Hannah Arendt (1906—1975)

Thinking and Judging

Arendt distinguishes (knowing or understanding) versus (thinking or reasoning).

Knowing or understanding yields positive knowledge. It is the quest for knowable truths on the basis of what can be verified in the everyday world. 

By contrast, reason or thinking pushes us beyond knowledge. Thinking constantly posits questions that cannot be answered from the standpoint of knowledge, but which we nonetheless cannot refrain from asking. 

For Arendt, thinking or reason in fact is what characterizes a crucially important aspect of human existence. It is a feature of human life that in fact makes us civilized, open to others and able to be fully human, namely:

the quest to understand the meaning of our world, a ceaseless and restless activity of questioning, that which any truly human person encounters. 

The value of thinking is not that it yields positive results that are fixed or settled. Rather, thinking constantly returns to question again and again the meaning that we give to experiences, actions and circumstances. 

This type of thinking, according to Arendt, forms an integral part of the exercise of political responsibility. And we’ll see that it was precisely the failure of this ability to exercise thought that characterized what Arendt calls the “banality” of Eichmann’s tendency to be able to participate in political evil.

The connected so-called faculty of judgment is inter-connected with thinking, although distinct from it. Judgment must be understood as operating in a political [broadly construed] context.

Arendt is concerned with the crisis of judgment in the modern era.

Arendt claims that “world alienation” characterizes our modern era. This era has seen the destruction of a consistent (i) institutional world and (ii) an experiential world, both of which, if they existed, could provide a stable context for humans to organize their collective existence. 

Now it’s also true that for Arendt, human action is the capacity to bring what is new, unexpected, and unanticipated into the world. And since action can introduce what is spontaneous and new, it can constantly threaten to challenge or to exceed our existing categories of understanding or also of judgment. (But need BOTH action and judgment)
The problem is that precedents and rules cannot help us judge properly what is unprecedented and new.

For Arendt, re. action, our categories and standards of thought have always been potentially in danger, and inadequate, regarding what it is in the world/in our experience that they are called on to judge. 

However, this lack of judgment reaches a crisis point in the 20th century since there have been so many repeated monstrous and unprecedented events. E.g., (i) the mass destruction of both World Wars, (ii) the development of technologies which threaten global annihilation, (iii) the rise of totalitarianism, (iv) the murder of millions in the Nazi death camps and (v) Stalin’s purges have effectively exploded our existing standards for moral and political judgment. 

Tradition lies absolutely shattered around us and the established framework within which understanding and judging arose in the past is now gone. 

In this light Arendt asks on what basis can one judge such unprecedented, previously inconceivable and monstrous events ( such as (i) – (v) above) which defy our established understandings and experiences.

If we can exercise judgment at all now, it must now be without preconceived categories and without the set of customary rules which is morality.

And it is exactly JUDGMENT  - an independent human faculty, not relying on (previously established) law and public opinion - that must bail us out by judging in a new and often spontaneous way, in order to cope w/ the kinds of problems mentioned in (i) – (v).

However, Arendt is looking for a reflective judgment that requires us to set aside matters of personal liking and private interest and instead judge from the perspective of what we share in common with others, so that we have to be disinterested. 

This disinterested and publicly-minded political judgment makes use of imagination since it is concerned with what is common between humans, and not concerned as such with what is the actual world of facts. 

Eichmann and the “Banality of Evil”

In light of what has been discussed above, Arendt uses the phrase “the banality of evil” to characterize Eichmann’s actions in his role as chief architect and executioner of Hitler’s genocidal final solution for the “Jewish problem.
Arendt’s point here is to emphasize that it is false to think of the Nazi’s atrocities as having emanated from a malevolent will to do evil, and a  delight in murder. 
For Arendt, Eichmann at his trail came to be willingly involved with the program of genocide through a failure or absence of the faculties of sound thinking and judgment. 
From Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, Arendt concluded that far from exhibiting a malevolent hatred of Jews which could have accounted psychologically for his participation in the Holocaust, Eichmann was an utterly innocuous individual. He operated unthinkingly, following orders, efficiently carrying them out, with no consideration of their effects upon those he targeted.
Due to a lack of judgment, the human dimension of these genocidal activities was not even considered, and so the extermination of the Jews became indistinguishable from any other bureaucratically assigned task, and discharged responsibility for Eichmann and those under him.

That is, for Arendt, Eichmann was incapable of exercising the kind of judgment that would have made his victims’ suffering real or apparent for him. 
It was not the presence of hatred that enabled Eichmann to perpetrate the genocide, but the absence of imagination that made the human and moral dimensions of his activities intangible for him. 
Eichmann failed to exercise his capacity of thinking, of having an internal dialogue with himself which would have permitted self-awareness of the evil nature of his deeds. True judgment would have required Eichmann to exercise his imagination so as to contemplate the nature of his deeds from the experiential standpoint of his victims.
