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In The Death of Ivan Ilych, Tolstoy draws a damning portrait of a careerist official in Tsarist Russia. Some of Ivan Ilych’s most striking negative qualities—his silencing of an incipient voice of independent moral reasoning; his preference for living by an internalized voice of social authority; the absence of malice or enmity towards those on whom he knowingly inflicts suffering—reward comparison to the characteristics of another successful bureaucratic official, Adolf Eichmann. In this paper I argue that Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963), Hannah Arendt’s analysis of a specific authoritarian personality type, may be a valid inter-text for reading and teaching Tolstoy’s story, and explore the usefulness of Arendt’s concept of the “banality of evil” for understanding Ivan Ilych. I also ask how The Death of Ivan Ilych might complicate Arendt’s causal logic: if totalitarianism and the personality type she claims it fosters are caused by bourgeois capitalist relations, why was Tolstoy able to portray such people flourishing in Tsarist Russia? 

