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Last Thursday, Oaks Day, I had occasion to be in the city after school and was walking past what used to be 

known as a Pawn Broker. These days they parade as ‘instant cash solutions’ which is supposed. My eye was 

taken by a vintage fountain pen in the window. I have a weakness for such luxuries and went in with a 

sticky beak. It was a beautiful piece; you could buy a thousand ball points at Officeworks for the price of 

this one. I tell students that there is joy in writing with a real pen. It can compensate for the banality of the 

prose that falls off it. 

 

There was a wait. The customer ahead of me was selling two watches. She said she’d paid $1600 for them. 

The man on the counter offered $150 which she took in a flash. The woman then pulled an engagement 

ring off her finger and announced that it had been given to her by her former husband.  

 

‘How much do you want?’ 

 

‘My ex told me it should have been insured for $5000.’ 

 

The man took out a device which apparently determines whether or not the stone is genuine. It looked like 

a cheap gadget from the $2 shop as it made a few beeps and flashes. 

 

‘This is costume jewellery,’ the man declared without emotion. 

 

‘Oh,’ quipped the customer, looking around to include me in her joke. ‘Fake. Just like everything about my 

ex. Fake.’ 

 

The man offered another $150. She accepted the money and then wiped a tear away. By the time she 

reached to fix her hat, tears were corrugating her make up. She had been dressed for the races. 

 

‘I’m just doing my job,’ the man said to me after she left. 

 

One of the things that philosophy is good for is trying to sort the ideas that are worth something from 

those that merely look good or sound good. There are plenty of broken bits of coloured glass in the world 

pretending to be diamonds. Plenty of them end up in the books that get listed under ‘inspiration’ or ‘self-

fulfillment.’ 



 

The final figure we encounter in Year Ten Philosophy is Hannah Arendt (1906 - 1975). Many philosophers 

are remembered for a famous phrase. Descartes said ‘I think, therefore I am’ and Socrates is responsible 

for ‘the unexamined life is not worth living.’ Hannah Arendt, a German born Jew, was the figure who first 

used one of the phrases that has become crucial to understanding the contemporary world, ‘the banality 

of evil.’ 

 

Arendt came up with this phrase in the context of the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961. 

Eichmann was a high ranking SS officer who escaped to Argentina where he was discovered by Mossad, 

drugged and brought to stand trial in Israel. Hannah Arendt came from the United States to witness the 

trial because she wanted to see the face of evil. Instead, she found something even more disturbing. She 

discovered an unthinking desk jockey. Eichmann organised the trains that took people to the death camps. 

He never killed anybody nor even saw where they were going. He was efficient and hard working. He never 

asked questions about the impact of his work. He didn’t hate Jews. He wasn’t a sadist. But, and this is a 

huge but, he was totally unreflective.  

 

Arendt lighted on her powerful phrase when she came to describe Eichmann’s execution. Before he was 

hanged, he said to those present ‘we shall all meet again.’ He didn’t believe this. But, at the hour of his 

death, he had nothing to fall back on but clichés. This was the seed bed of his crime. He was incapable of 

originality. 

 

It was as though in those last minutes 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.’  

 

This week, on Armistice Day, we remember the end of World War I. A war could turn atrocity into banality. 

It was a grim chapter, to say the least. Yet Arendt’s insights are relevant to many aspects of life. They touch 

people who work in stores which sell unethically produced goods. They touch those who perform 

innocuous tasks in gaming venues. They touch many, many circumstances in which doing your job means 

not asking too many questions. 

 

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 … this normality was 

much more terrifying than all the atrocities put together. 

 

In 1954, Hannah Arendt published an extraordinary essay called ‘the Crisis in education.’ It concludes: 

  

Education is the point at which we decide whether we love the world enough to assume responsibility for 

it, and by the same token save it from that ruin which except for renewal, except for the coming of the 

new and the young, would be inevitable. And education, too, is where we decide whether we love our 

children enough not to expel them from our world and leave them to their own devices, nor to strike from 

their hands their chance of undertaking something new, something unforeseen by us, but to prepare them 

in advance for the task of renewing a common world. 

 

 


