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Living with ‘Banal Evil’

Ethics after Auschwitz

Lee, YungJin

Kangwon National University

This essay engages in the contemplation and reflection on the question of how
we may reach at reconciliation, forgiveness, and ethics in Korean society, whose
modern history was riddled with large and brutal acts of state violence. To address
this difficult question, this essay takes a necessary detour that draws on the works
of Hannah Arendt and Primo Revi, two thinkers who reflected on the nature and
experience of the violence committed in Auschwitz. Hannah Arendt's reflection on
Holocaust/Shoah, which was a system created to “produce” mass death, introduced
the concept of “the banality of evil” as a keyword for understanding unprecedented
state violence; while Primo Revi contemplated on the violence and the “grey zone”
he had experienced in Auschwitz concentration camp as a Holocaust survivor.
These concepts present a path for contemplating about how we may secure a
common ethical sensibility that could guide the debate on realizing ‘transitional
justice’ amid the confusion in today’s Korean society.

It must be made clear that while “the banality of evil” and “grey zone” are concepts
proposed to help us better understand the terrible, unprecedented violence of the
Holocaust in Europe, which can be transplanted for understanding state violence in
Korea, but they cannot be used to provide an excuse for forgiving the perpetrators of

violence. Based on this understanding, the next question this essay explores is whether
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forgiveness, especially collective forgiveness for state violence, is impossible. In an-
swering this question, various reflections on forgiveness offered by writers in the
post-Holocaust Western society, such as Simon Wiesenthal, Jean Amery, Primo Revi,
Jacques Derrida, and Jaume Cabre, are reviewed to distinguish forgiveness from am-
nesty/conciliation, which often operates based on the logic of politics in real-world
society. Unlike amnesty or conciliation, forgiveness does not mean that the situation
caused by the tragic incidents of state violence have come to an end. It is important to
remind ourselves that making continuous efforts to correct the evil committed by the
state and paying close attention to the testimony of survivors, which may be termed as
the “collective duty of memory,” is an important element of our societal ethics in mod-

ern day Korea, where living with “banal evil” is unavoidable.

M Keywords: The Banality of Evil, Grey Zone, Transitional Justice,

Forgiveness, Duty of Memory
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