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PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
UNDER DICTATORSHIP

To begin, I vant ro cornment on the rather furious €ontloversy

touched off by rny book E c,t nana ia Jaualen. I deltberately use

the words'louched off." ratler than the word "caused," for a

large part of the controversy was devoted to a book that was

never written. My 6rst readion, therefore, was to dismiss the

whole affair with the fanous words of an Austrian wic "There

is nothing so entertaining as the discussion of a book nobody

has read." As this went on, however, and asr esPecially in its
later stages, there were more and more voices who not only

attacked me for what I had never said but, on the contrary, began

to defend me for it, it dawned on me that there might be more

to this slighdy eerie exercise than sensation or entenainment. It
seemed to me also that more than "emotions" were involved, that

is, more than honest misunderstandings tlat in some instances

caused an authentic brealdown of comrnunication between author

and teader-and more too than the distonions and falsifications

of interest groups, which were nuch less afraid of my book than

that it might initiate an impanial and detailed funh€r examination

of the period in question.

The controversy invariably raised all kinds of stricdy rnoral

issues, many of which had never occurred to ne, whereas others

had been mentioned by me only in passing. I had given a factual



RESPONSIBILITY

account of the trialr and even the book's subride, A Repoft M tAe

B@aht of Ey;/, seened to me so glaringly borne out by $e fa€ts
of the case that I felt n needed no funher explanation. I had
pointed to a fact which I felt was shocking because it contradicrs
our theories concerning evil, hence to something true but not
pJausible.

I had somehow taken it for granted that ve all still believe vith
Socrates that it is bener to suffer dran to do *rong. This belief
turned out to be a mistake. There was a widespread convicrion
that it is impossible to wirhstand tempration of any kind, that none
of us could be trusted or even be expected to be trusrwonhy when
the chips are down, that to be rempted and ro be forced are almost
the same, whereas in the words of Mary McCanhy, who first spoc
ted this fallacy: "If somebody points a gun at you and says, ,Kill

your friend or I will kill you,' he is umpting yoq that is all." And
while a temptation where one's life is at stake nay be a legal
excuse for a crime, it certainly is not a moral iustGcation. Finally,
and in a *ay most surprisingly, since after all we dealt with a triat
whose result invariably was the passing of judgment, I was rold
that ludging itself is wrong. no one can iudge who had nor been
there. This, incidentally, was Eichmann's own argument against
the district coun's judgment. Vrhen told rhat there had been alter-
natives and that he could have escaped his murderous dutieg he
insisted that these were postwar legends born of hindsight and

supponed by people who did not know or had forgonen how
things had actually been.

There are a number of reasons why the discussion of the right
or the abiliry to judge touches on the most inponant moral issue.

Two things are involved here Firct, how can I tell right frorD
wrong, if the majority or rny whole environment has preiudged
the issxe? WAo an I tojulge?And second, to what extent, if ar all,

Peftmdl R.s?otuili liy Unlet Dnhtot hip

can we judge past events or occunences at which we were not

presentl As rc &e lafter, it seems glaringly obvious that no hiso-
riography and no counroom procedure would be possille at all if
we denied ourselves this capability. One might go a step further

and maintain that there are very few instances in which, in using

orr capacity to judge, we do not judge by hindsight, and again tlis
is equally mre of the historiognpher as it is of the trial judge,

who may have good reasons ro mistrust eyewitner\ accounts or

the judgrnent of those who were present, Moreover, since this

question of judging without b€ing present is usually coupled with

the accilsation of anogance, who has ever maintained that by

judging a wrong I presuppose that I myself would be incapable of
committing itl Even the ludge who condemns a nan for murder

rnay still say, and there but for the grace of God go I!

Thus, prima facie, all this looks like elaborate nonsense, but

when many people, without having been rnanipulated, begin ro

talk nonsense, and if intelligent people are among them, there is

usually rnore involved rhan just nonsense. There exists in our

society a widespread fear of iudging dnt has nod ng whatever to

do with the biblical "Judge not, that ye be not judged," and if this

fear speals in terms of 'casting the 6rst stone," it tales d s word

in vain. For behind the unwillingness to judge lurks the suspicion

that no one is a free agent, and hence the doubt that anyone

is responsible or could be expected to ansver for what he has

done. The moment moral issues are raised, even in passing, he

who raises them will be confronted with this frightful lack of self-

confidence and hence of pride, and also with a kind of mocL-

modesty that in saflng, V/ho am I to judgel actually means We're

all alike, equally bad, and those who try or pretend that they try
to remain halfway decent are either saints or hypocrites, and in

either case should leave us alone. Hence the huge outcry the
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momenr anyone fixes specific blame on some panicular person
instead of blaming all deeds or events on historical trends and
dialectical movements, in shon on some mysteriols necessity rhat
works behind the bach of men and besrolrs upon everything
they do some kind of deeper meaning. As long as one traces rhe
roots of what Hitler did back to Plato or Gioacchino da Fiore or
Hegel or Nietzsche, or to mod€rn science and echnology, or to
nihilism or the French Revolution, everything is all nght. But the
momeni one calls Hitler a mass murderer-conceding, ofcourse,
that this particular mass rnurderer was politica y very gifted and
also that the whole phenomenon of the Third Reich cannot be
explained solely on the grounds of vho Hitler was and how he
influenced people-there is general agreement that such judg-
ment of the person is vulgar, lacks sophistication, and should not
be perrnitted to interfere with the interpretation of History Thus,
to give you another exarnple from a contemporary controversy,
the argument of Rolf Hochhutdsptay Tte Deputy, in which pope

Pius XII stands accused of his singular silence at rhe time of the
great massacres of Jews in the East, was imrnediately countered,
and not only by outcries frorn the Catholic hierarchy, which after
all is understandable. It was also countered by the fatsifications of
the born image rnakers: Hochhuth, it has been said, accused the
pope as the chief culprit in order to exctlpate Hitler and the Ger_
rnan people, which is a simple unrrurh. More significant in our
context has been the reproach that it is "of course" superficial to
accuse the pope, all of Christianity stands accused; or ev€n more
to dre point: "No doubt, rhere is ground for serious accusation,
but the defendant is rhe whole human race.,,* The poinr I wish to

'Robed \velMh) "Ein Delbchet \':gl dqpzp{ 
^n- 

in Suma inda at t Dufi. td
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raise here goes beyond the well-known fallacy of the concept of
collective guilt as first applied to the Gernan people and its col-

lective past-all of Germany stands accused and the whole of
Gerrnan history fron Lutherto Hitler vhich in pracrice rurned

into a highly effective whitewash of all those who had actually

done something, for vhere all are guilty, no one is. You have only

to put Christianity or the whole human race into the place origi-
nally reserved for Gerrnany to see, or so it would seem, the

alsurdity of the concept, for now not even the cernans ar€

guilty any longer: no one at all is for whom we have so much as a

name instead of the concept of collective guilt. What I wish to
point out, in addition to these considerations, is how deep-seated

the fear of passing judgrnent, of naming names, and of fixing

blame especially, alas, upon people in power and high position,

dead or alive-must be if such desperate intellectual maneuvers

are being called upon for help. For is it not obvious that Christian-

ity has survived rather handsomely many popes wh
than Pius XII, precisely because it was never all of Christianity

that stood accusedi And what shall one say of those who would

rather throw all mankind out of the window, as it were, in order to

save one man in high position, and to save him from the acdsa-

tion not even of having committed a c me, but merely of an

admittedly grave sin of omissionl

It is fomrnate and wise that no law exists for sins of omis-

sion and no human coun is called upon to sit in judgrnent over

them. But it is equally fortunate that there exists still one instiru-

tion in society in which it is well-nigh impossible to evade issues

of personal responsibility, where all justiGcations of a nonspe-

cific, abstract nature-frorn tlre Zeitgeist down to the Oedipus

complex breal dovn, wh€rc not systems or trends or onginal

sin are judged, but men of flesh and blood liLe you and me, whose

fl
:',



RESPONSIBII-ITY

deeds are of course stilt human deeds but who appear before a tri_
bunal because they have brokm some law whose maintenance we
regard as essenrial for rhe integrity of our comrnon humanity.
Legal and moral issues are by no means the same, but they have a
certain affinity with each other because they both presuppose the
power of judgrnent- No cour*oom reponer, if he knows what he
is doing, can avoid becoming involved in these questions. How
can we tell right from wrong, independent of knowledge of the
lawi And how can we judge without hawing been in the same

It is at this point that I think it would be proper to make my sec-
ond personal remarl. If the heat caused by my -sirting in iudg_
ment" has p.oved, as I rhink it has, how uncornfonable most of us
are when confronted with moral issues, I better admir that nothe
least uncomfiortable one is myself My early intellectual forrnation
occuned in an atmosphere where nobody paid much attention to
moral questions; we vere brought up under the assumption: Do
Morali:cAe yersteht siA w rel6g, moral conduct is a maner of
course. I still remernber qite well rny own louthful opinion of
the moral rectiiude we usually c_all character; all insistence on
such virtue would have appeared to me as phitistine, b€cause rhis,
too, we thought was a matter of course and hence of no great
imponance-not a decisive qualiry for instance, in the evaluation
of a given person. To be sure, every once in a while we were con_
fronted with moral weahesq with lack of steadfastness or lov_
alty, with tbis curious, alrnosr autonatic l€lding,rd.. p.""";,
especially of punlc opinion, which is so syrnptomatic of the edu_
cated strata of certain societies, but we had no idea how serious
such thlngs were and least of all where they could lead. Ve did
not know much about the nature of these phenomena, ard I am
afraid we cared even less. Well, it turned out that we would be

Pannal Rcspoui&ilfu U e. DitutorcAiP

given ample opportunity to learn. For my generation and people

of my origin, the lesson began in 1933 and it ended not when just

German Jews but the whole wodd had been given notice of mon-

strosities no one believed possille at the beginning. Vhat we have

learned since, and it is by no means unimportant, can be counted

as additions and ramifcations of th€ knowledge acquired during

those first ffelve years, from 1933 to 
'945. 

Many of us hav€

needed the last twenry years in order to com€ to terms with what

happened, not in 1933,butin r94I and 1942 and rg43,uPtothebit-

rcr end. And by this, I do not mean personal grief and sotroq but

the horror itself to which, as we can see now, none of the con-

cerned parties has as yet been able to reconcile itself. The Ger-

mans have coined for this whole complex tie highly questionable

term of their "unmastered past." Vell, it looks as though today,

after so many years, this German past has turned out to temain

somehow unmanageable for a good part of the civilized world. At
rhe time rhe horror itself, in its naked monstrosity, seened not

only to me but to many others to tianscend all moral categories

and to explode all standards of jurisdiction; it was something men

could neither punish adequately nor forgive. And in this speech-

less horror, I fear, ve all tended to forget dre stricdy moral and

manageable lessons ve had been taught before, and would be

taught again, in innumerable discussiong both inside and outside

ln order to clari$ the distinction between the speechless hor-

ror, in which one learns nothing, and the not at all horrible

bur frequently disgusting experi€nces where people's conduct is

open to normal judgrnents, l€t me first mention a fact which is

obvious and yet rarely mentioned. What mattered in our early,

nontheoretical education in morality was never the conduct of the

true culprit of whorn even t}ren no one in his right mind could
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expect orher than the worst. Thus we were ourraged, but nor

morally disturbed, by the bestial behavior of the $orm toopers
in the concentration camps and the tornrre cellars of the secret

police, and it would have been strange indeed ro grow rnorally
indignant over the speeches of the Nazi bigwigs in power, whose

opinions had been common knowledge for years. The new regime
posed to us then nothing more than a very complex political prob-
lem, one aspect of which was the intnsion of criminaliry into the

public realm. I thin! we were also prepared for the consequenc€s

of ruthless terror and we would gladly have admitted dut this
kind of fear is likely to make cowards of most men. All this was

terrible and dangerous, but it posed no rnoral problems. The
moral issue arose only with the phenornenon of "coordination,"
that is, not with fear-inspired hlpocrisy, but with this very early
eagerness not to miss the train of History with this, as it were,

honest overnight change of opinion that befell a great malority of
public figures in all walks of life and all rarnifications of culture,
accompanied, as ir was, by an incredible ease r.ith which lifelong
friendships were broken and discarded. In brief, what disturbed us

e/as the behavior not of our enemies but of our friends, who had

done nothing to bring this situation about. They we.e not respon-

sible for the Nazis, they were only impressed by the Nazi success

and unalle to pit their own judgment against the verdicr of His-
tory as rhey read it. Vithour taking inro account the almost uni-
versal breaLdown, not of personal responsibiliry, but of personal
judgnent in the early xages of the Nazi regime, it is impossible to
undentand what actually happened- It is true that many of these

people were quickly disenchanted, and it is well known rhat mosr
of dre men of July ro, 1944, who paid with their lives for their
conspiracy against Hitl€r, had been connected with the regime at

some time or other. Still, I thinl this early rnoral disintegrarion in

Percnal R*podbiliry Undu Dict"nrhip

German society, hardly perceptible to &e outsider' was like a kind

of dress rehearsal for is total breakdown, which was to occur du-

ing the war years.

I brought these personat maners to your attention in order to

lay myself open, not to the accusation of arrogance, which I think

is beside the point,but to the more jusdfiable doubt whether pee

ple vrith so little mental or conceptual preparation for moral issues

are at all qualified to discuss them. We had to learn everydring

from scratch, in the raw, as it were that is, without the helP of

categories and general rules under which to subsume our exPeri-

ences. There stand, however' on the other side of the fence, all

those who were fully qualiied in natt€rs of morality and held

them in the highest esteem. Th€se PeoPle Proved not only to be

incapable of learning anything; but worse' yielding easily to

temptation, they most convincingly demonstrated through their

application of traditional concepts and ltrdsticks during and after

the fac! how inadequate these had become, how litde' as we shall

see, they hadbeen framed or inended to be aPplied to conditions

as rhey actually arose. The more these things are discussed, the

clearer itbecomes,I thinl, that we actually 6nd ourselves here in

a position between the devil and thedeep sea.

To give at this Point but one Particular instan'e of oDr bedevil-

ment in all these mattersi consider the question of legal punish-

ment, punishm€nt that is usually iustified on one of the following

grounds: the need of society to be protected against crime' the

improvement of the crininal, the deterring force of the warning

example for potential cdminals, and, 6nally, retributiv€ justice. A

mornent of refection will convince you that none of these

grounds is valid for the punishment of the so-called war crini-

nals: these people were not oidinary criminals and bardyanyone

of them can reasonably be expected to commit further crirnes;
I
I
I
F

u
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societyis in noneed of being protected fron them. That they can
be improved through prison sentences is even less likely tlun in
the case of ordinary criminals, and as to rhe possibility of deter_
ring such criminals in rhe furure, the chances agin are dismalty
small in view of the extraordinary circumstances under which
these crimes werc committed or might be comrnitted in the future.
Even the notion of retribution, the only nonutilitarian reason
given for legal punishment and hence sornehow out of tune with
curent legal thoughq is hardly appticable in view of the magni_
tude of rhe crine. And yet, though none of the reasons for pun_
ishment which we usually invole is valid, our sense of lustice
would find it intolerable to forego punishment and let those who
murdered thousands and hundreds of thousands and rnillions go
scot-free. If this were nothing but a desire for revenge, it would be
ridiculous, quite apart from the fact rhar rhe law and the punish-
menr ir metes our app€ared on earth in order to break the unend-
ing vicious circle of vengeance. Thus, here we are, demanding
and rneting out punishmenr in accordance wirh our sense of jus_

tice, while, on rhe other hand, this sarne sense of justice informs
us that all our previous notions about punishment and itsiustifica-
tions have failed us.

To rerurn to my personal reflections on who should be quatified
to discuss such matters: is it those who have standards and norms
which do not fit the experience, or drose who have nothing to fall
back upon but their exaerience, an experience, moreover, unpaF
terned by preconceived conceptsi How can you thinl, and even
more imponant in our context, how can you iudg€ without holding
on to preconceived standards, norms, and general rules under
which the particular cases and instances can be subsunedt Or to
put it differently, what happens to tbe hunan faculty of judgment
when it is faced with occurrences that spell the breakdo!,,n of all

P*wl Raporib;lity Ualet Dianot,Aip

customary srandards aad hence are unprecedented in the sense that

they are not fores€en in Lhe general rules. not even as excepbons

from such rulesl A valid arswer to thesr questions would have to

stan with an analysis of the still very mFterious nature of human

judgment, of what it can and what it cannot achieve. For only if we

assume that drere exists a hunan faculty which enables us to iudge
rationally widrout being canied away by either emotion or self-

interest, and which at the same time functions spontaneously, that

is to say, is not bound by standards and rules under which particu-

lar cases are simply sulsumed, but on the contrary, produces its

own principles by virtue of the judging activity itself; only under

this assumption can we risk ourselves on this very slippery moral

$ound with some hop€ of finding a firrn footing.

Luckily for me, our topic tonight does not require that I offer

you a philosophy of iudgment. But €ven a resticted approach to

the problem of noraliry and its foundations demands the c1ari6-

cation of one general question as well as a few distinctions which,

I fear. are not genemlly accepted. The generalquesrion concerns

the 6rst pan of my title: "Personal Responsibility." This tern
must be understood in contrast to political responsibilitv which

every government assurnes for the deeds and misdeeds of its
predecessor and every nation foi the deeds and misdeeds of the

past. When Napoleon, s€izing power in France after the revolu-

tion, said: I shall assume dre responsibility for ever,'thing France

ever did from Louis the Saint to the Commiftee of Pullic Safety,

he only stated a litde emphatically one of the basic facts of all

politic.al life. And as for fie nation, it is obvious that every g€nera-

tion, by vimre of being born into a historical continuum, is bur-

dened by dle sins of the fathers as it is blessed with the deeds of
th€ ancestors. Vhoever tales upon himself political responsibility

will always corne to the point where he says with Hamlet:
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The time is out of joint: O cursed spite

Thareverl wasborn to set it right!

To set the time aright means to renew the world. and this we can

do because we allarrived at one time or anorher as newcomers in
a world which was there before us and will still be there when we
are gone, when we shall have left its burden to our successors. But
this is not the kind of responsibility I am tatling about here; it is
not personal, stictly speaLing, and it is only in a rnetaphorical
sense that we can say welel guilty for the sins of our fath€rs or
our people or of mankind, in shon for deeds *e have rcr done.
Moraliy speaking, it is as wrong to feet guilty without having
done anything specific as it is to feel free of allguilt if ooe actua y
is guihy of sonething. I have always regarded it as th€ quintes-
sence of moral confusion that during the postwar period in cer_
many rbose who personally were completely innocent assured
each other and the world at large how guilty $ey felt, while very
few of the criminals were prepared to admit even rhe slightest
remorse. The result of this sponraneous adrnission of collective
guilt was of course a very effective, rhough unintended, white-
wash of those who laldone somerhing: as ve have already seen,

where all are guilty, no one is. And when we heard, in the recent
discussion in Germany alour an extension of the starute of limira-
tions for the Nazi murderers, how the minister of iustice coun-
tered any such ext€nsion with the argurnent thar further zeal in
looking for what the Gerrnans call ,.tbe murderers among us"
would only rcsult in moral cornplacency among the Germans who
are not murderers (Der Sp iegel, no.5, r9q,p. z),t\atis, in those
who are innocent, we see at once how dangerous this moral con_
fusion can becone. The argument is not new. A few years back,
the execution of the death sentence for Eichmann aroused wide_

Pet'o"al Re'p" ibihy Undu Dnnnrhip

spread opposition, on the grounds that it might ease the con-

scien€e of ordinary Germans and "serve to expiate the guilt felt

by many young persons in Germany," as Manin Buber put it.

Vell, if young people in Gerrnany, too young to have done any-

ng at all, lrl guilty, they are either wrong, confused, or they

are plalng intellectual games. There is no such thing as collective

guilt or collective innocence; guilt and innocence mal.e sense only

if applied to individuals.

RecentlS during the discussion of the Eichmann trial, these

comparatively simple matters have been complicated through

what I'll call the cog-drmry. When we describe a political system-
how it works, the relations between the various branches of
government, how the huge bureaucratic machinenes function of
which the channels of command are pan, and how the civilian and

the military and the police forces are interconnected, to mention

only outstanding characte;stica-it is inevitabl€ that i/e speak of
all persons used by the system in terms of cogs ard wheels that

keep the adrninistration running. Each cog, that is, each person,

must be expendable wirhout changing the system. an a(sumption

underlying all bureaucracies, all civil services, and all functions

properly speaking. This vie*?oint is the vie*?oint of political

science, and if we accrse or rather evaluate in its frarne of refer-

ence, we speak of good and bad systerns and our criteria are the

freedom or the happiness or the degree of panicipation of the

citizens, but the question of the personal responsibility of those

who run the whole affair is a marginal issue. Here it is indeed tru€

what all the defendants in the postwar rials said to exose them-

selves: if I had not done it, sornebody else could and would have.

For in any dictatorship, Iet alone a totalitarian dictatorship

€ven the co'Dparatively small number of decision makers who can

still be named in norrnal governmenr has shrunk to the 6gure of
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One, while all institutions and bodies rhat initiate control over or
rati$' executive decision havebeen abolished.In the Third Reich,
at any rate, there was only one manwbodid and could make deci_
sions and hence was politically fully responsible, That was Hitler
himself whq therefore, not in a 6tof megalomania but quite mr_
recdy once described himself as the onty rnan in all Germany who
was irreplaceable. Everybody else from high to low who had any-
thing to do with public affairs was in fact a cog, whet}erhe knew
it or not. Does this mean thar nobody else could be held person_
ally responsiblei

Wlen I went to Jerusalem to attend the Eichmann trial. I felt
rhat it was the great advantage of courtroorn procedure ttut this
whole cog-business maLes no sense in irs setting, and therefore
forces us to look at atl these questions from a differenr point of
view. To be sure, that the defense would try to plead that Eich_
mann was but a small cog was predictable; rfiat the defendant him-
self would thinl in these terms was probable, and he did so up to
a point; whereas the attempr of the prosecution to make of him
the biggest cog ever-worse and more inponant rhan Hitler
was an unexpected curiosity. The judges did what was right and
proper, they discarded the whole notion, and sq incidentally, did
I, all blarne and praise to the contrary notwithstanding. For, as t}e
judges took great pains to point out explicitly, in a courtrcom
there is no sysrem on rial, no Historyor historical trend, no ism,
anti-Semitism for instance, buta person, and if the defendant hap_

pens to be a functionary he stands accused precisely because even
a functionary is still a human being, and it is in rhis capaciry that
he stands trial. Obviously, in most criminal orpnizarions the
small cogs are actualty committing rhe big crimes, and one could
even argue thar one of the characterisrics of the organiz€d crirni_
nality of the Third Reich was that it demanded rangible proof of
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criminal implication of all its servants, and not only of the lower

echelons- Hence, the question addressed by the cour o the d€fen-

dantis,Did you, such and such, an individualwiih a name, a date,

and place of binh, identifiable and by that tolen not expendable,

comnit the crime you stand accused of, and Why did you do itt
If the defendant answers: "It was not I as a person who did it, I
had neither the will nor the power to do anything out of my
own initiative; I was a mere cog, expendable, everybody in my
place would have done it; that I stand before this tribunal is an

acciden/ tnis answer will be ruled out as immaterial. If the

defendant were permitted to plead either guilty or not guilty as

representing a system, he would indeed becone a scapegoat-

(Eichnann himself wished to become a scapegoat he proposed

to hang hirnself publicly and to take all "sins" upon himsell The
coun denied him this last occasion for elaring sentiments.) In
every bureaucratic system the shifiing of responsibilities is a rnat-

ter of daily routine, and if one wishes to de6ne bureaucracy in
terms of political science, that is, as a forrn of government-tie
rule of o66ces, as contrasted to dre rule of men, of one man, or of
tle few, or of the many-bureaucracy unhappily is the rule of
nobody and for this very reason perhaps the least hurnan and most

cruel form of rulership But in the courtroom, rhese definitions

are of no avail. For to the answer: "Not I but the system did it in
which I was a cog" the court immediately raises the next ques-

tion: "And why. if you please. d;d you becone a cog or conrinue

to be a cog under such circunstancesi" If the accused wishes to
shift responsibilities, he must again implicate other persons, he

must name names, and these persons appear tben as possible

codefendants, they do not appear as the embodiment of bureau-

cratic or any other necessity. The Eichrnann trial, Iike all such

trials. would have been devoid of all interest if it had not trans-
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formed the cog or "referent" of Section IV Ba in the Reich Secu_

nty Head Office into a man- Only because this operation was
acbieved even before the nial staned could the question of per-
sonal responsibiliry and hence of legal guilt, arise at all. And even
this transformation of a cog into a man does not implythatsome_
rhing like cog-ness, the fact rhar systems trmform men into cogs,

and totalitarian sysrems more totally than others, was on trial.
This interpreration would be bur another escape from the strict
limirarions of courtroom procedure.

Still, while courtoom procedure or &e question of personal respon-

sibility under dictarorship cannot pernit the shifting of responsi_

bility frorn man to sysrem, rhe system cannor be left out of
account altogether. It appears in the form of circumstances, from
the legal as well as the moral point of vieq much in the same

sense in which we rake into account the condirions of underprivi_
leged persons as rnitigating circumstances, but not as excuses, in
the case of crimes committed in fie milieu of poveny. And it is for
this reason rhat, comingro th€ second pan of my title, ..Dicator_

ship" I must now bother you witfi a few distinctions which vill
help us to understand rhese ciromstances. Totalitarian forrns of
government and dictatorships in the usual sense are nor the same.

and most of what I have to say applies to totalitarianism. Dicta_
torship in the old Roman sense of dre word was devised and has
remained an emergency measure of consritutional, lawful gov-
ernment, strictly limited in tirne and power; we still know it well
enough as the state of emergency or of martial tawproclaimed in
disaster areas or in time of war_ Ve funhermore know rnodern
dictatorships as new forms of government, where either the mili_
tary seize pover, abolish civitian government, and deprive the
citizens of their political rights and libenies, or where one parry
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seizes the state apparatus at the expense of all other panies and
hence of all organized political opposition. Both tlpes spe the
end of political freedom, but private life and nonpotitical activity
are not necessarily touched. It is true that these regimes usually
persecute political opponents wi& great ruthlessness and they
certainly are very far from being consritutional forms of govern-
ment in rhe sense we have come to lnd€rsrand rhem-no consd_
tutional government is possible wirhout provisions being made
for tie righs of an opposition-but they are not crirninal in the
common sense of the word either.If they cornmit crimes these are
directed against outspoken foes of the regine in pover. But the
crimes of totalitarian governments concerned people who were
"innocent" even from dre vie*?oint of the pany in powel k was
for this reason of common criminality that most countries signed
an agreement after the war not to bestow the status of polirical
refugee upon those culprits who escaped from Nazi Germany.

Moreover, total domination reaches out inro all, not only &e
political, spheres of life. Totalitarian society, as distinguisbed
from totalitarian governmentr is indeed rnonolithic; all public
rnanifestarions, cultural, anistic, or learned, and all organizations,
welfare and social services. even spons and enrerrainme'rr, dre
"coordinated." There is no offce and indeed no job of any pub_
lic significance, from advenising agenci€s ro th€ judiciary from
play-acting to sports journalisrn, from primary and secondary
schooling to the universities and learned societies, in which an
uneguivocal acceptance of the ruting principles is not demanded.
Vto€ver panicipates in public life at alt, tegardless of pany
membership or membership in tlte elite formations of the regime,
is implicated in one way or another in the d€eds of the regime as a

whole. Vhat the courts demand in all these postwar trials is that
the defendants should not hav€ panicipated in crimes legalized by
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that government, and this nonparticipition raken as a legal smn-

dard for right and wrong poses considerable problems precisely

with respect to the question of responsibility. For the simple truth
of the matter is that only those who withdrew from pullic life
altogether, who refused political responsibiliry of any sort, could

avoid becoming implicated in crimes, that is, could avoid legal and

moral responsiiility. In the tumultuous discussion of moral issues

which has been going on ever since the defeat of Nazi Germany,

and the disclosure of the rotal complicity in crirnes of all ranks of
oficial society, that is, of the total collapse of normal moralstan-
dards, the following argument has been mised in endless varia-

tions: We who appear guilty today are in fact those who stayed on

the job in order to prevenr worse things from happening; only
tbose who remained inside had a chance to rnitigate things and to
help at least somepeoplei we gave the d€vil his due without selling

our soul to him. whereas those who did nothing shirked all
responsibiliries and thought only of themselves, of the salvation

of their precious souls. Politically speaking, thh argument inight
have made sense if an overthrosr of the Hitler regime had been

achieved, or even attempted, in the very early stages. For it is true
that a totalitarian system can be ovenhro*,n only from widrin
not through revolution, but through a coup d'etat-unless, of
course, it is defeated in war. (We may perhaps assume that some-

thing of this sort occurred in the Soviet Union, eiths before or
immediately after Stalin's death; the turning point from an out-
right totalitarian system to a on€-pany dictatorship or ryranny
probably came with the liquidation of Beria. the head of the
secret police.) But the people who speak in this manner were by
no means the conspintors +uccessful or not. They are as a rule
those civil servants vJithout whose expen knowledge neither the

Hitler regime nor the Adenauer administration that succeeded it
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would have been able to survive. Hider had inherited civil ser-

vants from the Veimar Republic, which had inherited them from

lmperial Germany just as Adenauer was to inherit them from the

Nazis, without much difnculty.

I must here remind you dlat the personal or moral issue, as dis-

tina from legal accountability, hardly arises with those who were

convinced adherents of the regirne: that they could not feel guilty

but only defeated was almost a matter of course, unless they

changed dreir rninds and repented. And yeti even this simPle issue

has become confused because when the day of reckoning finally

came it turned out that there had been no convinced adherents, at

least not of the criminal program for which they stood trial. And

the troubl€ is tlat, though this was a li€, it is not a simple or total

lie. For what had staned in &e inidal stages with politic.ally neu-

tral people who were not Nazis but coopented with them, hap-

pened in the last stages with the party members and even with the

elite formations of the SS: rhere ver€ very few p€ople even in the

Third Reich who wholeheanedly agreed with the late crimes of
the regime and a great number who were perfectly willing to con-
mit thern nevenheless. And now every single one of them, wher-

ever he stood and whatever he did, claims that those whq Lnder

one pretext or another, had retired into private life had chosen the

easy, the inesponsiSle way out. Unless, of course, they had used

tleir private station as a cover for active opposition a choice

which can be easily dismissed since it is obviously not every-

body's business to be a saint or a hero But personal or moral

responsibiliry is everybody's business and there, it is argued, it
was rnore "responsible" to stay on the job no matter under what

conditions or with what consequences.

In their rnoral justification, the argument of the lesser evil has

played a prominent role. If you are confronted with two evils,
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thus the argurnent runs, it is your dury to opt for the lesser one,

whereas it is irresponsille ro refuse to choose altogether. Those

who denounce the moral fallacy of this argument are usually

accused of a germ-proof moralism which is alien to political cir-
cumstar,ces, of being unwilling to dirty their hands; and it must be

admitted thatitis not so much political or rnoral philosophy (with
the sole exception of Kant, who for this very reason frequendy

stands accused of moralistic rigorism) but religious rhought that

most unequivocally has reiected all compromises with lesser evils.

Thus t\e Talmudholds, as Iwas told during a recent discussion of
these rnatten: if they ask you to sacrifice one man for the s€curity

of tbe community, don't surrender him; if they ask you to give

one woman to be ravished for the saLe of all women. donl let her

be ravished. And it is in dre same vein, and clearly remembering

Vatican policy during the last war, that Pope John XXIII wrote
about the political behavior of Pope and Bishop, which is called

the "practice of prudence': they "mustbeware of . . - in any way

conniving with evil in the hope that by doingso they maybeuse-

Politically, the weaLness of the argument has always been that

those who choose the lesser evil forget very quickly that they

chose evil. Since the evil of the Third Reich finally was so mon-

srrous that by no stretch of the imaginarion could it be called a

"lesserevil," one might have assumed dratthis time the a.gument
would have collapsed once and for all, which surprisingly is not
the case. Moreover, if we look at the techniques of totalitarian

government, it is obvious that the argument of "the lesser evil"-
far frorn being raised only from the outside by those who do not
belong to the ruling elite-is one of the mechanisms built into the

machinery of tenor and criminality. Acceptance of lesser evils is

consciously used in condirioning the gov€rnment of6cials as well
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as the population at large to the accePtance of evil as such To give

but one among many examples: t}e extermination of Jews was

preceded by a very gradual sequence of anti-Jewish measures,

each of which was accepted with dre argument that refusal to

cooperate vould mal(e things worse-until a sage was reached

where nothing worse could possibly have happened. The fact that

in this last stage the argument was not abandoned and survives

even today when its fatlary has becorne so glaringly obvious--in

dre discussion of the Hochhuth play we heard again that a Protest

from the Vatican in whatever form would only have made things

worse!-is surpnsing enougll Ve see here how unwilling the

human mind is to face realities which in one way or another con-

tradict totally its framework of reference- Unfom.rnately, it seems

to be much easier to condition human behavior and to male peo-

ple conduct themselves in the most unexpected and outrageous

manner, than it is to persuade anybody to learn frorn exPerience,

as $e saying goes; that is, to stan thinling and iudging instead of
applying categories and forrnulas which are deeply ingrained in

our mind, but whose basis of experience has long been forgotten

and whose plausibility resides in their intellecrual consistency

rather than in their adequacy to actual events.

To clari$ this predic.ament of iudging without being able to

fall back upon the application of generally accepted rul€s, I'll
switch from moral to legal standards because &e latter are gener-

ally better defned. You rnay know that in the trials of war crimi-

nals and rle discussion of personal responsibility, the defendants

and their lawyers appealed eith€r to the argument that these

crimes were "acts of statei" or that they were commifted uPon

"superior orders." These two cateSories should not be confused.

Superior orden are legally within the realm of iurisdiction, even

though the defendant may 6nd himself in the classically "difficult



position" of the soldier "liable to be shot by a coun martial if
he disobeys an order, and to be hanged by a judge and jur'7 if
he obeys it" (as Dicey puts it inhis La* of tAe Cor*n;on). A,cts

of state, however, are altogether outside the legal framework;

they are presumably sovereign aca over which no coun has juris-

diction. Now, the theory behind the formula of acts of state

claims that sovereign governrnen$ may under extraordinary cir-
cumstances be forced to use criminal means because their very
existence or the maint€nance of their power depends on iq the

reason-of-state, thus the argument runs, cannot be bound by legal

limitations or moral considerations, which are valid for private

citizens who live within its boundaries. becaus€ the state as a

whole, and hence the existence of everything that goes on inside

it, is at stake. In this theory rhe act of srate h tacitly likened to the

"crirne" an individual may be forced to commit in self-defense,

that is, to an act which also is permired rc go unpunished because

of extraordinary circumstances, where survival as such is threat-

ened. Vhat makes this argument inapplicable to the crimes com-

mitted by totalitarian governmerts and their servants is not only
that these crimes were in no way prompted by necessity of one

form or another; on the contrary, one could argue wirl consider-

able force that, for instance, the Nazi government would have

been able to survive, even perhaps to win the war, if it had not
commifted its well-known crimes. It may be of even greater

imponance, th€oretically, that the reason-of-state argument, which

underlies the whole discussion of acts of state, presupposes that

such a crime is commifted within a context of legality which it
serves to maintain together with dre political existence of the

nation. fie law to be enforced stands in need of political power,

hence an element of powerpolitics is always involved in the main-

tenaace of 1e9l order. (I arn, of course, talking here not about
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acts committed against other nations, nor arn I concerned here

wnh the question of whether war isetf can be defined as a "crime

against peace"-to use the language of the Nuremberg trials')

What neither the political reason-of-state theory nor the legal

concept of acts of state foresas/ vas the complete reversal of

legality; in the case of the Hitler regime, the whole state machin-

ery enforced what norrnally are considered criminal activities, to

put it mildly: there was hardly an act of state which according to

normal standards vas not criminal Hence' it was no longer the

criminal act which, as an €xception to the rule' suPposedly served

to maintain the rul€ of the pany in power-as for instance in ihe

case of such fanous crimes as th€ murder of Matteoti in Mus-

solini's Italy, or the assassination of the duc d'Enghien bv

Napoleon-but on the contrary occasional noncriminal acts

such as Himmler's order ro stoP rhe extermination Program -
were excePtions to the "lav" of Nazi Germany' concessions made

to dire necessity- To reven for a moment to th€ distinction

between totalitarian government and other dictatorships' it is pre-

cisely the relative rarity of outright crimes that distinguishes fas-

cist dictatorships from fully developed totalitarian ones' although

it is of course true that there are more crimes committed by fascist

or military dictatorships than would even be conceivable under

constitutional government What matters in our context is only

that they are still clearly recognizable as exceptions and that the

regime does not openly acknowledge them.

In a similar way the argument of "superior orders," or the

judges' countera€ument that th€ fact of suPerior ord€n is no

excuse for the comrnission of crimes, is inadequate. Here, toq the

presupposition is that orders normally are not criminal and tlrat

for this very reason the receiver of orders can be €xPected to rec-

ogniz€ the criminal nature of a particular order as in the case of

Ja
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an offcer gone mad who orders the shooting of other officers or
in the case of maltreatment or killing of prisoners of war. In
juridical terms, the orders to be disobeyed must be ,.marifestly

unlawful"; unlawfulness "should fly like a black dagas a warning
reading Prohibited." In other words. as far as dre man is con-
cerned who has to decide whether to obey or disobey, the order
must be clearly marked off as an exception, and the trouble is that
in totalita.ian regimes, and especially in the last years of the Hitler
regime, this mark clearly belonged to noncriminat orders. Thus
for Eichrnann, who had decided to be and remain a law-abiding
citizen of the Third Reich, the black flag of manifest untawfulness
flew above those late ordersgiven by Hirnmler in the fallof r9a4,
according to which deportations were to be stopped and tle
installations of the death factories dismanded. The text from
which I iust quoted is contain€d in the judgment of an Israeli Mili
tary Court, which, more than most otler coum in the world, was

aware of the difficulties inherent in the word ..lawfulness," in
viev of rhe outright and, as it were, legally diminal nature of
Hitler's Gernany. It therefore went beyond the usual phraseology
that a 'feeling of lawfutness . . . ties deep within every human
conscience, also of those who are not conversant with boots of
laws," and spoke of "an unlawfulness glaring to the eye and
repulsive to the hean, provided the eye is not blind and the hean is
not stony and corrupf'-which is all very fine, but will, I an
afraid, be found wanting when the chips are do*n. For in these

cases, the men who didwrongwere very wellacquainted with the
lener and the spirit of the law of the country drey lived in, and

today, when they are held responsible, what we actually require of
them is a "feeling of lawtulness" deep within thernselves to cor-
ttalict the law ol the land ard their howledge of it. Under such

circumstances there may be considerabJy more required than an
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eye not blind and a hean not stony and comrPt in oder to spot

"unlawfulness.- They acted under conditions in which every

moral act *as illegal and every legal act was a oime.

Hence, the rather oPtimistic viev of human nature, which

speaks so clearly trorn the verdict not only of the iudges in the

Jerusalem trial but of all postwar trials, Presupposes alr indePen-

dent hurnan faculty, unsuPPoned by law and Pullic opinion, drat

judges ifl tull spontaneity every deed and intent anew whenevei

the occasion arises. Perhaps we do possess such a facultv and are

lawgivers, every single one of us' whenever v€ act but this was

not the opinion of the judges. Despite all dre thetoric, they meant

hardly more than that alahg for such dings has been inlred in

us for so many centuri€s drat it coutd not suddenly have been lost'

And this,I think, is very doubtful in view of the evidence we Pos-

s€ss. and also in view of the fact that year in' year out' one

"rnlawfll" oder followed the other, all of them not haphazardlv

demanding iust any crimes that were unconnected with each

other, bur building up with utter consistenry and care the so-

called new order. This 'new order" was exactly vrhat it said it

was- not only gruesomely novel, but also and ab ove all' an otdet.

The widespread notion that we deal here with nothing nore

than a gang of criminals who in conspiracy will commit just any

crimes is grieviously misleading True, there was a fluctuating

number of criminals in the elite formations of the movement and

a greater nunber of men guilty of atrocities. Only in the begin-

ning of the regime, however) in the concentration carnPs under

rlrc autlbrity of th€ stotm troopers, did these atrociti€s have a

clear political object to spread fear and to food in a wave of

unspeakable t€rror all att€mpts at olganized oPPosition. But these

arrocities were not t,?ical and what is more imponant, although

there *as a great permissiveness about them, they were not actu-

l
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aily perrnitted. Just as stealing was not permjtred or tbe accept_

ance of bribes. On the contrary, as Eichmam *as to insist time
and again, the directives said: ,,unnecessary 

hardships are to be
avoided," and when during rhe police interrogation ir was sug-
gesred to him that these s,ords sounded a bit ironical when dealing
with people who were being sent to their cerrain deathsr he did not
even understand what the examining police officer was talking
about. Eichmann's conscience rebelled at the idea of cruelty, not
rhatof murder. Equaily misleadingis the common notion that we
deal here with an outbreal of rnodern nihilism. if we mderstand
the nihilistic credo in the sense of the nineteenrb century: ,.all 

is
perrnined." The ease with which consciences could bedu ed was
partly rhe direct consequence of the fact that by no means all was
permitted.

For the moral point of this matrer is never reached by calling
wbat happened by the narne of "genocide" or by counting the
many millions of victims: externiination of whole peoples had
happened before in antiquity, aswellas in modern colonization.It
is reached only when we realize that ftis happened within the
frame of a legal order and tbat the cornerstone of this',new law',
consisted of the command "Thou shalt kll," not thy enemy but
innocent people who wer€ not even potentially dangerous, and
not for any reason of necessity but, on the contrary even against
all milirary and other utilitarian considerations. The kilting pro-
gram was nor meant ro come to an end with the last Jew to be
found on eanh, and it had nothing to do with the war except
thar Hider believed he needed a war as a smoke screen fot his
nonrnilitary killing operatio'rs; thos€ operations themselves were
intended to conrinue on an ev€n more $andiose scale in rime
of peace. And these deeds were not commined by outlaws, mon_
sters, or raving sadists, but by the most respected memlers of
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respectable society. Finally, it must be realized that although these

mass murderers acted consistently with a racist or anti-Semitic, or

at any rate a demographic ideology, the murderers and their direct

accomplices more often than not did not believe in these ideologi-

cal justifications; for them, it was enough that everything hap-

pmed according to the "will of the Fnhrer," which was the law of
the land, and in accordance with the "words of the Fiihrer,"

which had the force of law.

The best proof, if proof were still needed, of the extent to

which the whole people, regardless of party affliation and direct

irnplication, believed in dle "new order" for no other reason than

that that was the way things were, was perhaps the incredille

remark Eichmann's la*yer, who had never belonged to the Nazi

Pany, made twice during the trial in Jerusalem, to the effect that

what had happened in Auschwitz and the other exrermination

camps had been 'a medical matter." [t was as though morality, at

the very moment of its total collapse within an old and highly

civilized nation, stood revealed in rhe original neaning of the

word, as a set of zorar, of customs and manners, which could be

exchanged for another set with no more tioulle than it would taLe

to change the tablernannenof awhole people.*

I have dwelt at some lengdr upon this overall situation because

no discussion of personal responsibility would make much sense

without some precise knowledge of the factual background. Let

m€ now rais€ two qu€stions: First, in what way were those f€w

different who in all walfts of life did not collaborate and refused to

participate in public life, though they could not and did not rise in

rebellioni And second, if we agree that those who did sene on

whatever level and in whatever capacity were not simply mon-

'Edibis not€: Ar€ndi wB fohd of dr.sing an anilog)r bee€en oroft and hble 6..-
n€B ud used rhis a.alosy i. a nunh.r ol o&er dis$ims.
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sters! what was it rhat made them behave as they didl On what
moral, as distinguished fron l€gal, grounds did they iustig their
conduct after the defeat of the regime and the breakdom of the

"new order" with its new set of valuesi Th€ answer to the 6rst
question is relatively simple: the nonparticipants, called irrespon-
sible by the majority, were the only ones who dared judge by
thenselves, and tbey were capable of doing so not because they
disposed of a beftersystem ofvalues or because the old standards
of right and wrong were still 6rmly planted in tlreir mind and con-
science. On the contrary, all our experiences tell us that it was
precisely the members of rzspecnlle society, who had not been
touched by the intellectual and moral upheaval in the early stages

of the Nazi period, who were the 6rst to yield. They simpty
exchanged one system of values against another. I therefore would
suggest that the nonparticipanrs were tiose whose consciences did
not funfiion in this, as ir were, automatic way-as though we dis-
pose of aset of learned orinnate rules which we then apply to the
particular cdse aq ir arises. so dar every new experience or sirua-
tion is already preludged and we need only act out whatever we
learned or possessed beforehand. Their criterion, I rhink, *?s a

different one: they asked thernselves to what extent they would
stili be able to live in peace vith themselves afier having commit-
ted cenain deeds; and they decided that it would be better to do
nothing, not because the world would then be changed for the bet-
ter. bDt simply because only on this condition could they go on
living with themselves at all. Hence, they also chose to die when
th€y were forced to parricipate. To put it crudely, they retused to
murder, not so rnuch because they still held fast to the command
"Thou shah nor kill," but because they were unwilling to live
toget-her with a murderer-themselves.

The precondition for this kind of judging k not a highly devel-
oped intelligence or sophistication in moral matters. but rather the
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disposition to live together explicitly with oneself, to have inter-

course with oneself, that is, to be engaged in that silent dialogue

between me and myself which, since Socrates and Platq we usu-

ally call thinking. This kind of thinking, thougb at &e root of all

philosophical fiought, is not technical and does not concern theo-

retical problems. The dividing lioe between those who want to

think and therefore have to iudge by themselves, and dose who

do not, strikes across all social and cultural or educational differ-

ences. ln this respec! the total moral collapse of respectable society

during the Hider regime may teach us that under such circum-

stances those who cherish values and hold fast to moral norms and

standards are not reliable: we now know that moral norms and stan-

dards can be changed overnight, and that all that then vill be left

is the mere habit of holding fast to something. Much more reliable

will be the doubters and s[eptics, not because skepticism is good

or doulting wholesome, but because drey are used to examine

things and to mak€ up their own minds. Best of all will be those

who know only one thing for certain; that what€ver else happens,

as longaswe live we shall have to live together with ourselves.

But how is it with the reproach of inesponsibility leveled

against these few who washed their hands of what was going on

all around thenl I drink we shall have to admit that there exist

extreme situations in which responsibility for the world, which is

priflarlly political, cannot be assumed because political responsi-

bility always presupposes at least a minimum of political power.

Impotmce or complete powerlessnes is, I thint, a valid excuse.Its

validity is all the stronger as it seems to rcquire a ce(ain moral

quality even to recognize powerlessness, the good will and good

faith to face realities and not to live in illusions. Moreover, it is
precisely in this admission of one's ovn impotence that a last

remnant of strength and even pover can still be preserved even

under desperate conditions.
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RESPONSIBII-ITY

This last point may become a bit clearer when we now turn
our attention to my second question, to those who not only par-

ticipated willy-nilly as it were but who thought ir their duty to

do whatever was demanded. Their argument was different from
those of the mere participants who invoked tbe lesser €vil, or &e
Zeitgeist, thereby irnplicitly denying the human faculty of judg-

ment, or in surprisingly rare cases the fear which in totalitarian

governments is all pewasive. The argument from th€ Nuremberg

rials to the Eichmann trial and the more recent trials in Germany

has always been the same: every organization demands obedience

to superiors as well as obedience to the laws of the land. Obedi-
ence is a political virtue of the 6rst order, and without it no body

politic could suwive. Unrestricted freedom of conscience exists

nowhere, forit wodd spell the doom ofevery organized commu-

nity. All this sounds so plausible that it akes sorne effon to detect

the fallary. Its plausibility rests on the truth th* "all govern-

menrs." in the words of Madison. eren the mosr aurocraric ones,

even tyrannies, 'rest on roaanr, " and the fallacy lies in the equa-

tion of consent with obedience. An adult consents where a child
obeys; if an adult is said to obey, he acrually szpporr the organiza-

tion or the authoriny or the law that claims "obedience." The fal-
lacy is all the more pernicious as it can claim a very old tradition.
Our use of the word "obedience" for all these stictly political
situations gqes back to the age-old notion of political science

which, since Plato and Aristod€, tells us that every body politic is

constituted of rulers and ruled, and that the former give corn-

rnands and the latter obey orders.

Of course,I cannot here go into the reasons why these con-
cepts have crept into our tradition of political thought, but I
should like to point out that they supplanted earlier and, I think,
more accurate notions of the relations between men in the sphere

Ptsmal Rapowibiliry Undt DntuorAip

of concened action. According to these earlier notions every
action, accomplished by a plurality of men, can be divided into
two stages: the beginning, which is initiated by a "leader,', and the

accornplishment, in which many join ro see through what rhen

becomes a common enterprise. tn our context, all thar matters is
the insight that no man, however strong, can ever accomplish
anything, good orbad, without the help of others. Vrhar you have

here is the notion of an equality which accounts for a -leader,,

who is never more than pinu inur pates, the first among his
p€ers. Those who seem to obey him acually suppon hin and
his enterprisq without such "obedience" he would be belpless,

whereas in the nursery or under conditions of slavery-the two
spheres in which the notion of obedience made sense and from
which itwas then transposed into political maner*itis thechild
or the slave who becornes helpless if he refuses to .,cooperate.,,

Even in a strictly bureaucratic organization, with its 6xed hierar-
chical order, it would male much more sense to look upon the
functioning of the 'cogs" and wheels in terms of overalt suppon
for a common enterprise than in our usual rerms of obedience to
superiors. If I obey the laws of the land, I acrually suppon its con-
stitution, as becomes glaringly obvious in the case of revolution_
ists and rebels who disobey because they have withdra*,n rhis tacir

In these terms, the nonparticipators in public iife under a dicta-
torship are those wbo have refused th€ir suppon by shunning
thos€ places of 'responsibility" where such support, under the
name of obedience, is required. And we have only for a rnoment
to irnagine what would happen to any of these forms of govern-
tnent if enough people would act "irresponsibly', and refuse sup-
pon, even without active resistance and rebellion, to see how
effectiv€ a weapon this could be. It is in fact one of the many vari-
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RESPONSIBII-ITY

ations of nonviolent action and resistance for instance the

power that is pot€ntial in civil /rsobedience-which are being dis-

covered in our century. The reason, however, that we can hold
these new crirninals. who never commited a crime out of rheir
own initiative, nevenheless responsible for what they did is thar
there is no such thing as obedience in polirical and moral matters.

The only domain where the word could possibly apply to adults

who are not slaves is the domain of religion, in which people say

that they ole.1,the word or the cornmand of God because the rela-
rionship between God and rnan can righdy be seen in rerms simi-
Iarto the relation between adult and child.

Hence the question addressed to those who participated aad

obeyed orders should never be, "W}y did you obeyi" but "Vhy
did you sappott?" This change of words is no semantic irrele-
vancy for those who know the strange and powerful influence

mere "words" have over the ninds of men whq 6rst of all, are

speaking animals. Much would be gained if we could eliminate
this pernicious word "obedience" from our vocabulary of moral
and political thought. If we thint these matren through, we might
regain some measure of self-con6dence and even pride, that is,
regain what former times called the dignity or the honor of rnaa:

not perhaps of manlind but of rhe status of being human.

t964

soME QUESTIONS OF
MORAL PHILOS O PH Y

I

The thoughs of many of us, I suppose, have wandered back dur-
ing the last weeks to Winston Spencer Churchill, the greatest
statesman thus far of our century who just died after an incredi-
bly long life, the summit of which was reached at the threshold of
old age. This happensrance, if such it was,like almosteverything
he stood for in his convictions, in his writings, in rhe grand but not
grandiose manner of his speeches. srood in conspicuous conrra,t
to whatever we may dink the Zeitgeist of this age to be. h is per-
haps this contrast drat rouches us mosr when we consider his
greatness, He has been called a 6gure of the eigbteenth century
driven into the twenrieth as though the vimres of the past had

taken over our destinies in rheir most desperate crisis, and this, I
think, is true as far as it goes. But perhaps there is more to it. k is
ar *'ough. in rhi\ shiftingol cenruries. somepermanenr erninence

of the human spirit flashed up for an historically bri€f momenr to
show that whatever nakes for geatness-nobility, digniry, stead-

fastness, and a kind of iaughing courage-rernains essentially the
same throughoufthe centuries.

Still Churchill, so old-fashioned or, as I have suggested, beyond
the fashions of the tines, was by no means unaware of the deci-


