1c.1a Without the enthusiasm of the majority of the people Hitler could not have executed
his plans so unhindered
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5.1c.1b The majority of the people identified
with the publicly declared goals of National-Socialism
5.1c.1c The Gestapo did not need to help
[them] with that identification all the time
5.1c.1d The outbreak of war did not cause great
protest either
5.1c.1d.1 Initially there was jubilant agreement
with the war
5.1c.1d.1.1 This only slowly gave way
5.1c.1d.1.1.1 People became anxious of the road
that was being taken
5.1c.1e It took more than just fear of the
Gestapo to successfully separate of the Jews
from the rest of the people
5.1c.1e.1a The Jewish Germans had already
been completely and helplessly isolated before
the war
6 What HA says about the conscience of the
German resistance is not true
6.1a One cannot dispute that the German resistance concluded it should turn against the
injustice in Germany because of a deep trial of
conscience, from values that bound the whole
European world
6.1b They did not only fight against Hitler because he had ruined Germany
6.1c They fought Hitler in the first place because through him and his regime customs,
decency and morality had been permanently
wounded and the face of mankind deeply defiled
6.1c.1 Resister Helmuth Stieff said in 1939 that
‘[…] I am ashamed of being a German’
6.1d It is well known that these men and women had seen Hitler for the criminal that he was
6.1d.1[There are countless testimonies to this]
WUCHER
1 Eichmann was not a monster
1.1a He was a sort of prototype for the Nazi regime
1.1a.1a He did not belong to first or second tier
of Nazi rulers
1.1a.1b He belonged to a more or less anonymous middle layer of officials

1.1a.1c These officials were not supposed to
develop any initiatives of their own whatsoever
1.1a.1d [These officials should only] fulfil their
assignments as meticulously as possible
1.1b [Eichmann was exactly the type of ‘dehumanised puppet’ that Arendt showed to be the
essential element of totalitarianism in her Origins]
2 The deranged crime to want to wipe a whole
people off the surface of the earth will gain
followers
2.1 [The Eichmann-type will never become extinct]
3 The problem in the ‘psychology of totalitarianism’ is a lack of conscience without the conscience being fully eliminated
3.1a Eichmann never stopped knowing or suspecting that the Final Solution was an extreme crime
3.1b [Only a few who participated in the mass
murder were happy to take care of the actual killing]
3.1b.1a The killing was fun only for those with
criminal natures
3.1b.1b Neither Eichmann or Höß could bear
the confrontation with the practice of destruction in Auschwitz
3.1b.1b.1 They were troubled by their conscience
3.1b.1c Those [SS] in whom conscience stirred,
considered their conscience a weakness
3.1c [The murderers had tools and tricks to
quench moral scruples]
3.1c.1a They deceived themselves by seeing
Hitler’s will to power as the new law
3.1c.1b They lied to themselves that the world
war was a matter of life or death for the nation
3.1c.1b.1 In Eichmann’s function that meant either destroy the Jews, or be destroyed by them
3.1c.1c In addition the SS leaned on idealism
3.1c.1c.1a This idealism consisted of a personal
oath to the Führer
3.1c.1c.1b It consisted of a systematically cultivated esprit de corps
3.1c.1c.1c It consisted of an extraordinary honour

3.1c.1c.1d Himmler appealed to this idealism
when he said about the destruction of the
Jews: ‘To have seen this through, is a never
written and never to be written, glorious page
in our history.’
3.1c.1c.1e Fighting one’s ‘inner weaknesses’
was made into a matter of honour for the SS
henchmen
3.1c.1c.1e.1a It was made into a matter of honour, to turn the SS henchmen into completely
available creatures
3.1c.1c.1e.1b They would be available even
‘when a hundred corpses lie there, when 500
lie there or when 1000 lie there,’ as Himmler
said.
3.1d [Through this handling of conscience] the
crime became a vicious circle, from which escape was almost impossible
3.1d.1a To break through the circle would have
meant to capitulate to human ‘weaknesses’
3.1d.1b To break through the circle would have
meant to expel oneself from the circle of the
chosen
3.1d.1c There was no help from outside
3.1d.1c.1a Eichmann’s conscience could not be
awakened anywhere, as Arendt says
3.1d.1c.1b People confirmed the lawfulness of
the insane enterprise
3.1d.1c.1b.1a People with whom he was involved, confirmed it through their participation
3.1d.1c.1b.1b [When the Jews were deported,
people on the street cried their assent]
3.1d.1c.1b.1b.1 Grynszpan senior said this of his
deportation in 1938
3.1d.1c.1b.1c Hannah Arendt experienced
something similar
3.1d.1c.1b.1c.1 [She said that her friends abandoned her in 1933]
3.1d.1c.1b.1d Those who condemned the crude
anti-Semitism in their hearts, still helped to
keep the terror regime going
3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1 They helped to create “legal” or
technical or organisational conditions that
kept it functioning without friction
3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1.1a Those who came together at
the Wannsee to discuss the plan for the ‘Final
Solution’, were not simply bloodthirsty murderers
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3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1.1b In part [they were] veteran and
in office experienced bureaucrats from the
ministries
3.1d.1c.1b.1d.1.1c Just as the shooting commandos of the SS-Einsatzgruppen in the East were
for the most part recruited from harmless traffic cops
4 [Arendt’s claims on the conscience of the resistance are incorrect]
4.1a Arendt falsely derives the general attitude
of the resistance to the murder of the Jews
from the example of Goerdeler
4.1b [Contrary to what Arendt claims the destruction of the Jews was for many of these resisters the final proof of the criminal character
of the Hitler regime]
4.1b.1 [Her counter-argument that the word ‘Final Solution’ rarely appears in the tangible testimonies of the resistance does not prove this
claim]
5 [Asking why the victims participated in the
murder is completely unjustified]
5.1a The Jewish Councils had to obey Eichmann, if they wanted to or not
5.1b They had the best intentions [in their cooperation]
6 Hannah Arendt does not judge the victims
6.1a [When she writes the Jewish Councils
relieved Eichmann of his work and his conscience] she only establishes how it was
6.1b She understands that their fate was tragic
6.1b.1 She writes that no other group of people
would have acted differently
7 We cannot appease ourselves knowing that
Eichmann has been brought to justice
7.1a [The Jerusalem judges underlined that the
measure of responsibility for the mass murder ‘rather grows in general, the more one removes oneself from the one who wielded the
murder weapon’]
7.1b Eichmann was but one of many involved
in the murder of the Jews
7.1c Hundreds of thousands were directly and
indirectly involved
7.1d Hundreds of thousands directly and indi-
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rectly involved have not been brought to justice
7.1e Even if they had been brought to justice,
still millions would remain, who have not understood at all yet, that they too should have to
carry their part of the burden
7.1e.1a They were anti-Semites and helped
bear a Jew murdering system
7.1e.1b Or at least they enabled this system
through silent consent
8 It is not enough, not to be an Eichmann and
always to be anxious to to not get one’s hands
dirty
8.1a Eichmann got his hands dirty even though
he aimed not to
8.1b The smallest concession, in itself maybe
harmless and in no way criminal, can help to
support totalitarianism
8.1c Resistance [to the system] does not begin
at the level of an Eichmann
8.1c.1 At that level no more resistance is given
8.1d Resistance begins with the most remote
and most unlikely, inconspicuous incident, that
can be interpreted as an agreement with the
injustice system
8.1a-d’ (One has to resist totalitarianism if one
does not want to support it)
HOLTHUSEN
1 [Arendt’s theses do not match historical reality]
1.1a Arendt’s thesis that Jewish officials had
‘almost without exception cooperated with the
Nazis’ is not universally valid
1.1a.1 [Arendt wrongly casts aside any evidence
that could limit the universal validity of this
thesis]
1.1a.1.1a The uprising in the Warsaw ghetto is
only named as a sideline by Arendt
1.1a.1.(1a) (The Warsaw ghetto uprising is important counter-evidence against her thesis)
1.1a.1.(1a).1 56.000 people fell and were murdered, over twice as many as in the Hungarian
revolution of 1956
1.1a.1.1b Arendt does not even name the number of the dead

1.1a.1.1c Arendt [falsely] states that the Jewish resistance groups were supposed to have
been ‘unspeakably small’
1.1a.1.1d Arendt [falsely] states the Jewish resistance groups were supposed to have been
‘incredibly weak and essentially harmless’
1.1a.1.1e She says that [other evidence that limits her theory] is about events that ‘had no
connection at all to the crimes of the accused’
1.1a.1.1f This argument [that evidence ‘had no
connection to the crimes of the accused’] she
uses or revokes whenever it suits her
1.1a.1.1f.1 Things that support her theory are relevant, all other things are not
1.1a.1.1f.1.1a According to Arendt Adenauer,
Strauss, Jaspers and the 20th of July [group]
are relevant
1.1a.1.1f.1.1b According to Arendt the Jewish revolts in Warsaw, Vilna, Kowno, Auschwitz, Treblinka are not relevant
1.1b Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann is philosophical and contestable
1.1b.1a [Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’ does not suffice to illuminate Eichmann]
1.1b.1a.1a His behaviour in the fall of 1944
[sending the Hungarian Jews to their deaths in
spite of the Himmler order] does not demonstrate the banality of evil [as she claims]
1.1b.1a.1b It demonstrates Eichmann that was
not a man of blind obedience
1.1b.1a.1c Eichmann’s statement that ‘I will
jump in my grave laughing knowing I have the
death of five million Jews on my conscience,’
should not merely be understood as ‘pure
bragging’ [as Arendt does]
1.1b.1b [In spite of what Arendt claims, Eichmann’s evil was certainly not banal]
1.1b.1b.1a That Eichmann had banal traits in his
character does not make his evil banal
1.1b.1b.1a.1 He also had horrific character traits
1.1b.(1c) (Eichmann’s evil was radical)
1.1b.(1c).1a He was a perfect Nazi
1.1b.(1c).1a.1a He was a scoundrel
1.1b.(1c).1a.1b He was a mixture of idiot and
monster
1.1b.(1c).1a.1c-f The national-socialist ideology consisted of nothing but worthless ideas, of
hatred, delusion and stupidity

1.1b.(1c).1a.1g He fanatically followed this ideology
1.1b.(1c).1a.1g.1 Eichmann attributed to himself
the ‘fanaticism of a true national socialist’
1.1b.(1c).1a.1g.1.1 In the Sassen interview in May
1960
1.1b.(1c).1a.1g.1.1.1 Source [for this information
is] Lionel Abel
1.1b.(1c).1b If he was a perfect Nazi, then Eichmann’s evil was radical
1.1b.(1c).1b.1 The Nazi ideology was the ideal
[breeding ground/nesting place] for the devil
1.1b.(1c).1b.1.1a The devil is the great muddler
1.1b.(1c).1b.1.1b The Nazi ideology was cobbled
together without a plan
1.1c Her criticism of ‘the Germans’ is based on
[false] generalisations
1.1c.1 Hannah Arendt falsely claims that 80
million Germans all shielded themselves from
the truth with the same techniques as Eichmann
1.1c.1.1a [This claim is refuted by the fact that]
40.000 Gestapo officers were needed to control the German people
1.1c.1.1a.1 [Source for this is historian Hans
Rothfels]
1.1c.1.1b Hundreds of thousands of German
were imprisoned in the horror camps for political reasons
1.1c.1.1c The so-called courts of the people had
their hands full
1.1c.1.1d There were approximately 12.000 executions in German prisons between 1933-1944
1.1c.1.1d.1 [Sources Rothfels and Weisenborn]
1.1c.1.1e About 80.000 people were sentenced
to death by the people’s court, the special
courts and war courts
1.1c.1.1e.1 Source Süddeutsche Zeitung
1.1d In the English version, such generalisations [about Germans] can be explained from
the clichés widespread in the respective countries
1.1e [Written in German and addressed to German readers it can only be explained from
Arendt’ drive to place theory above reality]
1.1e.1 [Arendt equates Wehrmacht soldiers to
Waffen SS members]
1.1f [Arendt tries to eliminate the individual
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from her political criticism]
1.1f.1a Silent resistance was not always the ridiculous form of self deception that Arendt
rightfully criticises
1.1f.1a.1a A person who lived though it personally knows this
1.1f.1a.1a.1 He knows cases that ended in death
1.1f.1a.1a.1.1a By suicide or from a broken heart
1.1f.1a.1a.1.1b Friends unknown and famous cases
1.1f.1a.1a.1.1b.1a Eugen Gottlob Winkler
1.1f.1a.1a.1.1b.1b Jochen Klepper
1.1f.1a.1a.1.1b.1c Joachim Gottschalk
1.1f.1a.1a.1.1b.1d Theodor Haeker
1.1f.1a.1b Arendt falsely concludes that the silent opposition was not really worthy of the
name
1.1f.1a.1b.1a In the original, Arendt accedes but
two examples of men who stood in inner opposition to the regime
1.1f.1a.1b.1a.1 Jaspers and Reck-Malleczewen
1.1f.1a.1b.1b She left out any people with ties to
the 20th of July conspiracy
1.1f.1a.1b.1b.1 She dislikes [these resisters] politically
1.1f.1a.1b.1c She gives some more information
in the German edition
1.1f.1a.1b.1c.1 She has read Günther Weissenborn’s ‘Lautlosen Aufstand’ in the meantime
1.1f.1a.1b.1d [Even after reading this book she
sticks to her conclusion]
(2) (Arendt’s argument on the lack of resistance
to the perpetrators in Germany is unfair)
(2).1a Arendt should not wonder at the silence
of the opposition in a totalitarian state
(2).1a.1a The nation was held in the chains of a
horrific and calculating system of terror
(2).1a.1b One cannot expect an uprising of the
people in this context
(2).1a.1c One cannot expect a democratic mass
movement in this context
(2).1a.1d Arendt’s wonder at the silence of the
opposition in a totalitarian state is not logical
(2).1a.1d.1 She wrote the most thorough of all
inquisitions into the totalitarian state, The origins
(2).1b Arendt tries by all means to diminish the
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importance of the resisters of the 20th of July
(2).1c [Her claims that the conspirators only
decided to act when the war was practically lost, and only to save the nation’s face and
have an alibi for themselves, have often been
refuted]
(2).1d Arendt wrongfully reproaches ‘all of
these men’ for having acted on ‘national-political’ grounds
(2).1d.1a This reproach is imprecise
(2).1d.1a.1 She does not define ‘national-political’
(2).1d.1b This reproach is impermissibly generalised
(2).1d.1b.1 There were different factions and
tendencies from Goerdeler to Leber
(2).1d.1c The reproach forgets to name an alternative that makes sense
(2).1d.1d The reproach betrays a lack of historical imagination
(2).1d.1d.1a Arendt postulates a resistance that
could not exist in this situation
(2).1d.1d.1a.1a All of the organisations of the
German left were crushed after 1933
(2).1d.1d.1a.1b Most of their leaders were rendered ‘harmless’
(2).1d.1d.1b Arendt rejects the resistance that
could and did exist
(2).1e Arendt unjustly holds it against the conspirators that they were not clear enough in
their condemnation of the Jewish politics of
Hitler, that they avoided a word like ‘mass
murderer’
(2).1e.1a They did call Hitler [a dilettante, a a
madman, and] the embodiment of all evil
(2).1e.1b Secret conspirators do not [have to]
write everything down
(2)1e.1c [There is enough important evidence
of their state of mind]
(2).1e.1c.1a Goerdeler stepped down as mayor when the Mendelssohn-memorial in Leipzig
was removed
(2).1e.1c.1b Goerderler wrote a letter to Generalfeldmarschall Kluge about the horror in the
East
(2).1e 1c.1c Count Schwerin’s testament
(2).1e.1c.1d The confessions of the resister before the Volksgerichtshof

3 Arendt reaches the wrong conclusions by
putting the political act above the private and
the collective above the individual
3.1a She declares this philosophy of the vita
activa in earlier work
3.1b She falsely believes that the Germans are
responsible for Hitler as a collective
3.1b.1 Only 44 per cent chose him
3.1c She falsely thinks that to obey is another
word for to agree and support
3.1c.1 [Bertold Brecht said that obedience can
be tough patience and cunning]
3.1d She underestimates the integrity of man
in his most dire hour
3.1d.1a Jews praying to the gas chamber are
not complicit in their own murder
3.1d.1b Von Schlabrendorff’s final words were
not a flight from the political into the private
WORMSER
1 Hannah Arendt’s method of judging Eichmann all by himself lapses into sophistry
1.1a Her attempt to judge Eichmann isolated
from his Nazi entourage lapses into sophistry
1.1a.1a Indeed, Eichmann did not kill anybody
with his own hands
1.1a.(1b) (Eichmann is guilty all the same)
1.1a.(1b).1a Himmler did not kill anybody with
his own hands
1.1a.(1b).1b Kaltenbrunner did not kill anybody
with his own hands
1.1a.(1b).1c Hitler did not kill anybody with his
own hands
1.1a.(1b).1d Keitel did not kill anybody with his
own hands
1.1a.(1b).1e Keitel was the one who signed the
hostage decrees and the Nacht und Nebel decree
1.1b Her attempt to judge the relations between the man Eichmann and the leaders of
the Jewish organisations lapses into sophistry
1.1b.1a Indeed, certain leaders of Jewish organisations did not have a resisting attitude
1.1b.1b All the same, one should not judge the
Jewish leaders with specific criteria
1.1b.1b.1a They did not resist because they believed in the possibility of a lesser evil

1.1b.1b.1b After a shorter or longer time, they
suffered the fate of those sent to Auschwitz
1.1b.1b.1c They were sent to Auschwitz by the
telegrams Eichmann signed
1.1b.1b.1d If all peoples had resisted as one,
Germany could not have made 15 million foreign labourers work in her factories
1.1b.1b.1e No one would even think about reproaching [all peoples/the forced labourers]
for not having joined the resistance
1.1b.1b.1f And the foreign labourers were not
[even] marked by the yellow badge
1.1b.1b.a-f’ (If we do not reproach [all peoples/
the forced labourers] for not resisting, then we
should not reproach people in more difficult
circumstances than [all peoples/the forced labourers] for not resisting)
POLIAKOV
(1) (Arendt applies the banality of evil to everyone)
(1).1a Apart from isolated figures, nobody is exempted from it
(1).1a.1 [The King of Denmark is one of these
isolated figures]
(1).1b Jews and Germans she judges most
harshly
2 Arendt’s book is not a reconstruction of the
historical truth
2.1a Her facts are often incorrect
2.1a.1a Robinson has drawn up the long catalogue of her errors in his book And the crooked
shall be made straight
2.1a.1b There are hundreds of small mistakes
2.1a.1c From these incorrect facts she occasionally draws far reaching conclusions
2.1a.1c.1 [Her theory on Jewish cooperation is
partly based on the Nazi-rumour that Heydrich was Jewish]
2.1a.1c.1.1a That Heydrich was half-Jewish is
certainly untrue
2.1a.1c.1.1b She supports this theory with the
argument that Heydrich was a traitor to his
own [Jewish] people
2.1a.1c.1.1c Her argument here is based entirely
on the Nazi racial criteria
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2.1b Her [main] judgment is made without any
of the necessary distinctions
2.1c Her [main] judgment is a provocation of
historical caution
2.1c.1 History is not written with ifs
2.1d Her [main judgment] is an absurd accusation
2.1d.1a In the Soviet Union, where there were
no Jewish organisations, the Jewish losses
were just as great as in Poland
2.1d.1a.1 There were no Jewish organisations
because they had been dissolved by Stalin
2.1d.1b [Her accusation] is useless in the case
of the other countries
2.1d.1b.1 This is brought to light by Dr. Robinson’s meticulous inspection
2.1d.1c [One might just as easily draw the absurd conclusion] that if the Jews had not existed, they would not have been massacred
2.1d.1c.1 A Jewish organisation is the natural
emanation of the existence of Jews
3 Arendt should not be surprised by the attacks on her book
3.1a A subject such as the holocaust of the
Jews is heavy with implications
3.1a.1 For instance ex-Nazis write that the genocide was a fantastic provocation of the Jews
3.1b A certain way of describing the behaviour
of the victims risks resulting in a perspective
of the same order [as that of the ex-Nazis]
3.1c Insisting on an imaginary complicity risks
resulting in a perspective of the same order
[as that of the ex-Nazis]
3.1b-c.1a The perspective that if the Jews were
massacred, their behaviour must have had
something to do with it
3.1b-c.1b The perspective that if the Jews were
massacred, their unique qualities must have
had something to do with it
3.(1d) (Arendt purposefully insists on an imagined complicity)
3.(1d).1a In the new edition, she has made
some corrections
3.(1d).1a.1 She has retracted the doubtful witticism which consisted of qualifying the late
rabbi Leo Baeck as ‘Führer’ of the German
Jews
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3.(1d).1b She has integrally maintained her
major accusation
3.(1d).(1c) (She has maintained her major accusation in spite of all the protests against it)
3.(1d).(1c).1 Her major accusation has caused
floods of ink
BORWICZ
1 Arendt’s theory on the banality of evil is
wrong
1.(1a) (Others have understood the banality of
evil correctly)
1.(1a).1a I spoke of the banality of evil in my
testimony in the trial of Amon Leopold Göth
for the Polish High Court in 1946
1.(1a).1b As I explained in 1946, Göth was a nobody
1.(1a).1b.1a The majority of the SS were nobodies
1.(1a).1b.1b The criminal functions Göth assumed could have been performed by any other SS man
1.(1a).1b.1c His criminal functions could have
even been assumed by an eelworm
1.(1a).1c He was only monumental in his crime
and his baseness
1.(1a).1c.1a He conducted the assassination of
30.000 people
1.(1a).1c.1b Hundreds with his own hands
1.(1a)1d After the trial of Höß in 1948 [my]
opinion on the ‘banality of evil’ became commonplace
1.(1a).1d.1a It inspired many studies
1.(1a).1d.1b It inspired Robert Merle’s La mort
est mon métier
1.1b Eichmann might have been a meticulous
official, [but] he applied himself to his task frenetically and with joy in his heart, contrary to
what Arendt claims
1.1b.1a Eichmann’s appearance of meticulous
official was well known
1.1b.1a.1a It was well known to anyone who had
studied his activities
1.1b.1a.1b Many of us studied his activities long
before his capture
1.1b.1b On the eve of the trial the international
press unequivocally underwrote [this appearance of meticulous official]

1.1b.1c The international press [also] insisted
on the fact that he applied himself to his task
frenetically and with joy in his heart
1.1b.1d [Rudolf Höß wrote: ‘Eichmann
preached, in an almost crazy manner, the total
extermination of all the Jews we could possibly arrest’]
1.1b.1e Rudolf Höß wrote: ‘I spoke in detail with
Eichmann about everything with regard
to the final solution.’
1.1b.1f [Rudolf Höß wrote that he spoke about
the final solution with Eichmann many times]
1.1b.1g Rudolf Höß wrote: ‘I tried with all
means possible to understand what [Eichmann] thought deep down inside of this final
solution.’
1.1b.1h Rudolf Höß wrote: ‘[Eichmann] did not
change his [crazy] point of view even when he
got completely drunk.’
1.1b.1j Rudolf Höß wrote: ‘[Eichmann] did not
change his [crazy] point of view even when we
were alone.’
1.1b.1k Arendt omits incriminating citations
from Wisliceny and Höß
1.1b.1l Arendt makes arbitrary assertions according to which one should give no credit at
all to [other] confidences of Wisliceny or Höß
1.1b.1m The same biased choice of quotations
characterises the whole book
1.1b.1n Dwelling on the ‘politeness’ of Eichmann [towards Jews] before the war, but
forced to study the brutality of the same Eichmann [towards Jews] later, she tries to prove
that this metamorphosis ‘was not that simple’
1.1b.1n.1 [She builds the argument that Eichmann had ‘relapses’]
1.1b.1o [Dr Kastner testified that Eichmann
seemed to be the happiest man on earth when
he ordered the resumption of the deportations
from Budapest to the gas chambers,]
1.1b.1p Arendt does not cite this testimony
1.1b.1q André Bis testified: ‘When it concerned
massacring the Jews, Eichmann applied himself with all his zeal and beyond; but when it
came down to saving hem, he created insurmountable obstacles.’
1.1b.1r HA does not cite this testimony
1.1b.1s In Bordeaux in 1942, irritated by the

lack of zeal for the deportations, Eichmann
burst out in rage
1.1b.1t [On another occasion] Eichmann cried
out: ‘I will die laughing remembering the five
(six) million Jews that I have had executed.’
1.1b.1u Arendt explains these two quotes away
by declaring them to be ‘simple boastfulness’
1.1b.1v These citations are not boasts
1.1b.1v.1 [The unsound argument she gives for
this is that] some or other fraction of these victims had been murdered by the Einsatzgruppen that were not Eichmann’s responsibility
1.1b.1w [At the end of the war, Kaltenbrunner
did not see any hope for Eichmann]
1.1b.1x Arendt does not conclude anything
about Eichmann’s culpability from this
1.1c [Eichmann was also a calculating coward]
1.1c.1a Dieter Wisliceny said: ‘Eichmann kept
notes on all his discussions with his superiors.’
1.1c.1b [Dieter Wisliceny said: ‘[Eichmann]
stressed that it was essential to be covered by
one’s superiors.’]
1.1d [Eichmann was not as Arendt presents
him, a simple, respectable man with an exceptional lack of conscience, doing nothing but
very unhappily executing the orders of his superiors]
1.1d.1a To pursue the genocide, Eichmann even
disobeyed Himmler himself
1.1d.1b [The Kant-argument that Arendt uses
to explain this disobedience is ridiculous]
[…] [Borwicz’ explanation of Arendt’s Kant-argument]
1.1e Eichmann was a monster and a clown,
contrary to what Arendt claims
1.1e.1a [History has known monstrous clowns
or clownesque monsters]
1.1e.1b Hitler himself was known for his clownish side
2 [Arendt’s claims on the Jewish Councils are
untrue]
2(.1a) (Contrary to what Arendt claims, the Jewish Councils were not cooperating with a political motive, but forced by the
Nazi regime)
2.(1a).1a The Councils were never political
bodies
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2.(1a).1b They were administrative organs
2.(1a).1c They were equivalent to town councils
and their services
2.(1a).1d They existed in all of the occupied
countries
2.(1a).(1e) (These Councils had no time for politics)
2.(1a).(1e).1 They had to resolve a thousand
problems of housing, nourishment, hospitals,
relief
2.(1a).1f These ‘Councils’ had to do so in extraordinary conditions
2.(1a).1f.1 They were imprisoned in the ghettoes
2.(1a).1f.1.1 The Jews were imprisoned in
the ghettoes long before the Germans had
launched the ‘Final Solution’
2.1b [Arendt’s description of the behaviour of
the leaders of the Jewish Councils is flawed]
2.1b.1a [She passes over the heroic leaders]
2.1b.1a.1a She devotes but a sentence to Adam
Czerniakow (Warsaw) who preferred to kill
himself before becoming an instrument of extermination
2.1b.1a.1b She does not mention Dr. Parnas,
who was executed by the Germans after his
categorical refusal of their orders concerning
the deportations
2.1b.1a.1c She does not mention A. Geppner,
who chose to share the destiny of his community right until the end
2.1b.1a.1d One could make this list considerably longer
2.1b.1b [She treats the reader to abundant descriptions of non-heroic behaviour]
2.1b.1c [This description is distorted]
2.1b.1c.1 [It has been proven that her statement
on Leo Baeck is pure invention]
2.1c She presents the period of deportations
out of context
2.1c.1 [She largely ignores the closed universe
of the ghettoes]
2.1d The members of the Jewish Councils did
not deliberately lie to those under their
administration
2.1d.1a They did not know what to do in advance, contrary to what Arendt claims
2.1d.1b They had their backs against the wall
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2.1d.1c They drew the wrong conclusions because they mistook their dream for reality
3 [Arendt falsely depicts the destruction of the
Jews]
3.1a [It is not true that the Polish Jews saw
but a handful of Germans on the road to their
murder]
3.1b She falsely claims that 50% of the Jews
would have survived if not for the deliberate
lies of the Councils
3.1b.1 Her proof for this is false [Arendt’s proof
are statistics on The Netherlands, that of those
who escaped and went underground 40-50%
survived]
3.1b.1.1a Those who escaped were selected in
advance and without interference of the Jewish Council
3.1b.1.1a.1 [Those who escaped possibilities to
go into hiding]
3.1b.1.1a.1.1a They had relations with non-Jews
3.1b.1.1a.1.1b These relations provided the essential conditions to live under an assumed
identity
3.1b.1.1a.1.1b.1a-c These relations procured for
them false papers, [moral] support or a hiding place
3.1b.1.1b As the number of escapees grew, the
percentage of these fortunate people was fatally lowered
3.1b.1.1c One cannot draw conclusions on the
whole of Europe from a country with less than
a hundred and fifty thousand Jewish people
3.1b.1.1c.1 [The conclusions] cannot be equally
valid for countries like Poland, where the Jewish community was over three million souls
3.1c [The code words used by the Nazis administration were designed to fool the victims]
3.1d Arendt devotes a lot of space to these
code words
3.1e [Arendt discusses these code words only
to support her theory on Eichmann]
4 [Arendt unjustly criticises the admission of
foundation testimonies in Eichmann’s trial]
4.1a The judges succeeded in distinguishing the
testimonies directly concerning the activities of
Eichmann and the foundation testimonies

4.1b [Their distinction between the two types
of testimony was juridically irreproachable]
4.1c Foundation testimonies [were] called
upon to paint the picture of the whole of the
extermination
4.1d Eichmann was the chief executor of the
extermination
4.1e Admission of foundation testimonies is
the rule in all the trials of this sort
Alternative (uncharitable) reconstruction of
Borwicz’s argumentation structure, as discussed in section 6.2
(5) (Arendt purposefully distorts the truth)
(5).1a She defends Eichmann
(5).1a.1a She purposefully omits evidence on
his culpability
(5).1a.1a.1a… [examples of incriminating testimony from Wisliceny and Höß; see Borwicz’s
argumentation under [1.1b and 1.1c] above]
(5).1a.1b Her work is crawling with citations
that are much less significant
(5).1a.1c She arbitrarily asserts that one should
not give credence to Wisliceny’s and Höß’ testimony
(5).1a.1d This biased selection of citations
characterises the whole book
(5).1a.1e When she has to explain Eichmann’s
brutality at the end of the war, she uses a long,
cunning argument to prove that it was all not
so simple
(5).1a.1f She is careful not to cite the incriminating testimony of Dr. Kastner on Eichmann’s
brutality
(5).1a.1g She is careful not to cite the incriminating testimony of André Bis on Eichmann’s
brutality
[…] [further argumentation]
(5).1b She purposefully exaggerates the role of
the Jewish Councils
(5).1b.1a She suppresses evidence
(5).1b.1b She reverses facts
(5).1b.1c She reverses causes and effects
(5).1b.1d She never mentions that the Jewish
Councils were not political but administrative
bodies
(5).1b.1e She never mentions that there were

Jewish Councils in all of the occupied countries
(5).1b.1f [Arendt purposefully passes over heroic Jewish leaders]
(5).1b.1f.1a…. [examples of Jewish leaders she
passes over; see Borwicz’s argumentation under [2.1b] above]
(5).1b.1g In her description of [non-heroic] behaviour of the Jewish leaders she flagrantly
distorts the truth
(5).1g.1 What she says about Baeck has been
proven to be pure and simple invention
(5).1b.1h She presents the time of deportations
out of context
(5).1b.1i [She revives the myth that only a
handful of Nazis were needed to kill the Polish Jews]
(5).1b.1j She appears to have pleasure in reviving this myth
[…] [further argumentation]
(5).1c She defends Eichmann at the cost of his
victims
(5).1c.1a [She discusses language system of
the Nazis only to prove her theory on Eichmann]
(5).1c.1b She does not ever mention that this
system was designed to fool the victims
(5).1c.1c She presents a careless image of the
extermination
(5).1d Arendt’s arguments stem from a deliberate arrogance and a sick compulsion
(5).1d.1 [Hers is the compulsion of a know-itall]
(5).1d.1.1a Salo Baron’s testimony on Jewish
culture losses made perfect sense in the trial
(5).1d.1.1b [Arendt dismisses this testimony
with a cheap remark]
(5).1d.1.1c [She makes use of the occasion to
compare Baron’s testimony to the Nazi attitude of Germany’s cultural superiority]
[…] [sub-argumentation: citations from
Arendt]
(5).1d.1.1d She only discusses the issue of state
crimes to agree with Servatius’ point that
Eichmann’s kidnappers must be prosecuted
(5).1d.1.1e She only points out the problems in
Servatius’ argumentation to prove her own
acuteness
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(5).1d.1.1f She only points out the problems in
Servatius’ argumentation to show that she
would have conducted Eichmann’s defence so
much better
(5).1d.1.(1g) (The admission of foundation testimonies at Eichmann’s trial was legally justified)
(5).1d.1.(1g).1a The judges succeeded in distinguishing the testimonies directly concerning
the activities of Eichmann and the foundation
testimonies
(5).1d.1.(1g).1b [Their distinction between the
two types of testimony was juridically irreproachable]
(5).1d.1.(1g).1c Foundation testimonies [were]
called upon to paint the picture of the whole of
the extermination
(5).1d.1.(1g).1d Eichmann was the chief executor of the extermination
(5).1d.1.(1g).1e Admission of foundation testimonies is the rule in all the trials of this sort
(5).1d.1.1h All the same, Arendt is beside herself over the admission of these testimonies
(5).1d.1.1i Arendt is sickened by the admission
of resister-witnesses
VIDAL-NAQUET
(1) (The discussion of Hannah Arendt’s book
should not concern her moral judgment of the
Jewish leaders)
(1).1a [There was no Jewish collaboration]
(1).1a.1 [The collaboration of the Jewish leaders
can be compared to the collaboration of the
noose and the man hung]
(1).1b [The behaviour that Arendt criticises is
well known]
(1).1b.1 [It is well known that the Nazi’s exploited the social and national divides in the Jewish communities]
(1).1b.1.1a I was there at the time
(1).1b.1.1b Some French Jews kept thinking the
Nazi’s would only deport foreign Jews
(1).1b.1.1b.1a [They thought so in spite of the
fact that they were excessively careful]
(1).1b.1.1b.1b [They thought so when the evidence to the contrary was staring them in the
face]
(1).1b.1.1b.1b.1 They thought so even after the
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first big raids in Marseille
(1).1b.1.1b.1c My father wrote this in his journal
(1).1b.1.1c Everyone has heard of the Jewish police in the Warsaw ghetto
(1).1b.1.1d Or of Chaim Rumkowski, the paranoid dictator of Lodz
(1).1c The facts belong to the historians
(1).1d Moral judgment [of the Jewish leaders is
reserved for] the victims
(1).1d.1 Rumkowski was also murdered
(1).1d.1’ (If the worst of the Jewish leaders was
also a victim, then moral judgment of them is
reserved for the victims)
(1).1e There is nothing specific about [Jewish
collaboration]
(1).1e.1 One would readily discover analogous
situations when studying for instance the reactions of the Armenians faced with the Turks
during and before the massacre
(1).1f These phenomena are only evoked when
Jews are concerned
(1).1f.1a No one outside the Armenian community evokes the behaviour of the Armenians
(1).1f.1b They are constantly brought up when it
concerns Jews because the Jews ‘sells’ well
(1).1f.1c [They are also brought up because of
the Jewish and Christian assumption that the
Jews are chosen]
2 [There are grounds to criticise Arendt’s description of Jewish cooperation]
2.1a She does not sufficiently take nuances
into account
2.1a.1a-c The Jewish interlocutors of the Nazis
were sometimes heroes and sometimes scum,
and sometimes both at the same time
2.1b She does not sufficiently take into account the case at hand
2.1b.1 It is not certain at all if a more confronting approach would have been more effective than the ambiguous politics of the Jewish
Councils
2.1b.1.1a In the occupied USSR there were no
Jewish Councils
2.1b.1.1b Here the destruction was the work of
specialised groups
2.1b.1.1c This was not less efficient

3 Arendt’s portrait of the type of assassin that
Eichmann was, is strikingly lifelike
3.1a Once I happened to encounter an assassin
3.1a.1a There was in him no satanic grandeur
whatsoever
3.1a.1b There was just a gruesome and bourgeois banality
3.1b I imagine all of us have [encountered
someone like that at some time in their lives]
4 [Absolutely normal men conscientiously commit murder and other outrages in the
framework of the totalitarian system]
4.1a [Karl Jaspers already wrote this in 1946]
4.1b Eichmann, in the course of his trial, presented himself as a disciple of Kant and, to
everyone’s surprise, he could give a correct
definition of the ‘categorical imperative’
4.1c But he confused the universal law with
the word of the Führer
4.1d Eichmann conscientiously took care of
the train schedules of trains, but this stationmaster drove his victims to their death
5 Arendt’s remarks on Eichmann’s language
use are the most important [part of her book]
5.1a Bureaucratic language has the fundamental function of creating an appeasing illusion
for executers, executed, and those who hear
those words from afar
5.1a.1a Eichmann’s language was a perfect
specimen of this bureaucratic language
5.1a.1b Victims used terms like ‘special treatment’ to designate death
5.1b This [appeasing illusion] is not only used
by Nazis
5.1b.1a Frenchmen were reassured when Soviet camps were called ‘re-education camps’
5.1b.1b Frenchmen were reassured about the
‘interrogations’ in the overseas territories
when the word was put in quotation marks
PARET
1 [Eichmann is us]
1.1a Eichmann was there by chance
1.1a.1a Nothing set him apart

1.1a.1a.1a Not his education
1.1a.1a.1b Not his family tradition
1.1a.1a.1c Not his difficult life before 1933
1.1a.1a.1d Not his tastes
1.1a.1a.1e Not his way of life
1.1a.1b Eichmann was normal
1.1a.1b.1a A psychiatrist in prison affirmed that
his attitudes were ‘not only normal but entirely desirable’
1.1a.1b.1a.1a Eichmann’s general view of the
world was normal
1.1a.1b.1a.1b His behaviour to his parents was
normal
1.1a.1b.1a.1c His behaviour to his children was
normal
1.1a.1b.1a.1d His behaviour to his friends was
normal
1.1a.1b.1b Eichmann was a good civil servant
1.1a.1b.1c He was a good husband
1.1a.1b.1d He was a good father
1.1a.1b.1e He was meticulously mediocre
1.1b A normal person can be perfectly incapable of distinguishing between good and evil
1.1b.1a Eichmann did not understand his crime
1.1b.1a.1 For him there was nothing to understand
1.1c Eichmann was not a monster, he was ridiculous
1.1c.1a [Everyone could see this according to
Arendt]
[…] [further argumentation: citation from
Arendt]
1.1c.1b The essence of the banality of evil is the
contradiction between the horror of the acts
and the ridiculousness of the perpetrator
1.1c.1c [Arendt argues that Eichmann’s ridiculousness was real, it was not the clever ruse of
a monstrous criminal]
[…] [further argumentation: citations from
Arendt]
1.1c.1d In the end this is not a contradiction
1.1c.1d.1 Because he was ridiculous, Eichmann
could commit his monstrous acts without understanding them [for what they were]
1.1c.1e Eichmann was only ridiculous insofar as
the most abject ridiculousness is not knowing
one is ridiculous
1.1d Eichmann was only ridiculous insofar as
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this ridiculousness is implicit in the human
condition
1.1e The truth is that death was nothing but a
job [in Nazi Germany]
1.1e.1a The deaths of millions of men, women
and children [were] numbers, lists, files, papers, initials
1.1e.1b It was a job not more difficult or relaxing than others
1.1e.1c It was a job for an accountant
1.1e.1c.1a [It consisted of] train time tables
1.1e.1c.1b [It consisted of] bottlenecks
1.1e.1c.1c The absorption capacity of gas chambers had to be increased
1.1e.1c.1d There were obstacles to avoid
1.1e.1c.1e There were quarrels with related offices
1.1e.1c.1f There was the lack of understanding
of the big bosses [to contend with]
1.1e.1d It was routine work
1.2 The ridiculous Eichmann was never anything more than [an echo of respectable society]
1.2.1a Arendt argues that ‘the Nazis caused a
complete moral collapse in respectable European society’
[…][sub-argumentation: more citations from
Arendt]
1.2.1b [Arendt argues that ‘Eichmann had always been impressed by respectable society’]
[…][sub-argumentation: more citations from
Arendt]
1.2.1c Arendt argues that ‘His conscience did
not bother him, because respectable society
responded as he did.’
1.2.1d Arendt argues that ‘Eichmann’s conscience spoke to him in the voice of respectable society’
1.2.1e At Wannsee, the most important thing
for Eichmann was that he felt more than reassured about his doubts on the Final Solution
1.2.1f He felt more than encouraged to devote
himself unreservedly to the task assigned to
him
1.2.1g He felt intimately constrained by his value system
1.2.1h [This is confirmed by Eichmann’s interpretation of Kant]
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1.2.1h.1 [Citation with Arendt’s Kant-argument]
1.3 Eichmann’s crimes were based on a principle that is not specifically German or Nazi
1.3.1a [Contrary to what Arendt claims,] Eichmann’s conformism cannot be attributed to a
specifically German or Nazi reading of Kant
1.3.1a.1a To think so would only be to reassure
[ourselves]
1.3.1a.1a.1 It would prove that [non-Germans]
were incapable of such excesses
1.3.1a.1a.1.1a A unique Germany of nightmares
would prove this
1.3.1a.1a.1.1b The measure of the crimes would
prove this
1.3.1a.1a.1.1c [Non-Germans] would be incapable of [such crimes] by nature
1.3.1a.1a.1.1d Or by the fact of their historical
condition
1.3.1b Eichmann’s interpretation of Kant
demonstrates the banality of evil
1.3.1b.1a Eichmann’s reading of Kant was not
that of a Nazi thug
1.3.1b.1b It was [a] tragically common [reading
of Kant]
1.3.1b.1b.1 It was common in its tragic approximation [of Kant’s maxim]
1.3.1b.1c It was what any respectable citizen
could jabber
1.3.1b.1d Of whatever so-called civilised country
1.3.1b.1e [It was what that citizen would reproduce when he tried to remember what his
masters had taught him]
1.3.1b.1f-i [What he had been taught by esteemed masters; who represent so-called respectable society;are dedicated to the public
cause; are worried about the so-called common good]
1.3.1c Eichmann’s interpretation of Kant is how
it is read always and everywhere by those who
want to be members of respectable society
1.3.1c.1a This reading implies the foundation of
all so-called order, not only the foundation of
the Nazi order
1.3.1c.1a.1a This reading implies that the socalled universal law is the exclusive principle on which everyone must base his individual desires

1.3.1c.1a.1a.1 Otherwise these desires are criminal
1.3.1c.1a.1b The universal law is this exclusive
principle because it can only be founded on a
principle that is necessarily just
1.3.1c.1a.1c The universal law is this exclusive
principle because it can only be founded on
a principle that everyone has to recognise as
just
1.3.1c.1b Eichmann had understood Kant in
exactly the same way as had those who were
about to hang him
1.3.1c.(1c) (Only the principle that everyone recognised as ‘just’ differed)
1.3.1c.(1c).1a Eichmann had learned his Kant in
the enemy camp
1.3.1c.(1c).1b The ‘right’ categorical imperative
was Hiroshima, not Auschwitz
1.3.1d Eichmann’s consent to norms is the basis of his crime
1.3.1e This consent is not specifically German
1.3.1f The principles underlying Eichmann’s behaviour were not structurally different from
the principles of the behaviour of those who
loathe him
1.3.1f.1a It is by reference to the ‘universal law’
that he was condemned
1.3.1f.1b Just as it was by reference to the ‘universal law’ that he had committed the acts for
which he was executed
1.3.1f.1c The ‘universal law’ was not understood in the same way in the political system
that condemned him as in the system he had
served
1.3.1f.1d That is the only difference
1.3.1f.1e In both cases, a single principle is recognised as the only possible fundament of
everyone’s action[s]
1.3.1f.1f In both cases, the identification of the
principle rests on the ‘general will’
1.3.1f.1g In both cases, the law is but the expression of ‘the general will’
1.3.1g The basis of the Nazi legislation is no
different from that of democratic societies
1.3.1g.1 The principle of positive law is identical
in both cases
1.3.1h The same principle has served as the basis of opposite decisions

1.3.1h.1a Those who were Nazis do not give a
different justification for their acts than those
who fight in the camp of the democracies
1.3.1h.1b ‘Fascists’ and ‘antifascists’ died for
contradictory but identical reasons
1.3.2 People outside of Germany who claim
that this consent to norms is specifically German, are pushing deep down into their psyche
the debate that we should be having
1.3.2.1a-c They take great care to consider in
these crimes only what they can denounce as
the culmination of a ‘German history’; or the
expression of a ‘German vision of the world; or
even the ‘intrinsic perversion of a German culture’
1.3.2.1d They do so obstinately
1.3.a.1e [They refuse to consider anything but
a specifically ‘German’ cause of the crimes regardless of who committed them]
1.3.a.1e.1 Whether the crimes involved were
committed by officials, by police men, by soldiers,
by German officers, by SS leaders or fighters
1.3.2.1f They have been doing so for over twenty years
1.3.2.1g They themselves are ‘respectable people’
1.3.2.1h In insisting so passionately on the
‘German’ character of the Nazi crimes, these
men and women are deeply concerned with
distancing themselves from an image they abhor
1.3.2.1i They exorcise themselves in a way
1.3.2.1i.1a They violently refuse this image [that
they abhor]
1.3.2.1a.1i.1b They vehemently say that [these
crimes were committed by] ‘others’
1.3.2.1a.1i.1c They feel a vague fear that they
will discover their own double there
1.3.2.1a.1i.1d They sense that this image could
also be their own
1.3.2.1j Their arguments stem from this ‘exorcism’
1.3.2.1j.1a [From this ‘exorcism’ stems their argument that the behaviour of the men of the
Third Reich, and that of our soldiers in the colonial wars, is radically different]
1.3.2.1j.1b [From this ‘exorcism’ stems their in-
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correct argument that the quantity of victims
between these two groups of perpetrators
makes a difference]
1.3.2.1k [These arguments are ridiculous]
1.3.2.1k.1a One observes the justification with
‘the universal law’ in Eichmann as well as in
the officers brought before special tribunals
after the failure of the putsch in Algeria
1.3.2.1k.1b The problem is not to know if Eichmann had sent to their deaths four or five million men and women, while the officers of Algeria, and before them those of Indochina, had
in the worst of cases ‘but a few dozen, or hundred, of victims on their conscience’
1.3.2.1k.1b.1a Everyone knows [these numbers]
1.3.2.1k.1b.1b There are no scales to weight the
horror of dying
2 Arendt does not diminish the horror of the
genocide
2.1a One example of Arendt’s tone suffices to
end this ridiculous dispute
2.1a.1 [Example citation of Arendt’s sarcasm]
2.1b It is ridiculous and hateful to claim that
she does
2.1b.1 One need not even extensively read the
book to see that
2.1b.1.1 One need only to browse the book
3 Arendt does not make the Jews responsible
for their own extermination, not for the essential and not for a large part of it
3.1a She only shows how some Jewish leaders
became implicated in deportations
3.1a.1 She shows the atrocious twists of the
compromises that led them to become implicated in the deportations
3.1b She shows this in the same unforgiving
light [as she does Eichmann]
3.1c Arendt argues that the Jewish leaders did
what they did, because nobody would have
helped them
3.1d Adolf Rudnicki, a Polish writer who is
hardly suspect, argues the same
3.1d.1 [Rudnicki writes that Chaim Rumkowski
[a controversial Jewish leader] had no one to
count on for support]
3.1e [Rudnicki also argues that] Rumkowski
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did what he did, because he was a ‘respectable man, of the sort that generally sinks to the
lowest level’
3.1e.1 [Rudnicki writes that] ‘the respectable
man is always obsessed by the desire to remain respectable, even when he has fallen into
a state of utter disgrace’
3.1e.1.1 [Rudnicki writes that] ‘nothing else
matters to him than remaining a respectable
man’
3.1f [Not making the Jews responsible for their
own murder], but this principle [of wanting to
remain a respectable man] is what is really at
stake in Arendt’s book
3.1f.1a [Arendt writes that the cooperation of
the Jewish leaders ‘sheds light on the complete moral collapse the Nazis brought about
in respectable European society’]
3.1f.1b [Arendt writes that ‘Eichmann’s conscience spoke to him with the voice of the respectable society that surrounded him’]
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A CONTROVERSY ON
MORAL JUDGMENT
Fifteen historian-reviewers in the
controversy on Hannah Arendt’s book
Eichmann in Jerusalem in the US,
West Germany and France, 1963-1967.
A historical and a pragma-dialectical
perspective.
THESIS SUMMARY
Vehement debates on the Holocaust between historians, other scholars and the general public are a recurring phenomenon of the past decades. Although regarded as problematic by many, there is no agreement among historians on what
precisely is problematic about these controversies; or on why
they keep occurring. More importantly, for all their discussion of the phenomenon, historians rarely scrutinise their
own role in these heated discussions. This study is intended
as a starting point for that scrutiny.
This study looks at the participation of historians in a controversy that Holocaust historians and other Holocaust scholars regard as one of the founding debates of their discipline:
the controversy on Hannah Arendt’s book Eichmann in Jerusalem. It studies historians from three countries where this
books was fervently discussed: the US, Germany and France.
The timespan of these three discussions are the years 19631967.
The three main questions this study answers are:
· 
How did the Arendt-controversy develop in the US, West
Germany and France?
· 
What is the organisation of the discussion of Arendt’s book
by historians?
· In their discussion, can one detect problems related to the
problematic character of the Arendt-controversy?
The historiography of this controversy raises more questions
than it answers. In addition, the controversy has been such
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a popular topic of discussion that a body of what one might
call controversy lore has come into being, with quite dominant misconceptions on the development of the discussion
and the positions of its participants. Finally, Arendt’s book
is still controversial, and misrepresentations of her positions
persist to this day. Before it turns to the role of historians in
this controversy therefore, chapters 2 and 3 of this study first
address those misrepresentations of Arendt’s positions; address the misconceptions of controversy lore; and fill gaps in
the historiography of the controversy.
Chapter 2 comprises a detailed survey of the controversial
issues in Eichmann in Jerusalem. It answers the questions:
• I n detail, what were the controversial issues in Arendt’s
book?
• H
 ow are Arendt’s controversial standpoints and arguments related in the larger context of the book?
Chapter 3 is a detailed historical analysis of the controversy.
Chapter 3 focuses on:
•

The controversy’s chronological development: how the
content and the atmosphere of the debate evolved over
time
• The content of the controversy: which issues were often
discussed, what arguments were often used
• The power play in the controversy between Arendt and her
opponents
• The problematic aspects of the discussion
After painting this detailed background, this study turns to
the examination of the participation of fifteen historian-reviewers in the Arendt-controversy. For this examination, this
study uses the pragma-dialectical theory and method of argumentation. Discussions of Holocaust controversies are
abundant among historians, but they are not very systematic. This study therefore attempts a more systematic analysis
and evaluation of these fifteen contributions to the debate.
Chapter 4 is a brief, general introduction to pragma-dialectical theory, explaining its basic tenets and how it is applied
in this study. In chapters 5 and 6, parts of the results of this
analysis and evaluation are presented. From the existing historiography, it is hard to tell which differences of opinion precisely were at the root of the Arendt-controversy – different
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historians give different answers. Chapter 5 therefore presents the organisation of the reviewers’ discussion of Arendt’s
book, on the basis of the overviews of the (reconstructed) argumentation structures of each of the reviews. Chapter 5 answers the questions:
•
•
•

 hich standpoints and arguments of Arendt’s do the fifW
teen historian-reviewers respond to?
What are their differences of opinion with Arendt on the
three controversial themes?
Which arguments for and against Arendt’s positions recur
between the fifteen reviews?

Chapter 6 presents fragments of the pragma-dialectical
analyses and evaluations of the individual reviews. It identifies procedural problems in the historians’ discussion of Arendt’s book, and also discusses how some participants attempt to counteract these problems. Chapter 6 answers the
questions:
•		Are there procedural problems in the fifteen reviews
that can be related to the problematic character of the
discussion?
•	How do discussants attempt to counteract problems in
the discussion?
Chapter 7 finally ties together the results of the general historical analysis of the Arendt-controversy and the specific
pragma-dialectical analyses and evaluations of the contributions of fifteen historians to this discussion. It discusses
the three main procedural problems that it has identified in
these historians’ discussion of Arendt’s book. It also presents
three important starting points for the historiography of the
Arendt-controversy, on the basis of these research results.
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EEN CONTROVERSE
OVER MOREEL OORDELEN
Vijftien historici in de controverse
over Hannah Arendts Eichmann
in Jerusalem in de VS, West-Duitsland
en Frankrijk, 1963-1967.
Een historisch en een pragmadialectisch perspectief
SAMENVATTING VAN HET PROEFSCHRIFT
Felle debatten over de Holocaust tussen historici, andere
wetenschappers en het grote publiek zijn een steeds terugkerend verschijnsel. Hoewel deze controversen door veel
historici als problematisch worden beschouwd, zijn ze het er
niet over eens wat er nu precies problematisch aan is, noch
over waarom dit soort discussies steeds maar weer losbarsten. Belangrijker nog is dat historici weliswaar veel discussiëren over het verschijnsel ’Holocaust-controversen’,
maar hun eigen aandeel in deze controversen zelden kritisch
beschouwen. Dit onderzoek wil daar een begin mee maken.
Het bestudeert de bijdrage van historici aan de controverse
over Hannah Arendts boek Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963); een
van de debatten waarop de geschiedschrijving van de Holocaust gegrondvest is. Het onderzoek kijkt naar historici uit
drie landen waar dit boek hevig werd bediscussieerd: de Verenigde Staten, West-Duitsland en Frankrijk. De discussies
in deze drie landen vonden plaats in de periode 1963-1967.
De geschiedschrijving over de Arendt-controverse
roept meer vragen op dan ze beantwoordt. Tegelijkertijd is
deze controverse al jaren een populair onderwerp, wat heeft
geresulteerd in een samenklitten van allerlei misvattingen
over het verloop van de discussie en de posities van haar
deelnemers. Bovendien is Arendts book nog steeds controversieel, en worden haar standpunten en argumenten tot op
de dag van vandaag verkeerd weergegeven. Dus voordat dit
onderzoek naar de bijdragen van historici kijkt, houdt het
zich eerst bezig met die vertekening van Arendts posities;
met andere populaire misvattingen over de controverse; en
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met de gaten in de geschiedschrijving van de controverse.
Hoofdstuk 2 geeft een gedetailleerd overzicht van de
controversiële stukken van Eichmann in Jerusalem. In de controverse werden bepaalde uitspraken van Arendt geïsoleerd,
en werden haar standpunten en argumenten vaak vertekend.
Om de vertekening tegen te gaan legt hoofdstuk 2 de nadruk
op de context waarin Arendt haar controversiële uitspraken
deed, namelijk de overkoepelende argumentatie waar haar
standpunten en argumenten onderdeel van zijn.
Hoofdstuk 3 presenteert een gedetailleerde historische analyse van de Arendt-controverse. Dit hoofdstuk is
opgebouwd rondom het chronologisch verloop van de controverse in de drie onderzochte landen. Het laat zien hoe de
inhoud en de sfeer van het debat veranderden; wat de meest
bediscussieerde onderwerpen waren, en welke argumenten
vaak terugkeerden; hoe Arendt en haar tegenstanders verwikkeld waren in een strijd om het verloop van de discussie
te beïnvloeden; en wat de problematische aspecten van de
discussie waren.
Deze twee hoofdstukken vormen de achtergrond
voor de bestudering van de bijdragen van vijftien historici
aan de controverse: vijf historici uit elk van de drie landen
die allemaal Arendts boek recenseerden. Om de vijftien historische recensies op een systematische manier te analyseren en te beoordelen gebruikt dit onderzoek de pragma-dialectische argumentatietheorie en methode. Hoofdstuk 4
legt heel in het kort uit wat de pragma-dialectische theorie
behelst en hoe de methode is toegepast in dit proefschrift.
Hoofdstukken 5 en 6 presenteren vervolgens een deel van de
resultaten van de pragma-dialectische analyse en beoordeling van de vijftien teksten.
Uit de bestaande geschiedschrijving is moeilijk te
destilleren welke meningsverschillen nu precies ten grondslag lagen aan de Arendt-controverse – verschillende historici geven verschillende antwoorden op die vraag. Daarom geeft hoofdstuk 5 de opbouw weer van de discussie van
de vijftien historici over Arendts boek. Deze weergave kwam
tot stand door het vergelijken van de (gereconstrueerde) argumentatiestructuren van de recensies (zie ook Appendix
III); en door de argumentatie van de vijftien recensenten te
vergelijken met de argumentatie in Arendts boek. Zo kan
hoofdstuk 5 precies laten zien op welke standpunten en argumenten van Arendt deze historici reageerden; wat hun precieze meningsverschillen waren met Arendt over de contro-
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versiële onderwerpen; en welke argumenten voor en tegen
Arendt steeds terugkeren in deze recensies.
Hoofdstuk 6 richt zich vervolgens op de problematische aspecten van de discussie. Dit hoofdstuk presenteert
stukken uit de pragma-dialectische analyse en beoordeling
van de vijftien recensies. In deze stukken wordt duidelijk dat
(en waar) er zich procedurele problemen bevinden in de bijdragen van de historici; maar ook dat (en hoe) sommige
deelnemers proberen om deze problemen tegen te gaan.
Hoofdstuk 7 brengt alles samen: de resultaten van de
historische analyse van de Arendt-controverse als geheel, en
de resultaten van de pragma-dialectische analyses en beoordelingen van de specifieke bijdragen van vijftien historici aan
de discussie. Dit hoofdstuk bespreekt in het kort de drie belangrijkste hindernissen in de discussie van Arendts boek
door de vijftien historici. Op basis van deze onderzoeksresultaten presenteert het ook drie belangrijke uitgangspunten
voor de toekomstige geschiedschrijving van de Arendt-controverse.
In de epiloog ten slotte komt het heden aan bod: in
hoeverre zijn de onderwerpen uit de Arendt-controverse nog
steeds controversieel?
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