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“There is nothing either good or bad, 
but thinking makes it so” (Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 2)

THE above Shakespeare quote can be interpreted in different ways. Does it mean that since ideas are human concepts, 
good and bad do not exist in reality but only in  our minds? An optimist sees the glass as half full; a pessimist thinks it is 
half empty. A lion captures and eats a gazelle: that is good for the lion but bad for the gazelle. But it could also have a 
slightly different meaning. Does it imply that thinking a problem through prevents us from doing bad things? Thus 
Hamlet’s delay in seeking justice for his father’s murder is explained by his gnawing thought that killing Claudius 
would be merely a private revenge and therefore wrong.
       The German philosopher Hannah Arendt (1906-75) might agree with this second interpretation. At the climax of 
Margarethe von Trotta’s film about the German Jewish philosopher starring Barbara Sukowa, she tells her students: 
“this inability to think created the possibility for many ordinary men to commit evil deeds on a gigantic scale, the 
likes of which one had never seen before... The manifestation of the wind of thought is not knowledge but the ability 
to tell right from wrong, beautiful from ugly. And I hope that thinking gives people the strength to prevent 
catastrophes in these rare moments when the chips are down”.
      Trotta, whose previous female biopic subjects include the revolutionary socialist Rosa Luxemburg and the 
medieval composer and mystic Hildegard of Bingen (both also played by Barbara Sukowa), concentrates on the 
period in Arendt’s life in the early 1960s when she was writing about the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the ‘Administrator 
for Jewish Affairs’, who oversaw the logistics and transportation  of Jews to the camps. Eichmann was captured by 
Mossad and put on trial in Jerusalem. Arendt was living in  New York with her second husband Heinrich Blücher 
(Axel Milberg), with whom she had escaped from a detention centre in France in 1941, and since 1950 was a 
naturalized citizen of the United States. She suggested to the editor of the New Yorker William Shawn (Nicholas 
Woodeson) that she could go and cover the trial. He agreed and five articles appeared in 1963, followed later that 
year by a book, Eichmann in Jerusalem.
       These writings caused considerable controversy because to many Jews it seemed as if ‘hard-hearted Hannah’ was 
trivialising the Holocaust with her phrase the ‘banality of evil’, excusing Eichmann’s crimes and, if anything, blaming 
the Jews themselves because some of them –  including leaders of the Judenräte, the Jewish councils set up by the 
Nazis in occupied territories  – collaborated with the Germans. 
   Particularly painful to Arendt was the reaction of some of her friends. In  the film, we see Hans Jonas Ulrich 
Noethen), a fellow German refugee and colleague, breaking with her, and when she travels to Israel to  see another 
lifelong friend, the gravely ill Kurt Blumenfeld  (Michael Degen), he turns his back on her. She becomes acutely aware 
of the words of her former teacher, lover and  later Nazi sympathiser Martin Heidegger that “thinking is a lonely 
business”.
      Arguably, however, history has vindicated  Arendt’s basic thesis that Eichmann was not the evil mastermind of the 
Final Solution but a weak bureaucrat who “never realized  what he was doing”. It is often said  that she erred in 
taking Eichmann at his word that he was simply following orders and  that he was more anti-semitic than he 
admitted. But this is not really the point. Her argument was that he lacked the imagination and critical intelligence to 
think outside fixed practical frames and consider the full consequence of his actions. As her friend Mary McCarthy 
suggests, calling someone a monster does not make him more guilty but actually makes him less so by classifying him 
with beasts and  devils. If Eichmann and his cohorts were psychopathic monsters, it would be easy to  externalise the 
evils the Nazis committed. ‘Evil’ would be defined  simply as whatever acts of barbarism are committed by those 
kinds of beasts. However, Arendt’s analysis implies that under the wrong sort of circumstances, most of us are 
capable of the wrong sort of actions.
     The Italian Jewish writer Primo Levi, himself an inhabitant of Auschwitz in 1944-45, took a similar view. In The 
Drowned and the Saved (1987), he wrote of the SS: “Save for exceptions, they were not monsters, they had our 
faces, but they had  been  reared badly. They were, for the greater part, diligent followers and functionaries: some 
fanatically convinced of the Nazi doctrine, many indifferent, or fearful of punishment, or desirous of a good career, 
or too  obedient. All of them had been subjected to  the terrifying miseducation provided for and imposed by the 
schools created in accordance with the wishes of Hitler and his collaborators, and then completed by the SS drill”.
      Experiments in the United States by Stanley Milgram (Obedience to  Authority) and Philip  Zimbardo (The Lucifer 
Effect) offer further support for this judgment. Milgram writes: “I must conclude that Arendt’s conception of the 
banality of evil comes closer to  the truth than one might dare imagine”. As Zimbardo puts it, “any deed that any 
human being has ever committed, however horrible, is possible for any of us – under the right or wrong situational 
circumstances. That knowledge does not excuse evil; rather, it democratizes it, sharing its blame among ordinary 
actors rather than declaring it the province only of deviants and despots”.
     Von Trotta’s film is a movie about ideas which  tries to penetrate the mind of a complex thinker. True, philosophers 
and intellectuals aren’t ‘sexy’ subjects, so Hannah Arendt swims against the stream of mindless entertainment that 
generally passes for film art today: we might even say that it challenges the banality of modern cinema. But this is no 
plodding docudrama. On the contrary, it is stimulating and has a stirring, uplifting climax. Barbara Sukowa gives a 
passionate, intense performance, with much smoking of cigarettes, typing and staring at the ceiling.



     Joshua Oppenheimer’s film The Act of Killing, which won the best documentary award at the 2014 Baftas, might 
lend further support for Arendt’s assumptions that evil acts are often  banal and that goodness is inherent in  the 
activity and practice of thinking. It investigates how a million Indonesians were killed in 1965-66 at the instigation of 
the military who overthrew the government and who are still in power today. Its approach is to persuade some of the 
local criminals who formed death squads and massacred communists and ethnic Chinese to script and restage their 
murders. 
      The main character in this chilling film is Anwar Congo, a member of the Pancasila Youth  which operated in 
Northern Sumatra. He enthusiastically demonstrates how he and  his henchmen slaughtered hundreds, and then 
dreams up musical fantasy scenes designed to celebrate their victories, including a chorus-line emerging from the 
maw of a giant fish and dancers swaying in front of a waterfall to the strains of Born Free.
      These vignettes are sometimes repetitive, sometimes darkly comic, often  surreal. On the surface, Anwar lives a 
happy, affectionate life with his grandchildren, helping them to feed  the ducks. But we discover that he is haunted by 
what he has done and has trouble sleeping. He begins to  feel that the experiment is making him look bad. He even 
says that playing the role of victim for one scene makes him feel what his real victims must have felt.  Finally, he leads 
the documentary crew to a rooftop where he had slaughtered  many men by his preferred  method of wire 
strangulation. The full weight of his past actions suddenly hits him, and  he heaves and retches up his tortured  soul. 
Here is a lone man spitting out cries of disgust as his dream has turned into a nightmare.
     At least in the case of Anwar, the act of recreation has brought a perpetrator of genocide face to face with the full 
horror of his actions and has forced him to think about what he has done and accept individual responsibility. Yes, 
indeed, thinking is a lonely business, especially when you are fighting the demons of your wicked past.


