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Beyond ‘instrumental rationality’:
Lord Cromer and the imperial roots of
Eichmann’s bureaucracy

YEHOUDA SHENHAV

In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt introduced the term ‘banality of evil’ to describe
the ‘superficial mind’ of an over-conformist bureaucrat, whose organizational expertise was
the emigration of Jews. The literature that examined the roots of Arendt’s thesis on the
banality of evil assumed that she had portrayed a pathological and malfunctioning rational
bureaucracy, motivated by a strong culture of instrumental rationality. In contrast to this
instrumental rationality thesis—and despite Arendt’s own reservations about a wholesale
comparison between British imperialism and Nazism—I suggest that: (a) Arendt’s
depiction of Nazi bureaucracy was anchored in her reading of imperial bureaucracy as
analysed in The origins of totalitarianism; (b) Arendt’s analysis of Eichmann’s Nazi
bureaucracy was, in several respects, similar to her analysis of Lord Cromer’s principles of
imperial bureaucracy formulated in Egypt in the early years of the twentieth century; and
(c) the ‘instrumental rationality’ thesis overlooked Arendt’s insights about the affinity
between imperial bureaucracy and totalitarian bureaucracy, and particularly the
relationships between race, arbitrary governance and bureaucratic aloofness. I explore the
similarities between the Nazi model and the imperial model of bureaucracy in Arendt’s
writings, focusing on the analogies she drew between Lord Cromer and Adolf Eichmann.
The analysis reveals that her ‘banality of evil’ argument is deeply anchored in the history
of race and imperialism, and that she was not oblivious to the affinity between imperial
bureaucratic repertoires and bureaucracies of genocide.

Introduction
In 1961, Hannah Arendt arrived in Jerusalem to observe and cover the trial of Nazi
criminal Adolf Eichmann for The New Yorker. In her Eichmann in Jerusalem: a
report on the banality of evil, which was based on five articles she wrote for the
magazine, Arendt criticized the prosecution’s portrayal of Eichmann as an excep-
tionally satanic villain, ‘a perverted, sadistic personality’ who had acted out of
sheer hatred against the Jews.1 The term ‘banality of evil’, which is hardly used
in the book but has been canonized in the literature, refers to the superficial
mind of a ‘thoughtless’ bureaucrat who is not motivated by sheer hatred.2

Although Arendt was not interested in bureaucracy per se, she nevertheless
offered a thick description of Nazi bureaucracy, arguing that ‘the essence
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of every bureaucracy is to make functionaries mere cogs in the
administrative machinery out of men, and thus to dehumanize them’.3 In her
view, Eichmann was an instance of an ardent bureaucrat (although not a mere
cog) whose expertise was the emigration of Jews. He was recognized ‘not
merely as an expert . . . but as an “authority” on emigration and evacuation, as
the “master” who knew how to make people move’.4

Eichmann’s portrayal as a bureaucratic criminal was, at the time, a truly revo-
lutionary observation.5 Considering that the majority of intellectuals attributed the
German atrocities to hatred of Jews, Arendt arguably added a moral, universal and
sociological lesson on evil. It was perhaps the first systematic secular approach to
evil, phrased not as a theological question, but rather as a sociological practice
conducted by ordinary people.6

Eichmann in Jerusalem has bred rich interpretative scholarship from several
intellectual traditions and academic disciplines, including sociology,7 literature,8

law and human rights9 and history.10 Over two hundred books and articles were
written in reaction to Arendt’s report,11 which has become remarkably influential
in the fields of philosophy, Jewish Studies and German Studies.12 Arendt’s text
shifted critical attention from an idiosyncratic Jewish attitude towards the Holo-
caust13 to a cosmopolitan, global and universal perspective on genocide.14

Extant research has linked Arendt’s thesis on Eichmann to three major intellec-
tual European roots: (1) Ancient Greek philosophy—primarily the discourse on
public space and on the concept of ‘the political’;15 (2) European phenomenology,
mainly Kant,16 Husserl and Heidegger;17 and (3) German sociology, mainly
Weber, Kafka18 and even the Frankfurt School.19

Yet there is a question that has not received due attention in the literature:
which model of bureaucracy did Arendt have in mind upon her arrival in Jerusa-
lem in 1961? The dominant interpretations have assumed that Arendt portrayed a
Weberian rational model of bureaucracy that went astray as it became dominated
by a strong culture of instrumental rationality. Bauman summarized the argument
as follows:

The most shattering of lessons deriving from the analysis of the ‘Twisted Road to Ausch-
witz’ is that—in the last resort—the choice of physical extermination as the right means
to the task of Endlösung [Final Solution] was a product of routine bureaucratic procedures:
means-ends calculus, budget balancing, universal rule application.20

In contrast to this scholarship, which saw Arendt’s thesis as portraying mainly the
supremacy of instrumental rationality in Nazi bureaucracy (i.e. in Europe), I main-
tain that in Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt established a clear link with the
bureaucratic repertoires of imperialism and totalitarianism. In The origins of tota-
litarianism (hereafter Origins), Arendt provided a detailed analysis of the nexus
between race, arbitrary bureaucracy and moral aloofness—three salient characters
of bureaucracy—and in so doing, she sketched the principles of imperial bureauc-
racy, which differed in some cardinal respects from the European model of
Weberian rationality. The common disregard of her use of imperial bureaucracy
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(explored in Origins) in her analysis of the Nazi bureaucracy (explored in Eich-
mann in Jerusalem) is, therefore, a misinterpretation of her work.21

I first outline the differences between the ‘instrumental rationality’ thesis and
Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’. I will argue that Arendt emphasized the racial charac-
ter of bureaucracy, the arbitrary nature of its functioning vis-à-vis the rule of law,
and the peculiar aspects of racially based moral aloofness. I then make a compari-
son between the two bureaucracies as they appear in Eichmann in Jerusalem and
in Origins. The comparison supports my argument that Arendt’s portrayal of Eich-
mann was, in several respects, similar to her depiction of Lord Cromer, who
served as the chief British bureaucrat in Egypt in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century. Furthermore, these similarities did not match the culture of
instrumental rationality that de-emphasized race, as Bauman and others have
suggested.

The banality of evil interpreted as ‘instrumental rationality’
The predominance of the ‘instrumental rationality’ thesis is patent in literature on
the Holocaust. It is rooted in Weber’s notion of Zweckrational, referring to instru-
mental action that becomes a value in itself.22 In light of the Nazi horrors, the
notion was later substantially addressed by the Frankfurt School. For example,
Franz Neumann outlined the disastrous connection between efficient bureaucracy
and the loosely integrated bureaucratic apparatuses of the Nazi state.23 Horkhei-
mer and Adorno described the dialectical nature of instrumental reason, pointing
to the displacement of goals and means and to the ascent of the instrumental spirit
at the root of the ‘enlightened’ atrocities of totalitarianism.24

This ‘instrumental rationality’ thesis, which was developed against the back-
drop of the horrifying state violence during World War II and thereafter during
the Cold War, was indeed eye-opening. In Weberian terminology, the Frankfurt
School scholars examined the tension between action and its unintended conse-
quences, between stability and destruction and between value rationality (and
morality) and instrumental rationality. It pointed to the manner in which rational
bureaucracy faced unintended consequences and turned into a non-rational death
machine. The instrumental rationality thesis underscored the deceptive nature of
the organizational machinery, the detrimental effects of ideology-based efficiency
and the malicious use of bureaucracy’s advantages towards genocide.25

This interpretation re-emerged in the wake of Arendt’s report on the Eichmann
trial.26 In his influential experiments, Milgram aspired to show how obedience to
authority could transcend moral grounds.27 In the introduction to his book, he con-
cluded: ‘This is perhaps the most fundamental lesson of our study: ordinary
people, simply doing their jobs, and without any particular hostility on their
part, can become agents in a terrible destructive process’.28 Therefore, he
argued, ‘Arendt’s conception of the banality of evil comes closer to the truth
than one might dare imagine’.29 In this vein, Browning30 argued that the ‘Nazi
mass murder of the European Jewry was not only the technological achievement
of industrial society, but also the organizational achievement of a bureaucratic
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society’.31 Kelman32 and Feingold33 described Auschwitz as a rational modern
bureaucracy that had ‘gone awry’ as it was caught by the culture of instrumental
rationality.34 In Weizenbaum’s succinct description, ‘Germany implemented the
“Final Solution” of its “Jewish Problem” as a textbook exercise in instrumental
reasoning’.35 Kuper viewed the procedures and regulations of Nazi bureaucracy
as suffused with instrumental rationality:

The [Nazi] civil service infused the other hierarchies with its sure-footed planning and
bureaucratic thoroughness . . . this vast bureaucratic apparatus showed concern for correct
bureaucratic procedure, for the niceties of precise definition, for the minutiae of bureaucratic
regulation, and the compliance with the law.36

Thus, Kuper believed that Nazi bureaucracy was orderly, precise and lawful—all
characteristics of a rational bureaucracy.

To be sure, Raul Hilberg was the first to study the history of German bureauc-
racy, in an attempt to ‘touch bottom’, as he himself explained.37 He examined
trains and railways, administrative procedures and abrupt administrative decrees
in the context of human transport, concluding that the killing ‘was no atrocity
in the conventional sense’. ‘It was infinitely more,’ he added, ‘and that “more”
was the work of a far-flung, sophisticated bureaucracy.’38 Yet Hilberg was
careful in attributing a sole role to bureaucracy. He delineated the racial aspects
of German bureaucracy and focused on the administrative construction of racial
categories (e.g. what is a Jew?). This lesson was almost written off in the literature
on instrumental rationality, particularly in Bauman’s work.

It was Bauman who provided the most cogent description of the nature of
bureaucratic instrumental rationality in the sociology of the Holocaust.39 Follow-
ing Hilberg, Arendt and Milgram, Bauman concluded that the ‘use of violence is
most efficient and cost-effective when the means are subjected to solely instru-
mental-rational criteria’.40 He offered two (not mutually exclusive) features of
Nazi bureaucracy:

a) An extreme form of rationality defined by efficiency, carefully calculated
design of means and ends, predictability and the elimination of chance.41

Like Kuper, Bauman assumed that precision and predictability were the prin-
cipal features of Nazi bureaucracy.

b) Dissociation of means from end.42 According to Bauman, this split resulted
from the elaborate functional division of labour as well as from the replace-
ment of moral values with technical ones.43

Bauman discounted antisemitism as an exogenous explanation, suggesting instead
that ‘it was the spirit of instrumental rationality, and its modern, bureaucratic form
of institutionalization, which had made the Holocaust-style solutions not only
possible, but eminently “reasonable . . . ”’.44 Bauman’s work on instrumental
rationality, which was based on a one-sided interpretation of Arendt’s banality
of evil (as it excluded her insights on imperial bureaucracy), inspired further
studies in the sociology of bureaucracy. These studies argue that Nazi bureaucracy

YEHOUDA SHENHAV

382

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [E

U
I E

ur
op

ea
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 In

st
itu

te
] a

t 0
1:

17
 0

9 
D

ec
em

be
r 2

01
3 



was highly authorized, vastly routinized and premised on an elaborate division of
labour.45

Even the firmest critiques of the ‘banality of evil’ thesis,46 of Milgram’s obedi-
ence experiments and of the instrumental rationality thesis47 remained indentured
to the same assumptions about the nature of Nazi bureaucracy. These critiques
stressed that genocide was the result of the purposeful killing of Jews rather
than of moral indifference. At the same time, their definition of bureaucracy as
exceedingly rational (which served as the basis for its irrationality) remained
intact.

In contrast, I maintain that the instrumental rationality thesis was inaccurately
juxtaposed with Arendt’s thesis on the banality of evil and distorted her views on
imperial bureaucracy. First, the proponents of the ‘instrumental rationality’ thesis
exaggerated their description of instrumentality devoid of race, and therefore
failed to theorize the racial foundation of bureaucracy. Second, Arendt empha-
sized the arbitrary nature of Nazi bureaucracy. Rather than rational, precise and
efficient, it was flexible and did not always comply with the rule of law. Third,
they ignored the imperial sources of her thesis, focusing only on Europe and on
European intellectual sources.48 Although Arendt was careful about the compari-
son and stressed the major differences between British imperialism and Nazism,49

she certainly also discerned the similarities between them.
Eventually, the structure and epistemology of this instrumental rationality

thesis were anchored in European-Weberian liberal assumptions about govern-
ance and the rule of law as the finest forms of modern political rationality.
Arendt, I believe, told a different story. Her understanding of bureaucracy was
influenced by her previous reading of totalitarianism in conjunction with imperial
history and, importantly, of Lord Cromer in Egypt as a paradigmatic case of
imperial bureaucracy. She sketched the three main characteristics of this type of
bureaucracy and showed how they differed from the ideal typical rational bureauc-
racy: (1) Nazi bureaucracy, like imperial bureaucracy, was racially based. It was
therefore different from the (ostensibly neutral) liberal bureaucracy in which all
citizens were considered equal; (2) Nazi bureaucracy, like imperial bureaucracy,
was arbitrary and did not comply fully with the rule of law. Rather, it was founded
on the legal notion of ‘exception’, which resulted in states of emergency and
abrupt decrees; (3) The bureaucrats’ moral aloofness was juxtaposed with
race—as was the case in both bureaucracies—and assumed a different form as
compared with the moral aloofness of a rational bureaucracy.

Imperialism and bureaucracy
Traces of imperial bureaucracy in Arendt’s writing on Nazi bureaucracy

While the imperial lesson was absent from the interpretation of Arendt’s work on
Eichmann’s bureaucracy, it featured prominently in her writing.50 First, in
Origins, Arendt depicted a model of imperial bureaucracy devised by Weber’s
contemporary, Lord Cromer, during his twenty-seven-year rule of Egypt.
Second, following the publication of Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt
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acknowledged that her thesis on Eichmann was in close dialogue with her earlier
examination of imperial bureaucracy in Origins. This is apparent, for example, in
a letter dated September 1963, addressed to Mary McCarthy, in which Arendt
reflected on the link between Eichmann in Jerusalem and Origins. Arendt
focused on the differences between the two texts, but her account also marked con-
tinuity:

I may add that there are some points in the Report which indeed are in conflict with the book
on totalitarianism, but God knows [why the reviews] didn’t spot them . . . [If] one reads the
book carefully, one sees that Eichmann was much less influenced by ideology than I assumed
in the book on totalitarianism . . . [P]erhaps most importantly, the very phrase: ‘Banality of
Evil’ stands in contrast to the phrase I used in the totalitarianism book ‘radical evil’.51

Admittedly, Arendt attested to the fact that her views on evil had been modified in
the period between the respective publications of the two books. Yet, indirectly,
she also suggested a comparison between the two models of bureaucracy—one
that had been conspicuously omitted in the reviews of her interpretation of Nazi
bureaucracy. This last argument is subject to a dispute in the literature on the
linkage between imperialism and totalitarianism in Arendt’s writings.52 Indeed,
Arendt herself was not very clear about the connection. On the one hand, she
referred to a certain connection between imperialism and totalitarianism but, on
the other hand, she warned against a direct full comparison. I will address this
problem in the methodology and the concluding sections.

Ample evidence points to elements of imperial bureaucracy in Arendt’s analy-
sis of the Nazi bureaucracy. For example, in an article that appeared during the
war in the Jewish Frontier,53 Arendt used similar phrases to describe both
bureaucracies: ‘administrative mass murder’ (although she made a clear distinc-
tion between British and German); ‘cogs in the mass-murder machine’; the organ-
ization ‘relies not on fanatics, nor on congenital murderers, nor on sadists; it relies
entirely upon the normality of jobholders and family men’.54 These are the early
seeds of her thesis on the German bureaucratic machine, pointing to the omnipre-
sence of a bureaucratic culture operated by ‘ordinary men’ in a ‘malfunctioning’,
instrumentally oriented bureaucracy. In this early Jewish Frontier article, Arendt
also included a reference to the ‘imperialistic age’ that brought about ‘crude pre-
cursors of future political methods’.55 Although Arendt did not explicitly address
imperial bureaucracy at this early stage, the reference is indicative of the baseline
model that would inform her analysis of Nazi bureaucracy at a later stage.

In a rather cryptic paragraph that appeared in the 1963 postscript to Eichmann
in Jerusalem, Arendt established a clear connection between Nazi crimes and the
imperial experience, using a common description for the two juxtaposed events:
‘administrative massacres’. While she emphasized that the crime committed by
the Nazis was ‘unprecedented’,56 she nevertheless claimed that ‘massacres of
whole peoples are not unprecedented’ and that ‘centuries of colonization and
imperialism provide plenty of examples’.57 ‘Administrative massacres’, she main-
tained, was also ‘a term raised in connection with British imperialism’.58 This
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postscript paragraph thus indicates that Arendt analysed the Nazi bureaucracy,
among other things, through the lens of imperial bureaucracy.

As I have shown in these examples, in several locations in Arendt’s work there
is evidence for the proposition that she was not oblivious to the connection
between the two models of bureaucracy when writing Eichmann in Jerusalem.
Although commentators recognized that Arendt had arrived in Jerusalem with a
certain understanding of bureaucracy, they failed to acknowledge its imperial
history.59 Even the works that examined Arendt’s thesis on Eichmann in the
context of European imperialism60 overlooked the centrality of Lord Cromer, a
British imperial bureaucrat, on her understanding of Eichmann.61

Lord Cromer played a pivotal role in Arendt’s analysis of imperialism. In
Origins, Arendt focused extensively on the new form of bureaucracy that had
mixed ‘bureaucracy’ and ‘race’ in the European colonies—particularly in
Algeria, India and Egypt. Her text contains at least thirty-four references to
Lord Cromer, and nineteen additional references to his writings on the manage-
ment of ‘subject races’. Intrigued by Cromer’s philosophy of bureaucracy,
Arendt extended his analysis to constitute a paradigmatic case (my own choice
of words) to understand European imperialism and imperial bureaucracy. To
the best of my knowledge, only a few scholars recognized Cromer as the backdrop
of Arendt’s analysis, and referred to his role only in passing.62 The index of the
impressive volume on Arendt, collected by King and Stone,63 has only one mar-
ginal entry on Cromer.

Lord Cromer’s features of imperial bureaucracy

Lord Cromer was born to a family of British bankers, and prior to his first appoint-
ment as imperial bureaucrat he had served in the British army.64 His first imperial
post was in India, in 1872, when he became secretary to Lord Northbrook, the
British governor of India. Based on this experience, he was later nominated
British Consul General of Egypt.65 Cromer had a tremendous influence on the
development and organization of modern Egypt, including major reforms to the
country’s finance, agriculture, army, law, education and administration. Arendt
argued that Cromer’s career as a bureaucrat had typified the shift from colonialism
to imperialism: ‘Lord Cromer’s career is fascinating because it embodies the very
turning point from the older colonial to imperialist services’.66 This is indicative
of Arendt’s firm distinction between colonialism, as driven by states, and imperi-
alism, as driven by the European bourgeoisie. Expansionist imperialism thus pro-
duced arbitrary, fluid and illegal bureaucracy.

In 1883, when Cromer became the British Consul General of Egypt, the future
of colonial rule over the country was still uncertain. At the beginning, he was
uncomfortable with the emergent ‘hybrid form of government’, which was expli-
citly racial and utterly different from the one he had known in Europe.67 For an
imperial bureaucrat, this hybridity also implied the absence of a coherent rule
of law and a lack of administrative clarity—the very principle of bureaucratic
rationality. Yet, after a while, Cromer reconciled himself to this temporary,
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‘arbitrary bureaucracy’ (as Arendt termed it), and began to ‘justify it and to
expound the need for a government without name and precedent’.68 This ‘need’
yielded a form of bureaucracy unknown explicitly on the European continent.

When Cromer realized that the occupation would endure, he presented a set of
principles for a hybrid type of bureaucracy, combining bureaucracy and race,
which were later published in The government of subject races69 and in Modern
Egypt.70 Cromer perceived the role of bureaucracy as crucial for the continuation
of the imperial regime over the ‘subject races’ because ‘the sword will assuredly
be powerless to defend us for long, and the days of our imperial rule will be num-
bered’.71 He made a case for an imperial bureaucracy that endeavoured to ‘ensure
the harmonious working of the different parts of the machine’.72 Bad government,
he prophesized, would ‘bring the mightiest empire to ruin’.73 Imperial bureauc-
racy was necessary in the colonies because it was a method ‘thoroughly uncongen-
ial to Oriental habits of thought’.74 Cromer devised a form of bureaucracy for the
governance of ‘the subject races’ in societies that ‘could not be mapped’ into the
catalogue of modern nation-states.75 The revised system was based not only on the
rule of law, but also on exceptions to the law (e.g. state of emergency, arbitrary
decrees and martial law) and on racial differentiation in its population and func-
tioning. This model of bureaucracy was conducive to imperial expansion and,
as I argue, included features that resemble Arendt’s portrayal of the Nazi bureau-
cratic profile.

The analysis below compares the two bureaucrats—Cromer and Eichmann—
and their bureaucracies, as they appear in Arendt’s Origins and Eichmann in
Jerusalem. The comparison is made along three characteristics, salient in
Arendt’s understanding of bureaucracy: race, arbitrariness and moral aloofness.
I supplement this comparison with Lord Cromer’s writings and with additional
observations from the historiography on imperialism.76 Admittedly, I focus on
similarities and not on the differences between the two forms of bureaucracy.
Such a comparison (which focuses on similarities) may lead to false conclusions
as it is based on interpretive texts that have been juxtaposed artificially for the
purpose of comparison, while compromising chronological and spatial differ-
ences. Under such conditions, a comparison between two seemingly similar
cases may yield a conclusion that is based on similarity as a desirable
outcome.77 My proposed comparison is further challenged by the fact that
Arendt made a firm distinction between the administrative massacres of British
imperialism and those perpetrated by Nazi Germany, and also by the fact that
the language of causality is foreign to Arendt’s methodology. Clearly, Arendt
did not believe in an inherently causal link between imperialism and twentieth-
century mass murders. She also rejected sociological methods that absorbed pol-
itical novelty into the framework of ideal types.78 It is further evident that Arendt’s
writing also marked differences between Cromer and Eichmann, but these are not
fully explored in this article.

The comparison between the two models, even if it is embedded in an interpre-
tive text and partially detached from temporal and spatial restrictions, nevertheless
recovers a forgotten historical continuity (see discussion below) between two
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otherwise dissimilar cases of bureaucracy: the imperial type and the Nazi type.
Arendt would probably agree that such a historical comparison would be
helpful in identifying the scope conditions79 under which one could argue that
imperial and Nazi bureaucracies shared several common characteristics.80 The
comparison drawn in the rest of this article is based on the similarities between
the two types of bureaucracy along three salient characteristics: (1) bureaucracy
and race; (2) arbitrary bureaucracy; and (3) moral aloofness. While moral
aloofness is a feature that characterizes all bureaucracies and is conducive to
instrumental rationality, Arendt embedded her concept of aloofness in the
history of race.

Lord Cromer’s imperial bureaucracy and Eichmann’s Nazi bureaucracy: a
comparison
Bureaucracy and race

Hannah Arendt pointed to the mutually constitutive categories of ‘race’ and
‘bureaucracy’ in both imperial and Nazi bureaucracies. She argued that the
dangerous liaisons between race and bureaucracy had unleashed extraordinary
power and destruction, all the more alarming as they ‘bathed in an aura of ration-
ality and civilization’.81 In 1951, she described the link between modern bureauc-
racy and race as a major political moment in human history:

Two new devices for political organization and rule over foreign people were discovered
during the first decades of imperialism. One was race as a principle of body politic, and
the other bureaucracy as a principle of foreign domination. Without race as a substitute
for the nation, [and] . . . without bureaucracy as a substitute for government, the British pos-
session of India might well have been left to the recklessness of the ‘breakers of law in
India’.82

In this quotation, Arendt set the stage for examining the interrelations between
race and bureaucracy as two major devices of imperial bureaucracy. She
offered an inquiry into the manner in which race was constructed and established
it as a prescribed category for the functionality of bureaucracy. This was apparent
in the demographics of rulers versus ruled as well as in the manner in which racial
distinctions were formally prescribed and applied bureaucratically. Indeed,
Cromer was explicit in emphasizing that the proposed bureaucratic profile was
essential because ‘the inhabitants of the countries under British rule [were] not
of Anglo-Saxon origin’.83 In his two-volume book, Modern Egypt, he expressed
the Englishman’s confidence in his ‘ability to perform [the] task’ of raising the
locals ethically and materially.84 The rationale and legitimacy for Cromer’s racia-
lized bureaucratic structure rested upon what was perceived as the low level of the
‘subject race’, which, in his mind, was merely ‘the rawest of raw material’:85

Contrast [to] . . . the European talkative mind, bursting with superfluous energy, active in
mind, inquisitive about everything he sees and hears [is] the grave and silent Eastern,
devoid of energy and initiative, stagnant in mind . . . .86
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Cromer further believed that ‘so long as British supervision [was] maintained, the
Egyptian [would] readily copy the practices and procedures of his English tea-
chers’,87 and, consequently, the ‘intellect’ of the oriental worker would ‘be devel-
oped’, and ‘his moral being elevated under British auspices’.88 In postcolonial
literature, this connection between bureaucracy and race was defined as the
‘rule of colonial difference’.89

Arendt’s report on Eichmann is suffused with discussions about race. She
surely pointed to the same linkage between ‘race’ and ‘bureaucracy’ as a pre-
scribed element of Nazi bureaucracy. As patent in her report, in 1933, the Nazi
government had already cleansed its bureaucracies of the ‘Jewish race’, and
designed rules and procedures as means for solving the ‘Jewish question’. Nazi
bureaucracy developed and used racial definitions in its formal workings,
issuing them through emergency decrees in order to differentiate between Jews
and non-Jews.90 Eichmann had entered the organization as an apprentice in a
department that dealt with Jews, and four years later he was considered ‘an
expert on the Jewish question’.91 He read classic Zionist texts, met with Jewish
officials and even visited Haifa in 1937. As Arendt pointed out, he had been com-
mended for his ‘comprehensive knowledge of the methods of organization and
ideology of the . . . Jews’. Arendt emphasized the bureaucratic characteristics of
the job, in which Eichmann envisioned a production line that processed documents
into passports.92

This is how Jewish officials described the racial production line in Vienna after
the Anschluss, presenting the viewpoint of bureaucracy’s racial subjects:

This is like an automatic factory, like a flour mill connected with some bakery. At one end
you put in a Jew who still has some property, a factory, or a shop, or a bank account, and he
goes through the building from counter to counter, from office to office, and comes out at the
other end without any money, without any rights . . . .93

In 1941, the Nazi regime sent an order to the Netherlands to ‘establish a central
office which was to serve as a model for the “solution of the Jewish question”
in all occupied countries in Europe’.94 Thus, ‘race’ and ‘bureaucracy’, juxtaposed
as mutually interrelated formal categories, were pivotal to Arendt’s analyses of
both Cromer and Eichmann. It was particularly the gap between bureaucracy as
a form of governance for one’s own citizens and bureaucracy as a form of govern-
ance for the non-citizen ‘subject races’ that was crucial to understanding the con-
ditions under which imperial and totalitarian atrocities had taken place. At one
point, Arendt named this form of organization ‘arbitrary bureaucracy’.95

Arbitrary bureaucracy

Arbitrary bureaucracy transcended the rule of law, and used arbitrary decrees,
constant states of emergency and military aid to bureaucracy. According to
Arendt, imperial bureaucracy replaced stable laws with temporality and with
changing decrees that allowed the bureaucrat to remain ‘the man behind the
scenes who [pulled] the strings of history’.96 Cromer’s imperial bureaucracy
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was notoriously founded on the principle of ‘exceptions’ since the law’s inherent
stability threatened its dynamic operation. The vision of imperial bureaucracy,
outlined by Cromer, was readily materialized in practice. As Timothy Mitchell
has described, the British had established in Egypt a system of control that was,
as Cromer admitted, tantamount to the introduction of legal exceptions.97 Imperial
bureaucracy appeared as a miracle-like sovereign: on the one hand, it was omni-
present and ubiquitous and, on the other, it was illusive due to its flexibility,
secrecy and absence of written documents.

Arendt portrayed young, ambitious, well-trained and highly reliable staff
willing to renounce the human aspiration of recognition for their achievements,
instead preferring secrecy, informality and a lack of accountability.98 Cromer
expressed his objection to bureaucratic transparency, stating that ‘[t]he less
British officials are talked about the better’.99 Cromer epitomized these qualities
and prided himself on ‘remain[ing] more or less hidden [and] pull[ing] the
strings’.100

Similarly, argued Arendt, Nazi rule had employed arbitrary decrees,101 at times
‘top secret decrees’,102 some of which had not been brought to the attention of the
public. On the day after the burning of the Reichstag (28 February 1933), Hitler
issued a decree that suspended the Weimar constitution for an indefinite period
of time. Likewise, the very definition of a ‘Jew’ had been issued by a decree,103

as were the first deportations of Jews before any law was passed.104 These
decrees developed into an important bureaucratic procedure, using emergency
regulations. Baehr described this in the most lucid terms:

A totalitarian regime, Arendt declared, is the antithesis of a [Weberian] bureaucracy because
it permits no room for positive law, stability, or predictability, but instead unleashes unceas-
ing, turbulent movement.105

In her analysis of the bureaucratic arbitrariness of the Third Reich, Arendt made a
direct reference to her analysis of imperialism. She argued that in imperialism
‘everything was always in a state of continuous flux, a steady stream’, a descrip-
tion that accords with her depiction of totalitarianism as a system of government
that is falsely attributed with a ‘monolithic quality’.106 This is an important lesson,
considering that Arendt was interpreted as saying that ‘the profundity of totalitar-
ian evil lies precisely in its ordinariness’.107 In her description of the arbitrary
nature of these bureaucracies, Arendt argued the contrary.

Like Cromer, Eichmann was also a ‘bearer of secrets’.108 Arendt described the
bureaucratic system within which he operated, and pointed to the ‘language rule’
(Sprachregelung), a code name given to a bureaucratic lie. These lies, she argued,
served as ‘foolproof shields against reality’.109 Or, as she maintained elsewhere, it
was difficult to find documents containing such ‘bold words as “extermination”,
“liquidation” or “killing”’. Arendt extended the argument to include the Jewish
community officials who had cooperated with the Nazi regime. These collabor-
ators voluntarily became ‘bearers of secrets’, to either assure quiet and prevent
panic, or out of ‘humane’ considerations, for example that ‘living in the expec-
tation of death by gassing would only be harder’.110 In the analyses of both
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types of bureaucracies—imperial and Nazi—Arendt referred to the language of
bureaucracy, and its functionaries, that yielded self-delusionary practices and
made transparency impossible.

Moral aloofness

The distinction between the virtue of ‘bureaucratic aloofness’ and the vice of ‘cor-
ruption’ played a prominent role in Arendt’s observations about both Adolf Eich-
mann and Lord Cromer. Eichmann was clearly a bureaucrat whose views of the
world were mediated by the lenses of bureaucracy. He ‘remembered the turning
points of his career rather well, but . . . they did not necessarily coincide with
the history of the Jews’.111 According to Arendt, Eichmann had no motive at all
‘except for an extraordinary diligence in looking out for his personal advance-
ment’.112 He was an ambitious young man who was fed up with his job as a tra-
velling salesman. From a humdrum life without significance, ‘the wind had blown
him into History . . . into a movement that always kept him moving’.113 His
assignment as an officer in Vienna in 1938 was the ‘first important job in his
whole career’.114 Eichmann developed an overly conformist bureaucratic person-
ality, claiming during the police examination in Jerusalem that he would have sent
his own father to his death if that had been required.115

‘Officialese [Amtssprache] is my only language’, he said.116 Eichmann camou-
flaged the concentration and extermination camps in terms of ‘administration’ and
‘economy’, disassociating himself from ‘emotions’ and taking pride in his own
sense of ‘objectivity’.117 Truthful to his bureaucratic personality, Eichmann
expressed distaste towards corruption and greed. Although he was surrounded
by corruption for many years, he was not susceptible to this kind of temptation.118

Arendt argued that Eichmann had the greatest contempt for people who aspired
for, or succeeded in, accumulating wealth in the course of their work.119

Eichmann also attributed virtue to bureaucratic aloofness. This made him
averse to bribery and profit, valuing those who were prepared to sacrifice every-
thing (and especially everybody) on the altar of their ideas.120 Arendt argued
that ‘moral aloofness’ was a consequence of the dehumanization endemic to the
pathologies of many bureaucracies, as was the case with the Nazi bureaucracy.
This is also indicated in the fact that the bureaucrat did not hate its subjects, as
Eichmann explicitly stated: ‘I myself had no hatred for the Jews’.121 The ideal
bureaucrat ‘had of course his personal feelings and emotions, but he would
never permit them to interfere with his actions if they came into conflict with
his ideas’.122

The moral aloofness argument was not unique to imperial or Nazi bureauc-
racies. Yet it is peculiar that Arendt described both bureaucrats—Cromer and
Eichmann—in similar language. This distinction between (positive) ‘aloofness’
and (negative) ‘corruption’, drawn in Eichmann in Jerusalem, also ran as a
thread through her analysis of Lord Cromer in Origins. In the latter, Arendt
described Cromer’s ‘indifference and aloofness and [his] genuine lack of interest
in [his] subjects’.123 She argued, for example:
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Aloofness became the new attitude of all members of the British services; it was a more
dangerous form of governing than despotism and arbitrariness because it did not even toler-
ate that last link between the despot and his subjects, which is formed by bribery and gifts.124

Furthermore:

The very integrity of the British administration made despotic government more inhuman
and inaccessible to its subjects than Asiatic rulers and reckless conquerors had ever been.
Integrity and aloofness were symbols for an absolute division of interests to the point
where they are not even permitted to conflict. In comparison, exploitation, oppression, or
corruption look like safeguards of human dignity, because exploiter and exploited, oppressor
and oppressed, corruptor and corrupted still live in the same world, still share the same goals,
fight each other for the possession of the same things.125

Arendt described both Eichmann and Cromer as bureaucrats who believed that
they were not supposed to have ideas about political matters. Although bureau-
cratic aloofness is also a trait of rational bureaucracy, I have shown that Arendt
applied the distinction between ‘moral aloofness’ and ‘corruption’ in both
cases, albeit in otherwise dissimilar historical contexts of Nazi and imperial
bureaucracies. Furthermore, moral aloofness produced disastrous outcomes
when juxtaposed with racist ideologies.

The analysis above has pointed to the inherent similarities between Cromer’s
imperial model and the Nazi model of bureaucracy. Furthermore, through the
comparison between Arendt’s texts (Origins and Eichmann in Jerusalem), I
explored the usage of similar phrases and arguments, strongly suggesting that
Arendt was not blind to these similarities and that her analysis of the Nazi bureauc-
racy was significantly in dialogue with her understanding of its imperial counter-
part. In more simple terms, Arendt detected clear repertoires of imperial
bureaucracy in the Nazi bureaucracy.

This aspect of Arendt’s work, which has been neglected in the literature, sheds
new light on our understanding of the linkage between genocide and bureaucracy
as well as on the deployment of violence by political systems in the contemporary
postcolonial world. This connection is crucial in examining the manners in which
local governments manage racial and arbitrary bureaucracies in the metropolitan
centres of Europe and North America.

Omission of the imperial legacy in the interpretation of Nazi bureaucracy
Is there sufficient explanation for this failure to take seriously Arendt’s suggestion
about the shared bureaucratic repertoires of Eichmann and Cromer? The answer is
probably ‘no’. The literature that examines the dissociation between Nazism and
imperialism presents two competing perspectives: one suggests that Arendt argued
for continuity between the two systems,126 whereas the second suggests that
Arendt emphasized the discontinuity between them, as she differentiated
between Europe and its colonies.127 Like Moses, I believe that this ambivalent
position reflects Arendt’s views on the subject, and should not be ‘resolved’.
That is, I treat both perspectives as complementary, suggesting that Arendt did
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not see a wholesale continuity between the two regimes, but definitely saw simi-
larities in their political repertoires. However, these similarities were blurred and
marginalized in the Cold War discourse.

The ‘Cold War discourse’ emerged simultaneously with the publication of
Arendt’s 1951 Origins.128 This discourse dissociated totalitarianism from its
imperial roots, although at the same time it was based on an imperialist view of
a rift between ‘West’ and ‘East’. The Cold War language was marked by oriental-
ist tones, and attributed totalitarianism to a relapse in the history of enlightened
Europe. It ascribed totalitarianism either to ‘Soviet’ mentality or to a moment
of ‘barbarism’ in the history of Europe. As Pietz asserted, in this discourse ‘the
appearance of the first truly totalitarian state in the heart of Europe was thus an
accident’.129 In this vein, George Kennan described Nazi totalitarianism as a
‘relapse’ of German culture into barbarism, certainly far from discerning a flaw
in Western culture. He also referred to the ‘natural outlook of the Russian
people’, which had marked a racial group as the one cause for this ‘barbarism’.130

The same is true for other thinkers and writers, such as George Orwell and Arthur
Koestler, as well as for members of the Congress for Cultural Freedom.131 Several
prominent sociologists, such as Daniel Bell and Edward Shills, were members of
the Congress, by commission or omission, and promoted similar assumptions in
their writings.132 Thus, with the emergence and development of that discourse,
the narrative about the origin of barbarism shifted back from the European colo-
nies to Europe. Pietz concluded that the disassociation of this vision of totalitar-
ianism from its imperial roots was due, in part, to the adoption of orientalist
and racial assumptions, portraying the East as inferior to the West.133

I suggest that in this rewriting of the history of totalitarianism we may find one
clue to the discursive denial of the continuity between imperialism and Nazism.
The orientalist nature of the Cold War discourse re-organized the European pol-
itical discourse to focus mainly on the ‘nature’ and ‘essence’ of the Soviet dicta-
torship.134 Thus, the Cold War discourse on totalitarianism shifted attention from
colonial and imperial legacies, translating ‘all political events and social struggle
anywhere in the world into the master code of US/Soviet confrontation’.135 This
left ‘neither room nor need for the sort of colonial discourse so heavily relied on by
Western states during the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries’.136 Paradoxi-
cally, argued Pietz, Cold War discursive structure received legitimacy because it
appropriated ideologically familiar elements from an earlier discourse on Western
imperialism—the legacy of which it was quick to bury and deny.

Arendt was no exception to that rule and expressed her own set of orientalist
and racist attitudes. For example, when she arrived in Jerusalem in 1961, she
wrote to the German philosopher Karl Jaspers:

Fortunately, Eichmann’s three judges were of German origin, indeed the best German Jewry.
Hausner is a typical Galician Jew, still European, very unsympathetic . . . boring . . . con-
stantly making mistakes. Probably one of those people who don’t know any language. Every-
thing is organized by the Israeli police force, which gives me the creeps. It speaks only
Hebrew and looks Arabic. Some downright brutal types among them. They obey any
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order. Outside the courthouse doors the oriental mob, as if one were in Istanbul or some other
half-Asiatic country.137

As a European Jew (of German origin), she expressed the quintessential orientalist
reading of Israeli society, one that could emerge directly from Edward Said’s
Orientalism.138 The distinction between ‘occident’ and ‘orient’ became a scale
on which she ranked all Jews, from ‘European’ on one end, to ‘Arab’ on the other.

Pietz linked these views to Arendt’s observations about Africans. Arendt fun-
damentally believed that contacts with primitive societies corrupted the European
mind and that tribal Africa infected Europe with ‘tribal nationalism’.139 She
further added that ‘the senseless massacre of native tribes on the Dark Continent
was quite in keeping with the traditions of these tribes themselves’.140

Arendt’s orientalist perspective, a singular case of a larger phenomenon, is in
accord with the discontinuity thesis pertaining to the shift in ‘barbarism’ from
Africa to Europe. This shift, which may have enabled the erasure of imperial
roots, produced an ironic outcome. On the one hand, Arendt’s work on Eichmann
was fundamental to the intellectual discourse of the second half of the twentieth
century, particularly to the universal understanding of the sociology of evil. On
the other hand, its popularity in North America and Europe was accompanied
by a compartmentalization between Europe and its colonies. This compartmenta-
lization was a result of the Cold War discourse in which Arendt was a pivotal
thinker. Moses provides a broader analysis of the tensions within cold-war dis-
course, and the intricate relationship between liberalism and imperialism and par-
ticularly race imperialism.141

Indeed, the linkage between colonialism and genocide was raised at an earlier
stage by anti-colonial black intellectuals. As early as 1936, Ralph Bunche
suggested that ‘[t]he doctrine of fascism with its extreme jingoism, its exaggerated
exaltation of the state and its comic-opera glorification of race, has given a new
and greater impetus to the policy of world imperialism which had conquered
and subjected to . . . systematic and ruthless exploitation of virtually all of the
darker populations of the earth’.142 Aimé Césaire suggested that the real crime
of fascism was the application of colonial procedures to white people ‘which
until then had been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of Algeria, the “coolies”
of India, and the “niggers” of Africa’.143 Finally, it was W. E. B. Du Bois who
argued that ‘the colonialism of Great Britain and France had exactly the same
object and methods as the fascists and the Nazis were trying clearly to use’.144

While insightful, the observations made by anti-colonial intellectuals were
often too broad and not sufficiently substantiated by historical data. In contrast,
Arendt’s suggestion was more modest and specific, albeit incomplete. She
opened a porthole to the study of the connection between imperial bureaucracy
and subsequent bureaucracies of mass murders. Yet, as others have noted,
Arendt did not explore the manners in which German colonialism influenced
Nazi leaders and their policies.145 For example, Madley showed that the
German terms Lebensraum and Konzentrationslager were not coined by the
Hitler regime, but had been forged during the colonization of Namibia.146 It
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was only during World War II that they were imported to Europe. The German
rule of South West Africa was one of the more violent colonial enterprises. In
the early twentieth century, the Germans, in their perpetuation of racial superiority
theories, mass murdered approximately 40,000–70,000 members of the Herero
tribe and approximately 12,000–15,000 members of the Nama tribe. These mas-
sacres were informed by racial laws and by a strong belief in the superfluous
nature of the Africans. Even the expression ‘final solution’ was first used in the
imperial context.147 It therefore seems that the omission of the colonial experience
in Arendt’s thesis on the bureaucracy of Nazism has prevented the advancement of
research on the connection between bureaucracy and genocide.

When Arendt visited Jerusalem in 1961, Israel employed its own model of
‘bureaucracy and race’ to manage its Palestinian citizens. The bureaucracy that
was formed, known as a ‘military regime’, was based on imperial elements: con-
stant states of emergency, secrecy and collaboration. The local military rulers have
had tremendous power in restricting freedom of movement, granting licence for
businesses, determining administrative arrests, confiscating lands and other privi-
leges. Israel’s laws of exception were originally adopted from the British imperial
rule of Palestine that was in effect since 1945. These emergency rules were
changed and tailored over the years, but are still based on the Schmittan
concept ‘state of exception’. For example, security units are deployed against
Palestinian political activists or African refugees. The coupling of bureaucracy
with race is most conspicuous in the Jewish rule over the Palestinians in the
West Bank. It is apparent that the bureaucracy of the Israeli occupation bears
close resemblance to the imperial type.148 I believe Arendt would have subscribed
to this view.
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(New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000), pp. 7–28.

143 Césaire, Discourse on colonialism, p. 36.
144 Cited in Kelley, ‘A poetics of anticolonialism’, p. 20.
145 Weitz, ‘The modernity of genocides’; Bartov, ‘Seeking the roots of modern genocide’; Moses, ‘Colonial-

ism’.
146 Benjamin Madley, ‘From Africa to Auschwitz: how German South West Africa incubated ideas and

methods adopted and developed by the Nazis in Eastern Europe’, European History Quarterly, Vol. 35,
No. 3, 2005, pp. 429–464.

147 Madley, ‘From Africa to Auschwitz’.
148 Yael Berda, The bureaucracy of the occupation (Jerusalem: The Van Leer Institute and Hakibbutz Hameu-

chad, 2012). In Hebrew.

Notes on contributor

Yehouda Shenhav (PhD, Stanford University 1985) is Professor of Sociology at
Tel-Aviv University. He serves as the senior editor of Organization Studies and as
the editor of Theory & Criticism in Context [Hebrew]. Until recently, Professor
Shenhav headed the Advanced Studies at the Van Leer Jerusalem Institute and
was editor of Theory & Criticism (1999–2010). Among his recent English publi-
cations are: Beyond the two-state solution (Polity Press, 2012); The Arab Jews
(Stanford University Press, 2006); and Manufacturing rationality (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2003).

LORD CROMER AND THE IMPERIAL ROOTS OF EICHMANN’S BUREAUCRACY

399

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [E

U
I E

ur
op

ea
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 In

st
itu

te
] a

t 0
1:

17
 0

9 
D

ec
em

be
r 2

01
3 


