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Preface

My understanding of philosophic inquiry, shaped when I was an under-
graduate at the University of Chicago in the carly 1950s, has always been
Socratic. By this I mean that 1 have always believed that the deepest
philosophic perplexities have their roots in our everyday experiences, and
ought to help to illuminate these experiences. Looking back over the
horrendous twentieth century, few ol us would hesitate to speak of evil.
Many people believe that the evils witnessed in the twentieth century
exceed anything that has ever been recorded in past history. Most of us do
not hesitate to speak about these extreme events — genocides, massacres,
torture, terrorist attacks, the infliction of gratuitous suffering — as evil. We
have an intuitive sense that there is a difference between radical evil and
more common forms of immoral behavior. But when we stop to think and
ask what we mean by evil and what we are really saying when we call a
person, act, or event evil, our responses are frequently weak and diffuse.
There is a disparity between the intense moral passion that we feel in
condemning something as evil and our ability to give a conceptual ac-
count of what we mean by evil. If we turn to moral philosophy as it has
been practiced in the twentieth century, we do not find much help. Moral
philosophers are far more at ease talking about what is right and wrong,
good and bad, just and unjust, than in speaking about evil. “Evil” appears
to have been dropped from the vocabulary of most moral philosophers,
even though it is still very much in evidence in our everyday experience
and discourse.

This inquiry — this series of interrogations — began from the perplexity
concerning the disparity between our readiness to classify and condemn
phenomena as evil and the apparent lack of intellectual resources with
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which to clarify the meaning, varieties, and vicissitudes of evil. The origi-
nal stimulus was the thinking of Hannah Arendt, one of the very few
twentieth-century thinkers to grapple with what was distinctive about twen-
ticth-century evils, Reflecting on her contribution, I was led to ask, what
can we learn about evil from the modern philosophical tradition? This
book is the result of the intellcctual journey taken in secking to answer this
question. In the Introduction, I explain why I begin with Kant’s under-
standing of radical evil, and why I have chosen the particular thinkers that
I focus on in this inquiry. The manuscript for the book was finished a few
weeks before September 11, 2001 But the cvents of that infamous day
confirm some of the main claims of this hook. Few would hesitate to name
what happened on that day as evil ~ indeed, the very epitome of evil in
our time. Yet, despite the complex emotions and responses that the events
have evoked, there is a great deal of uncertainty about what is meant by
calling them evil. There is an all too familiar popular rhetoric of “evil”
that becomes fashionable at such critical moments, which actually ob-
scures and blocks serious thinking about the meaning of ewvil. “Evil” is
used to silence thinking and to demonize what we refuse to understand.

I completed this book during a magnificent year (2000-2001) as a fellow
at the Wissenschafiskolleg zu Berlin. This Institute of Advanced Study is an
academic utopia. Everything is done to facilitate one’s thinking and re-
search. Itis not only the detailed attention to taking care of one's material
needs, but the extraordinary welcoming and generous spirit of the entire
stall' that make it such an unusual place to work. Not the least of the
beneﬁ.ts.of the Wissenschafiskolleg was the intellectual stimulation and
collegiality provided by the fellows working on the most diverse problems
i an enormous range of disciplines. Many new friendships were formed
in the course of the year, but [ want to acknowledge especially the helpful

I;ihxlo?(.)phlc suggestions and conversations with my co-fellow, Dieter
enrich. Berlin, an exciting city t

hat is in the ess of becoming :
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Preface xi

The chapter, entitled “Radical Evil: Kant at War with Himself” is based
on an earlier version of a paper published in Rethinking Evil, edited by
Maria Pia Lara (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). The chapter,
entitled “Levinas: Evil and the Temptation of Theodicy” is based on an
carlier version published in The Cambridge Companion to Emmanuel Levinas,
edited by Robert Bernasconi and Simon Critchley (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2001).

I want to thank my research assistant, Laureen Park, for her care and
diligence in preparing the manuscript for publication. I am also grateful
to Jean van Altena who edited the manuscript with sensitivity and good
judgment.

For the past twelve years I have benefited from the stimulation of my
colleagues and students in the Graduate Faculty of the New School of
Social Rescarch. We have a lively, intense, engaged philosophic commu-
nity. Discussing, arguing, and working closely with my colleague Agnes
Heller, for whom philosophy is a living passion, has been a primary source
of the joy and intellectual excitement that I have experienced teaching at
the New School. This book is dedicated to her.







Introduction

In 1945, when the Nazi death camps were liberated, and the full horrors
of what had happened during the war years were just beginning to emerge,
Hannah Arendt declared, “The problem of evil will be the fundamental
question of postwar intellectual life in Europe.”' Later, when Arendt was
asked about her first reactions to the rumors about the extermination
camps (which she first heard in 1942), she said that it was as il an abyss
had opened. “Something happened there to which we cannot reconcile
ourselves, None of us can.”® Arendt, like many others — especially the
survivors of the camps — felt that what happened in the camps was the
most extreme and radical form of evil. “Auschwitz” became a name that
epitornized the entire Shoah, and has come to symbolize other evils that
have burst forth in the twentieth century. We might also mention Cambo-
dia, Rwanda, Bosnia — names and sites so very different, yet manifesting
horrendous events that we desperately try to understand, but to which we
cannot reconcile ourselves. Yet there is something extraordinanly para-
doxical about the visibility of evil in our time — a visibility that can be so
overwhelming that it numbs us. Andrew Delbanco acutely observes, “a
gulf has opened up in our culture between the visibility of evil and the
intellectual resources available for coping with it. Never before have im-
ages of horror been so widely disseminated and so appalling - from or-
ganized death camps to children starving in famines that might have been
averted. . . . The repertoire of evil has never been richer. Yet never have
our responses been so weak.” We have been overwhelmed by the most
excruciating and detailed descriptions and testimonies; nevertheless the
conceptual discourse for dealing with evil has been sparse and inadequate.
What do we really mean when we describe an act, an event, or a person
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as evil> Many of us would agree with what Arendt once wrote to Karl
Jaspers: “There is a difference between a man who sets out to murder his
old aunt and people who without considering the economic usefulness of
their actions at all . . . built factories to produce corpses.”* But what is this
difference? How is it to be characterized? What are we really saying when
we speak of radical evil?

Philosophers and political theorists are much more comfortable speak-
ing about injustice, the violation of human rights, what is immoral and
unethical, than about evil. When theologians and philosophers of religion
speak about “the problem of evil,” they typically mean something quite
specific — the problem of how to reconcile the appearance of evil with a
belief in a God who is omniscient, omnipotent, and beneficent. Even this
discourse has become specialized and professionalized, and remote from
the lived experiences of ordinary people. In much of this literature, there
is a litany of the usual examples of evil: Nazi horrors, willful sadistic acts,
gratuitous murders, humiliating tortures, the extreme suffering of inno-
cents, and the traditional Christian catalogue of sins. Frequendy these
examples are treated as if they were unproblematic. The main issue of the
so-called problem of evil is not really the characterization of evil and its
varieties. It is rather the problem of how to reconcile evil (however it is
described) with religious beliefs and convictions. It is almost as if the

language of evil has been dropped from contemporary moral and ethical
dxfscuursc. We might try 10 explain this in a variety of ways. There cer-
ufmly has been a loss of the grip of traditional religious and theological
dmcoprsc on people’s everyday lives. Traditionally, evil has been closely
associated with religious, especially Christian, concerns. But today, there
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evil. In our popular culture there is a subterranean current of “vulgar
Manichaeism.” By this I refer to the ease with which the world gets
divided into good and evil forces. Evil (as Nietzsche had already taught us)
comes to represent everything that one hates and despises, what one takes
to be vile and despicable, which is to be violently extirpated. This vulgar
Manichacism can take deadly forms in fanatical ideologies. Today, it is
the most ideological and fanatical groups that still employ the language of
evil to identify what they despise and want to destroy.

Yet the problems concerning evil come back to haunt us. There is an
increasing anxiety that we can neither prevent nor anticipate the bursting
forth of cver-new evils. We need to gain some comprehension, some
conceptual grasp of these evils — what we even mean when we label
something evil. We lack a discourse that is deep, rich, and subtle enough
to capture what has been experienced. This is the problematic - the felt
difficulty — that forms the background for my present inquiry.

The immediate occasion for writing this book arose from my study
Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question. Arendt is among the few post-World
War II thinkers who sought to explore what is distinctive about twentieth-
century evil — as epitomized by totalitarian regimes ~ and to do so in a
manner that does not rely on religious or theological descriptions of sin
and evil. In my study of Arendt, I dedicated two chapters to her explora-
tions of evil, radical evil and the banality of evil.” I argued there — as I will
also show later in this study — that she was extremely insightful in her
questioning. But, despite her perceptiveness, Arendt (as she realized) raised
many questions concerning evil that she did not address. Speeifically, the
comment she made about Kant in The Ongins of Totalitarianism led to my
own interrogations. In introducing her concept of radical evil, she said that
Kant — the philosopher who coined the expression “radical evil” — must
have suspected the existence of a phenomenon that “confronts us with its
overpowering reality and breaks down all standards we know.” (I have
cited the entire passage at the beginning of chapter 1.) Later, I will ex-
plore what Arendt meant by radical evil. But it was this reference to Kant
that aroused my interest and curiosity. What did Kant, who many con-
sider to be the most important modern moral philosopher, mean by radi-
cal evil? What might we still learn from Kant, and from those post-Kantian
thinkers who have probed the meaning of evil?

There is another reason why Kant is important for my investigation. In
1791, two years before the publication of Religion within the Limits of Reason
Alone, Kant wrote a little known, but extremely important, essay entitled
“On the Failure of All Attempted Philosophical Theodicies.” The very title
of this essay is significant. Kant is declaring that theodicy is not a task of
science, but a matter of faith. If theodicy is conceived as a scence or a
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discipline that can yield theoretical knowledge, th.t‘l_l it ls impossible. ({qnquuvn@y,
not only do all attempted philosophical theodicies fail; they must fail. Theodicy
as a science presupposes that we can have some Lhcurc-lu:ul. bmzr{nlgf (no
matter how partial and limited) about God. But lhtl' t.h.rust of Kant's entire
critical philosophy is to call into question this possibility. Wc cannot have
theoretical knowledge of what transcends the bounds of possible experience.
This claim is epitomized in Kant’s famous declaration in the Crtique of Pure
Reason, “1 have therefore found it necessary to deny knowledge, in order to
make room for faith” Kant is the modern philosopher who initiates the
inquiry into evil without explicit recourse to philosophical theodicy. In this
respect, Kant is especially important for the way in which I want to exam-
ine the post-Kantian vicissitudes of our understanding of evil. (Actually, as
we investigate the philosophical reflections on evil since Kant, we shall see
how the specter of theodicy still casts its shadow.)

Before presenting an overview of this inquiry, I want to clarify the
interpretative stance that I have adopted. This study consists of a series of
inlerrogations, a series of critical dialogical encounters. I agree with Hannah
Arendt, Hans Jonas, and Emmanuel Levinas (and many others, including
‘, Theodor Adorno) that Auschwitz signifies a rupture and break with tradi-
' tion, and that “after Auschwitz” we must rethink both the meaning of evil

and human responsibility. Although we should not underestimate the rup-
ture that has occurred, we can still interrogate and learn from carlier
thinkers who have grappled with trying to understand the meaning of evil.

. [ am inquiring into this modern tradition from our contemporary horizon
- from “after Auschwitz,” with all the wreacherous ambiguities of this
phrase. But throughout, I seck 10 avoid being anachronistic. It would be
u"wa”a[_“?d to expect that thinkers who lived before Auschwitz should

. have anticipated it. But it is certainly not anachronistic to ask whether
they can help us to think through the relevant issues concerning evil. |
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The book consists of three parts. In the first part I examine Kant,
Hegel, and Schelling. In the second, I take up the reflections of Nietzsche
and Freud. And in the third and last part, I explore the thought of think-
ers whose lives were dramatically altered and deeply affected by the Na-
zis, and who struggled with the meaning of evil and human responsibility
“after Auschwitz.” Although I deal with these thinkers in roughly chrono-
logical order, my purpose is not to write a history of modern reflections on
evil, and certainly not to survey what has been written about evil since the
end of the eighteenth century. It is always difficult to justify one’s selec-
tions of certain figures for detailed examination and one’s neglect of oth-
ers. And in the course of writing this book, I have frequently been asked
why I didn’t also examine one or another philosopher. Given my funda-
mental problematic — the search for some clarity about evil from our
contemporary perspective — the thinkers that I selected have something
vital to contribute to the ongoing discourse of evil, even when I think they
are mistaken.

I have already indicated my reasons for beginning with Kant. He
coined the expression “radical evil” to designate what he took to be an
innate human propensity to evil. Questioning Hegel and Schelling then
follows, for both these thinkers not only stand in the shadow of Kant,
but their entire philosophical projects can be conceived of as appropria-
tions, responses, and critiques of Kantian motifs. Nowhere does this
become clearer than in the manner in which they deal with the nature
of evil. We will see how Hegel relates the problem of evil to his distinc-
tive understanding of the dialectic of finitude and infinitude, and to his
critique of the way in which Kant conceives of the relation of the finite
and the infinite. There are deep, systematic ambiguities in Hegel’s phi-
losophy. Evil turns out to be a necessary stage in human development and
the development of the Spirit; but at the same time there is a necessary
sublation (Aufhebung) of this evil. Hegel's judgment about evil is epito-
mized in his declaration, “The wounds of the Spirit heal, and leave no
scars behind.”

Schelling is a philosopher who is barely known or discussed by Anglo-
American philosophers. And even among continental philosophers he is
frequently viewed as a transitional figure between Kant and Hegel. But
here, I show how Schelling’s reflections on evil provide a transition from
classical philosophical approaches to evil to a much more modern treat-
ment of the moral psychology of evil. The possibility of good and evil is
integral to human freedom. Schelling strongly resists any account of evil
that diminishes its brute reality - a brute reality that defies any dialectical
sublation. Although he relies on a theological vocabulary in his charac-
terization of human evil, he opens the way to a more penetrating moral
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psychological analysis of evil. He thereby provides a hric‘igv to the two
great modern moral psychologists of eval, Nietzsche and Freud.

Many treatments of Nietzsche focus almost exclusively on the meaning
of evil that Nietzsche introduces in his On the Genealogy of Morals, where he
contrasts the good/bad mode of evaluation characteristic of aristocratic
' nobles and the reactive good/evil contrast of the priestly class. [ argue
that we gain deeper insight when we understand this contrast dialectically.
Nietzsche is a dialectical ironist, and from his perspective, evil is closely
associated with ressentiment as he analyzes it. Many commentators have
noted the similarities between Nietzsche and Freud. But the differences
between them are both subtle and profound. Freud was at one and the
same ume aitracted by the psychological insights of philosophers, but
deeply skeptical about philosophy as an autonomous discipline. Yet I will
argue that Freud's fundamental claims about the nature of psychological
ambivalence must be taken into account in any adequate treatment of
evil.

The three thinkers whom 1 examine in part III were roughly contem-

\ porary, and were all Jewish. Each of them - Emmanuel Levinas, Hans

‘ Jonas, and Hannalf Arendt — identified strongly with their Jewish herit-

age, although Judaism as a religion was far more significant for Levinas

‘ and Jonas than it ever was for the more secular-oriented Arendt. Jonas

k and Arendt, both born in Germany, met when they were students of
|

Heidegger in the early 1920s. A few years later, Levinas, who had left the

great center of Jewish learning in Lithuania to become a university stu-

den! in Strasbourg, went to Freiburg to study with Husserl and Heic h'-qx:vr.

ljcwnas, who.becamr: a French citizen in the 1930s, was primarily rcﬁion—

| .f.ll;llc for the introduction of phenomenology into France. All three were
; lt: ‘fei‘“’[‘]] by phcnomcno_logy, and especially by the wrn taken by exis-
. a‘::; l;nﬂf::.:zzll'!(}logthﬂh Hcidcgger. Although “Jewish™ issues were
| philnmphiga] £y E;r :.1 ese thinkers, they nevertheless stressed that their
Il e in:c in tge case of Haf‘lnah Arendt, her political thinking)
philosophical Bm_ 5 pen Cnll).r of their Jewish concerns. Each of their

Sl i [;r il:c'd can !)c viewed as a response to Heidegger, espe-

and humfn res n:;ibcilg'fﬂi‘S ralh!rc = TCSPOI.Id to twenticth-century evil

piical onientations. Although each fol-

they enrich our conceptuzl discourse

lowed a diff; : :
A erent pathway, collccuvely,

In characterizin
dialogues, I wan ¢
o develop a new
possibility of the

8 my inquiry as a seri
0 make it clear fro
“theory” of evil, F
very idea of a (he

es of interrogations or critical
m the beginning that my aim is not
rankly, T am deeply skeptical of the
ory of evil. Rather, I think that our




e

Introduction 7

situation is one of an open-ended hermeneutical circle — one that defies
any closure or completion. I agree with Hans Jonas when he says, “the
perception of the malum is infinitely easier to us than the perception of the
bonum; it is more direct, more compelling, less given to differences of
opinion or taste, and most of all, obtruding itself without our looking for
it. An evil forces its perception on us by its mere presence.”® But, of
course, even if we experience what we take to be evil, this is just the
beginning of any inquiry. The task, then, is — to the extent that this is
possible — to develop a conceptual understanding of what we mean by
evil. This requires sorting out just what we take to be insightful, mislead-
ing, and even false in accounts of evil. As in any critically hermeneutical
inquiry, there is a to-and-fro movement in such thinking, whereby we seck
to enlarge our understanding, testing it against the phenomenon of evil
that forces itself upon us. I do not believe that there is, or can be, any
finality to this process; we must always be wary of thinking that we have
reached a final resting place. There is, so I shall claim, something about
evil that resists and defies any final comprehension. Levinas makes this
point when he characterizes evil as an excess that cannot be synthesized
adequately, and consequently comprehended by us. His distinctive
phenomenological manner of stressing this “transcendence of evil” is to
say that “evil is not only the nonintegratable, it is also the nonintegratability
of the nonintegratable.”'” But even if we agree with this, it does not follow
that we cannot enrich our understanding of the many facets of evil. In this
spirit, I will conclude my interrogations with a series of theses about what
we have learned in the course of this journey.
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Part 1

Evil, Will, and Freedom







Radical Evil: Kant at War with
Himself

It is inherent in our entire philosophic tradition that we cannot con-
ceive of a “radical evil,” and this is true both for Christian theology,
which conceded even to the Devil himself a celestial origin, as well as
for Kant, the only philosopher who, in the word he coined for it, at
least must have suspected the existence of this evil even though he
immediately rationalized it in the concept of a “perverted ill will,” that
could be explained by comprehensible motives, Therefore, we acually
have nothing to fall back on in order to understand a phenomenon
that nevertheless confronts us with its overpowering reality and breaks
down all standards we know. . . . Totalitarian solutions may well
survive the fall of totalitarian regimes in the form of strong temptations
which will come up whenever it seems impossible to alleviate political,
social, or cconomic misery in a manner worthy of man.

Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism

It was really as if an abyss had opened . . . . This ought not to have h\
happened. And 1 don’t mean just the number of victims, 1 mean the
method, the fabrication of corpses and so on — 1 don’t need to go into
that, This should not have happened. Something happened there, to
which we cannot reconcile ourselves. None of us ever can.

Hannah Arendt, “What Remains? The Language Remains”

I have begun with these two epigraphs from Hannah Arendt because they
help to orient my discussion of Kant. The first quotation is from the
closing remarks of The Origins of Totalitarianism; and the second is from a
television interview that she gave in 1964 in which she recalls her shock

s
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when she first discovered what was taking place in Nazi death camps.'
Ever since Kant used the expression “radical evil” radikal Bose) in Dre
Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen Vernunfl, it has been a source of
fascination and perplexity: fascination, hecause it has struck many of his
readers (including Arendt) that Kant was dimly aware of a type of evil
that exceeds our traditional conceptions of evil; perplexity, because it is
not clear precisely what Kant means by “radical evil,” or how it [lits (or
does not) with his moral philosophy. I want to probe the meaning of “radi-
cal evil” for Kant, the philosophic context in which he explores its signifi-
cance, and how radical evil is related o his moral philosophy. Is it true, as
Arendt suggests, that Kant suspected the existence of a type of evil that calls
into question our traditional ways of understanding evil? Is it true, as Arendt
claims, that he “immediately rationalized it in the concept of a ‘perverted ill
will’ that could be explained by comprehensible motives”?

It would be anachronistic to expect that Kant anticipated the horrors of
the twentieth century. But Kant is certainly a thinker who has trans-
formed the way in which we think about morality in the modern world.
Despite the many critiques of Kant’s conception of morality, he has not
only inspired subsequent thinkers, but we are presently living through a
resurgence of interest in, and novel appropriations of, Kant’s moral phi-
losophy. So it is eminently appropriate to ask whether Kant’s reflections
on morality and radical evil can help orient our own thinking about the
evil we have witnessed in the twentieth century. It is in this spirit that [
approach Kant and interrogate him.

'I,‘l.‘c pnimary analysis and discussion of radical evil is to be found in
Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone.?
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responsible for what they do as free moral agents — whether they do their
duty and obey the moral law or whether they fail to act in accordance
with the moral law. If we are to understand what Kant means by radical
evil, then our first task is to understand what Kant means by evil. Kant
tells us that good or evil must “lie only in a rule made by the will [Willkiir|
for the use of its freedom, that is, in a maxim” (Rel 17; 19). This is
extremely important, for we will soon see that neither our natural inclina-
tions nor our reason is the source of evil, but only our will. Just as Kant
singles out the will as the primary locus of what is good, so it is the will
that is the primary locus of evil. Consequently, we can say that good and
evil have reference to the maxims of human volition.

We can already see how the Religion clarifies a troubling ambiguity in
Kant’s moral philosophy. This concerns his understanding of the will. In
the Groundwork, Kant appears to identify the will with practical reason.
But if this were a strict identity, then how would it be possible for
someone to commit an immoral or evil act? His younger contemporary,
Reinhold, already criticized the identification of the will with practical
reason during Kant’s lifetime, and this objection has been reiterated
over and over again by many subsequent critics of Kant.? But the Reli-
gion makes it eminently clear that Kant has a more complex and subtle
understanding of the faculty of volition. This is indicated by the distinc-
tion that he introduces between Wille and Willkir (which unfortunately
are frequently both translated as “will” in English)." Although Kant is
not always consistent, in general, when he refers to the will as the capa-
city to choose between alternatives, he calls it Wallkir. The human Willkiir
(as distinguished from the Willkiir of brute animals) is the faculty of [ree
spontancous choice. Or, more accurately, it is that aspect of the faculty
of volition that involves unconstrained free choice. As Kant tells us, “the
frecdom of the will [Willkir] is of a wholly unique nature in that an
incentive can determine the will [Willkir] to an action only so far as the
individual has incorporated it info his maxim (has made it the general rule in
accordance with which he will conduct himself); only thus can an incen-
tive, whatever it may be, coexist with the absolute spontancity of the will
| Wiltkiir) (i.e. freedom).” (Rel. 19; 23).> The Willkiir, the name we give to
the capacity to choose between alternatives is neither intrinsically good
nor intrinsically evil; rather, it is the capacity by which we freely choose
good or evil maxims. In the Religion it is clear that Walle (in its more
technical, narrow sense) does not act at all; it daes not make decisions.
Wille refers to the purely rational aspect of the faculty of volition. Henry
Allison states the point succinctly when he writes: “Kant uses the terms
Wille and Willkir to characterize respectively the legislative and execu-
tive functions of a unified faculty of volition, which he likewise refers to
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as Wille”® And John Silber gives a lucid description of the relation of

the Wille 1o the Willkir.

Unlike Willkiir, however, Wille does not make decisions or adopt maxims; it
does not act. Rather it is the source of a strong and ever present incentive
in Willkir, and, if strong enough to be adopted by Wallkir into the maxim of
its choice, Wille “can determine the Willkir” and then “it is practical reason
itself.” Wille expresses the possibility of autonomy which is presupposed by
transcendental freedom. The Wille represents the will's own demand for
sclf-fulfillment by commanding Willkir, that aspect of the will which can
either fulfill or abnegate its freedom, to actualize its free nature by willing in
accordance with the law (and condition) of freedom. The most important

difference between Wille and Willkir is apparent here. Whereas Willkir is
free to actualize either the autonomous or heteronomous potentialities of
transcendental freedom, Wille is not free at all. Wille is rather the law ol

freedom, the normative aspect of the will, which as norm is neither free nor

unfree. Having no freedom of action, Wille is under no constraint or pres-

sure. It exerts, instead, the pressure of its own normative rational nature
upon the Willkir

It is vital 10 see why Kant makes this all-important distinction between
Wille and Willkir. When he introduces the categorical imperative in the
Gfoundu{ork, we are left with an awkward consequence. If the will is com-
plelcly‘ldcntiﬁcd with practical reason, then it is not clear where choice
enters into making a moral decision. But Kant’s account of morality pre-
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not even say that the existence of natural inclinations is neutral (neither
good nor evil), but rather, that they are actually good! (Later we shall
consider in what sense they are good.) Kant declares: “Natural inclina-
tions, considered in themselves, are good, that is, not a matter of reproach, and
it is not only futile to want to extirpate them but to do so would also be
harmful and blameworthy. Rather, let them be tamed and instead of
clashing with one another they can be brought into harmony in a whole-
ness which is called happiness.” (Rel. 51; 60).

He explicitly repudiates the caricature that is so frequently drawn of
him. He is frequently, but mistakenly, criticized for allegedly claiming that
it is our natural inclinations that are the source of human evil. This
caricature is misleading, because it obscures what is fundamental for his
understanding of freedom and morality — that human beings, by virtue of
their faculty of volition, are completely accountable and responsible for
the good and evil maxims that they adopt. In this respect, there is no
original sin or evil, just as there is no original moral goodness. To put the
point positively, all sins, vices, and virtues originate in a (free) Willkiz. The
primary issue for Kant is always how we choose to respond to different, and
sometimes conflicting, incentives.

Man fumself must make or have made himself into whatever, in a moral
sense, whether good or evil, he is or is to become. Either condition must be
an cffect of his | Willkiir]; for otherwise he could not be held responsible for
it and could therefore be morally neither good nor evil. When it is said, Man
is created good, this can mean nothing more than: He is created for good and
the original predisposition in man is good; not that, thereby, he is already
actually good, but rather that he brings it about that he becomes good or
evil, according to whether he adopts or does not adopt into his maxim the
incentives which this predisposition carries with it ([an act] which must be
left wholly to his own free choice). (Rel. 40; 48)

Yirmiyahu Yovel emphatically makes Kant's point: “Kant insisted in the
Religion that evil 1o originates in freedom. This principle bars the view
that when acting immorally we are causally determined by natural incli-
nations, and makes responsibility for evil possible. Nature cannot generate
evil; only the free human will can.™

In order to clarify the nature of duty and the moral law in the Ground-
work, Kant focuses on those situations in which there is a conflict between
our natural inclinations and our moral duty. In his famous (and some-
times misleading) examples, he tends to suggest that the paradigmatic
examples of acting morally occur only when there is an overt clash be-
tween what we naturally desire and what we recognize as our daty, what
we ought to do. This is the source of another persistent caricature of
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Kant: we are only truly moral when we are acting aganst our natural
inclinations. But here too, the Religion repudiates this caricature, and helps
to clear up this misunderstanding. The basic issue for Kant in determin-
ing whether a maxim is good or evil is not whether it “contains” the
incentive to follow the moral law or our natural inclinations. Rather, the
issue is how these incentives are ordered — which incentive is primary and
which one is secondary, that is, subordinated.

Hence the distinction between a good man and one who is evil cannot lie
in the difference between the incentives which they adopt into their maxim
(not in the content of the maxim), but rather must depend upon subordination
(the form of the maxim) i.e., which of the two incentives he makes the condition of the
other. Consequently man (even the best) is evil only in that he reverses the
moral order of the incentives when he adopts them into his maxim. He
adopts, indeed, the moral law along with the law of self-love; yet when he
becomes aware that they cannot remain on a par with each other but that
one must be subordinated to the other as a supreme condition, he makes
the incentive of self-love and its inclinations the condition of obedience to
the moral law; whereas on the contrary, the latter, as the supreme condition of
the salis-fac:ion of the former, ought to have been adopted into the univer-
sal maxim of the will [Willkir] as the sole incentive. (Rel. 31-2; 38)

As Allen Wood declares:
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of inclinations in our maxims and our actions, it does have some strong
(Kant would say “rigoristic”) consequences. If we consider the exam-
ple from the Groundwork of the shopkeeper who feigns honesty because
this is the most advantageous and profitable policy, we can well under-
stand how in his maxim there is an ordering such that his primary
incentive is to maximize his profit rather than to do what is morally
required. He may act in accord with duty, but not for the sake of duty.
But consider the more difficult example of the person whose primary
motivation is his sympathy for his fellow human beings. Kant tells us
that there are persons “so sympathetically constituted that without any
motive or vanity of selfishness they find an inner satisfaction in spread-
ing joy and rejoice in the contentment of others which have made this
possible.” Although actions performed on this basis are “dutiful and
amiable” and “deserve praise and encouragement,” they do not evince
moral worth, because they are not done from duty. Christine Korsgaard
has given a very sensitive and insightful analysis of this example.'® She
notes that Kant clearly distinguishes this example, where one acts “from
direct inclination (perform an action because one enjoys it)” from the
shopkeeper example, where one acts “from indirect action (performs
an action as a means to an end).”!' Explicating what Kant means,
Korsgaard writes:

Therefore, when Kant says that the difference between the sympathetic
person and the dutiful person rests in their maxims, the contrast he has in
mind is this: although the sympathetic person and the dutiful person both
have the purpose of helping others, they have adopted this purpose on
different grounds. The sympathetic person sees helping as something pleas-
ant, and that is why he makes it his end. The morally worthy person sees
helping as something called for, or necessary, and this is what motivates
him to make it his end."

I think that this is exactly right, although Kant in the Religion gives an-
other reason for placing greater moral weight on the person who acts for
the sake of duty rather than out of the motivation of sympathy. .

Consider the consequence of Korsgaard's explication when we put it
together with Kant's analysis of good and evil maxims in the {iel:gmn.
Korsgaard tells us that “Duty is not a different purpose, but a different
ground for the adoption of a purpose. So Kant's idea here is captured by
saying that the sympathetic person’s motive is shallower than‘lhc morally
worthy person’s: both want to help, but there is available a jurthfr stretch
of motivating thought about helping which the merely sympm!mctnc person
has not engaged in."'? Korsgaard's interpretative suggestion is eminently
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reasonable, but she ignores a consequence of Kant's rigorism. For she
describes the motivation of “the merely sympathetic person”™ in a way that
clearly indicates that the individual is giving priority to his sympathy (a
natural inclination) rather than to what his moral obligation requires. And
this is the paradigm of what Kant takes to be an el maxim. Indeed, Kant
himself explicitly makes this point in the Religion.

For when incentives other than the law itself (such as ambition, self~love in
general, yes, even a kindly instinct [gutherziger Instinkf] such as sympathy) are
necessary to determine the will | Willkir] to conduct conformable to the law, it
is merely accidental that these causes coincide with the law, for they could
equally well incite its violation. The maxim, then, in terms of whose good-
ness all moral worth of the individual must be appraised, is thus contrary to

the law, and the man, despite all his good deeds, is nevertheless evil. (Rel.
26; 31)

The person who (self-consciously) gives priority to his sympathetic fecl-
g in his maxim is not just “shallower” than the moral person; he is
el .Hc is adopting an evil maxim." Yet Kant does not {linch from
drawing this conclusion. In the Religion, he endorses such a rigorist analysis.
He tells us that we call a man evil not because he performs actions that
are evil, “but because these actions are of such a nature that we may
infer from them the presence in him of evil maxims® (Rel. 16: 18).
Furthermore, Kamnt accepts the exclusive disjunction that “AMan s (by

nature) eil‘flm mo:tally good or morally evil” (Rel. 17; 18). Kant admits that
although “experience actuall
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Starting with the premise that respect for the law is an incentive, Kant
reasons that since the freedom of the will (Willkiir) entails that an incentive
can determine the will only if it is “taken up” into a maxim, it follows that
the failure to make it one’s incentive, that is, the failure to make the thought
of duty or respect for the law the sufficient motivation for one’s conduct,
must be regarded as resting on the adoption of an alternative principle of
action. But since the adoption of an alternative principle involves an ex-
plicit deviation from the law, such an act must be characterized as “evil”.'®

So, following out the logic of Kant’s rigorist analysis, there does not seem
to be any way to avoid the conclusion that a benign sympathetic person
(who gives the incentive of sympathy priority over the moral law in his
maxim), Hitler, and even Eichmann (whose maxims presumably did not
give priority to respect for the moral law) are e/l morally evil. Kant would
certainly acknowledge that there are differences among them. Despite his
“official” doctrine, he recognizes such differences. Nevertheless, given the
exclusive rigorist disjunction — good or evil — we must judge them to be
evil. What they have in common is “the failure to make the thought of
duty or respect for the law the sufficient motivation for one’s conduct.”

Radical evil

Thus far, I have been addressing the question of what Kant means by
evil, specifically what constitutes a morally evil maxim; but I have not yet
said anything about radical evil. How does Kant’s understanding of radi-
cal evil supplement what he has told us about evil maxims? More gener-
ally, we want to know how radical evil is compatible with his moral
theory.'*

Why did Kant (so late in his career) feel the need to introduce the
concept of radical evil> There are several reasons. There is no doubt that
he wanted to extract and defend what he took to be the moral rational
core of Christian religious faith. But I also think that there is a deeper
philosophical reason. Without compromising his moral stance that human
beings are responsible for their good and evil maxims and deeds, Kant's
understanding of human nature is that we are neither angels nor devils.
He rejected the idea that we are born morally good and become cor-
rupted, as well as the idea that we are intrinsically morally evil, that we
are born sinners, and consequently cannot escape from actually sinning.
His understanding of human nature as intrinsically neither moral!y.good
nor morally evil also has significant consequences for his understanding of
human history and progress. Kant seeks to walk a fine line. On the .onc
hand, he is skeptical of the idea of moral progress whereby human beings

~4_—_
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can (and will) achieve human perfection. On the ulhl.'r.h«'mtl. although
human beings can never escape from the propensity 1o evil —a propensity
constitutive of their species nature — there can be moral progress in ].,,_,-_
tory insofar as human beings can become acluall,\: gnml by virtue of their
freedom. Kant's faith in (limited) moral and political progress is played
out against a dark background, a realistic apprnm! of "('mnktf(i human-
ity.” In this respect, Kant departs significantly Iru.m some of the more
naive and optimistic Enlightenment conceptions of qun;u'n progress (for
example, Condorcet). Many of the tensions and problems in Kant s con-
ception of radical evil can be traced back to his attempt to reconcile the
claim that human beings are, by their very nature, evil with the claim
that, despite this propensity to evil, human beings (even those who are
wicked) can become morally good.

Despite the striking connotations of the term “radical,” Kant is not
speaking about a special fype of evil or evil maxim. He would not agree
with Arendt when she declares that radical evil is a phenomenon that
“confronts us with its overpowering reality and breaks down all standards
we know.”” And he certainly does not mean anything like what Arendt
means when she claims that “radical evil has emerged in connection with
a system [totalitarianism] in which all men have become equally superflu-
ous.”'® But what does Kant mean? And why does he introduce this tanta-
!iz'mg concept? The answer to this question is complex, and we need o
introduce a number of important distinctions in order to answer it.

To set the context for our analysis, we must first consider briefly the
sharp distinction that Kant makes in his Critical Philosophy between phe-
nomena and noumena. This distinction, which is so central o Kant's
understanding of human freedom, has proved especially troublesome. There
are many passages in Kant that seem to suggest a “two-world” theory in
which there is no (and can be no) interaction between the two. If this were
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human being (and, therefore, the same Willkiir) were not both moral and
natural, existing fully and simultancously in both realms, moral experi-
ence would be impossible.”'? Korsgaard argues that the confusions re-
garding the two-world theory stem from “a failure to appreciate the radical
nature of Kant’s separation of theoretical and practical reason, and of
their respective domains of explanation and deliberation. When these
domains are separated in the way that Kant’s philosophy requires, the
problems about responsibility disappear, and we see that Kant’s theory of
freedom does not commit him to an ontological dualism.”® Although
these commentators have not cleared up all the problems that arise from
the distinction between noumena and phenomena, I do think that they
have been successful in showing that Kant is not committed to an extreme
ontological dualism, and that Kant does have a unified conception of the
human agent who is both free and conditioned by natural causality.

In the Religion, Kant does not abandon the noumena/phenomena dis-
tinction, but he plays down its significance, In the preface to the second
edition, he says:

T'o understand this book in its essential content, only common morality is
needed, without meddling with the Critigue of Practical Reason, still less with
theoretical Critique. When, for example, virtue as skill in actions conforming
to duty (according to their legality) is called virtus phaenomenon, and the same
virtue as an enduring disposition towards such actions from duty (because of
their morality) is called virtus noumenon, these expressions are used only be-
cause of the schools; while the matter itself is contained, though in other
words, in the most popular children’s instructions and sermons, and is
casily understood. (Rel. 12-13; 15-16)

The reason why it is so important to see that Kant is not committed to a
two-world theory is because his analysis of radical evil presupposes the
intelligibility of speaking about a “human nature” which cannot be iden-
tified simply with our phenomenal nature (or with our noumenal selves).

“Nature” and “human nature” are used in the Religion in a manner thalA
is strikingly different from the typical use of these terms in the Criligue of
Pure Reason and the Critique of Practical Reason. Human nature cnmmp.asst's
what we are as phenomenal and moral beings. This becomes evident
when, for example, Kant tells us that human nature possesses three P
dispositions [Anlagen] to good. To be more precise, these are three divi-
sions, or elements “in the fixed character and destiny [ Bestimmung] of man:
(1) the predisposition to animalily in man, taken as a lwing being; (2) the
predisposition to humanity in man, taken as a living and at the same tume
a rational being; (3) the predisposition to personalily in man, taken as a
rational and at the same time an accountable being” (Rel. 21; 25). It is
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perfectly clear from this passage that Kant is speaking about “human
nature” (der menschlichen Natur) in a way that encompasses what he has
previously classified as phenomena and noumena. When Kant speaks of
“man” here, he is not referring to individual men. He is referring to man
- or rather human beings — as the human race or species. He tells us,
“The man of whom we say, ‘He is by nature good or evil,” 1s to be
understood not as a single individual (for then one man could be consid-
ered as good, by nature, another as evil), but as the entire race” (Rel. 21;
24-5). We must be careful not to misinterpret what Kant is affirming. We
may be tempted to think that these three divisions of the original predis-
position to good are constituents of a predisposition to be morally good.
This temptation may be especially strong in the case of the predisposition
to personality, because this is “the capacity for respect for the moral law
as in itself a sufficient incentive of the will | Willkiir]”™ (Rel. 23; 27). But the capacty
for respect is not to be identified with the acfual (moral) exercise of this
capacity by the Willkir. We, as human beings, may have a predisposition to
become morally good, but it is only by exercising our free will (Willkir)
that we actually hecome morally good (or evil).

Man himself must make or have made himself into whatever, in a moral
sense, whether good or evil, he is or is to become. Either condition must be
an cflect of his free choice [Willkiir]; for otherwise he could not be held
NSPﬂﬂ{ﬁﬂe for it and could therefore be morally neither good nor evil
_Wh‘:“ itis said, Man is created good, this can mean nothing more than: He
15 created for good and the original predispasition is good; not that, thereby, he
B alrclady 3““"}“5’ good, but rather he brings it about that he becomes good
:::i":llr’e?\ff\z-rsd::ficlﬂ :;i:-‘lhezi.hc af:lf)ph or flm‘a not adopt into hif maxim
be left wholly to his anpr‘"cl isposition carries with it ([an act] which must
L ree choice). (Rel. 40; 48)
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It would have been clearer if Kant had simply said that although human
beings have a predisposition to become morally good, they are not actu-
ally born morally good. They become morally good only if they freely
choose to act so that they incorporate the moral law into their maxims.

Before turning explicitly to what Kant means by radical evil, we must first
clarify what he means by disposition (Gestmung) and propensity (Hang). For
they are the basis for understanding radical evil. These concepts are not to be
confused with what he calls a predisposition (Anlage).” Silber claims that “the
development of [the concept of Gesinmung] is, perhaps, the most important
single contribution of the Religion to Kant's ethical theory, for by means of it
he accounts for the continuity and responsibility in the free exercise of Willkir
and for the possibility of ambivalent volition, as well as the basis for its
complex assessment.”™ We can appreciate why Silber makes this strong claim.
On the basis of the Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason, it is not
entirely clear how Kant deals with the continuity of moral agency. In part,
this is because he has focused primarily on the role of maxims in making
moral decisions. But the individual who adopts maxims and makes choices is
not simply a collection of discrete choices and maxims. Nor is he simply a
timeless noumenal self. As Silber perceptively notes, “The disposition [Gesinnung]
is thus the enduring aspect of Willkir, it is Wallkir considered in terms of the
continuity and fullness of its free expression. It is the enduring pattern of
intention that can he inferred from the many discrete acts of Willkir and
reveals their ultimate motive.” And he adds: “Continuity in disposition
[Gesinnung] is essential to moral self-identity.”** This helps to clarify the work
that the concept of Gesinnung is intended to perform, and why itis so essential
to Kant’s analysis of moral agency.

As long as we stay at this general level of abstraction, we do not en-
counter any difficulties. But the more closely we examine the details of
what Kant says about Gesinnung, the more problematic this concept be-
comes. Initially we might think that Kant is finally coming to acknow-
ledge the importance of what Aristotle recognized long ago, that he means
something that closely approximates what Anstotle called fexis, an ac-
quired disposition to act virtuously, a disposition that requires a proper
upbringing and education. But Kant explicitly says that “this disposition
[Gesinnung] itself must have been adopted by free choice [Willkiir]” (Rel. 20;
24). The passage from which this comes is even more perplexing, because
Kant says that, although this disposition is acquired, it “has not been
acquired in time.”

To have a good or evil disposition |Gesinnung] as an inborn natural consti-
tution does not here mean that it has not been acquired by the man who
harbors it, that he is not the author of it, but rather, that it has not been
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acquired in time (that he has aliays been good, or.r\'il_fmm llt_.\)'n:urff up). The
disposition, .., the ultimate subjective ground of the adoption of maxims,
can be one only and applies universally to the whole use of [reedom. Yet
this disposition itsell must have been adopted by free choice [Willkir|, for
otherwise it could not be imputed. (Rel. 20; 24

This is an extremely perplexing and obscure passage, and we will have to
keep it in mind as we proceed. But, for all its obscurity, there is no
ambiguity regarding what Kant is saying about a good or evil disposition
(Gesinnung) being “adopted by free choice.” This, perhaps, is the most
significant difference between a predisposition (dnlage) and a disposition
(Gesinnung); a Gestnnung is adopted by free choice, but an Anlage is not cho-
sen; it is a constituent of human nature, and it is bound up “with the
possibility of human nature.” This freely chosen character of Gesinnung has
led one critic to suggest that it is an unstable combination of Aristotelian
hexis and a Sartrean “projet fondamental.”™ We can see how radically Kant's
notion of a Gesinnung departs from any ordinary or traditional concept of
a disposition when he tells us that “it has not been acquired in time,” and
that .lhis Gestnnung must itself be conceived of as a maxim - a supreme

maxim f‘hf“ orients the moral life of an agent viewed as a whole (even

ltmough 1Lis possible to alter this disposition).” One might think that here
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character, we recognize that it is this character that informs his specific
choices. The relation between moral character and the specific actions
performed is neither strictly causal nor strictly logical. A person with a
good disposition may occasionally act out of character and adopt a maxim
that subordinates the moral law to natural inclination. And a moral scoun-
drel may occasionally do what duty requires (honor among thieves).

Viewed in this manner, we can understand why such a disposition may
be characterized as the subjective ground for the adoption of specific
maxims. For such a disposition informs, but does not (causally) determine
the maxims that are adopted in specific situations of moral conflict. We
can also understand the sense in which we are responsible for our dispo-
sitions or characters. It is not that at a specific moment in tme we “choose”
this disposition. Nevertheless, our disposition is the result of freec moral
decisions that we make and the maxims that we adopt. We are not born
morally good or evil; we become morally good or evil by virtue of the
choices we make.

If we press further and ask why one person develops a disposition or
character that leads him to adopt good maxims and someone else adopts
evil maxims, there is much that we can say about their background, social
circumstances, and education; but we cannot give an ultimate answer to
this question: it is inscrutable. For such an answer would require us to be
able to give a theoretical account of human freedom. And this is precisely
what the Critical Philosophy shows us to be impossible. To claim that a
free choice is inscrutable is not to say that it is mysterious — as if, in princi-
ple, we should be able to give necessary and sufficicnt reasons for why
someone makes the choices he does make; it is only to insist that the
choice is free. Ultimately, we cannot know why one person chooses to
follow the moral law and another person does not. Nevertheless, from a
practical point of view, we can (and must) postulate freedom, and a&-scrt
that moral agents have the capacity to choose freely good or evil maxims.
We are responsible for our individual choices and for our overall moral
character.

Furthermore, this disposition is not something fixed and unchangeable.
A good person can become evil, and an evil person can become good.
“For man, therefore, who despite a corrupted heart yet possesses a good
will (Wille), there remains the hope of a return to the good from which he
has strayed” (Rel. 39; 47). We can even demystify what seems so counter-
intuitive, that a Gesinnung “has not been acquired in time.” \“\!’e havc‘: to
distinguish feo different senses of being acquired in time. Kant is certainly
not denying the obvious fact that we commonly specily the fime when a
moral decision is made. All of the examples that Kant gives in the Gfafmd-
work presuppose such a temporal location. We make our moral decisions
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in concrete situations at specific times and pla('es: For ?xampl(:, tomorrow,
I may be faced with a terrible moral dilemma in which 1 w;Jll be con-
fronted with a choice about what I ought to do. But there is a more
technical sense of something happening in time that is explored in the First
Critique when Kant gives his analysis of causality. In this sense, to say that
something happens in time is to say that it is rausfnlly dt:tcrmuu‘d, 'and
consequently not free. When Kant tells us that a Gesinnung is not acquired
in time, he is telling us that it is not (naturally) causally determined but,
rather, issues from our frecdom.

I do not want to suggest that this understanding of Gesinnung clears up
all the problems and difficulties that Kant's discussion involves; but it does
help to show the plausibility of the idea of a Gesinnung, the sense in which
it is a disposition, and yet freely chosen, and why such a notion is so
important for a robust understanding of human agency. There is, how-
ever, one major difficulty with my analysis that cannot be avoided. Ironi-
cally, this points up onc of the most troubling features of Kant's conception
of radical evil. If my description approximates what Kant means by a
Gesinnung, then it is applicable to both good and evil dispositions, or char-
acters. And most of the time, Kant writes in a manner that would lead us
to think that there are good and bad dispositions. Yet, when Kant turns
explicitly to the notion of radical evil, and characterizes it as a propensity
(Hang), he neglects the symmetry between good and evil dispositions. Most
of the time he writes as if there is no significant difference between a
disposition (Gesinnung) and a propensity (Hang), but he never speaks about a
propensity to good, but only a propensity to evil.?? He explicitly tells us
'mf[ “man is evil by nature” (although we will see that this does not mean
quite what we might think it does). Kant also insists that although “the
chfaractcr (gopd or evil) distinguishing man from other possible rational
beings . . . is innate in him. . . we shall ever take the position that nature is

not to bear the blame (i it is evil) or take credit for it (if it is good), but that

man himself'is its author” (Rel. 17; 20). In short, what Kant calls a propen-
sity (Hang)
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rimary issue for Kant is always the individual’s accountability and re-
spunsibility. Our moral freedom is never compromised by external events
or by our natural inclinations. We can make Kant’s point even more
forcefully by asserting that we alone are ultimately responsible for the
individual moral choices that we make and for our moral character. Kant
even seems to be aware of the awkward way in which he has described a
Gesinnung. For he characterizes it as “the ultimate subjective ground of the
adoption of maxims,” and then immediately adds, “But the subjective
ground or cause of this adoption cannot further be known (though it is
inevitable that we should inquire into it)" (Rel. 20; 24).

We are finally in a position to turn explicitly to the concept of radical
evil. On the basis of what we have learned about “the original predispo-
sition [Anlage| to good in human nature,” we at least know what radical
evil is not. Radical evil is not, in any way, to be identified with natural
inclinations. Radical evil is not to be identified with our phenomenal
sensuous nature. The body, with its needs and desires, is not the source of
evil. Nor is radical evil to be identified with any intrinsic defect or corrup-
tion of human reason. It is related solely to the corruption of the will. We
can locate an essential clue about the meaning of radical evil, and why
Kant introduces this concept, by returning to his analysis of the third
division of the original predisposition (Anlage) to good that is inherent in
our human nature. Let us consider again what Kant says about the pre-
disposition to personality.

The predisposition to personality is the capacity for respect for the moral law
as m itself a sufficient incentive of the will [ Wiltkir]. This capacity for simple
respect for the moral law within us would thus be moral feeling, which in
and through itself does not constitute an end of the natural predisposition
except so far as it is the motivating force of the will [Willkir]. Since this is
possible only when the free will [ Willkir] incorporates such moral feeling
into its maxim, the property of such a will | Willkir] is good character. The
latter, like every character of the [ree will [Willkir|, is something that can
only be acquired; its possibility, however, demands the presence in our
nature of a predisposition on which it is absolutely impossible to graft
anything evil. We cannot rightly call the idea of the moral law, with the
respect which is inseparable from it, a predisposition 10 personality,; it is person-
ality itself. . . . But the subjective ground for the adoption into our maxims
of this respect as a motivating force scems to be an adjunct to our person-
ality, and thus to deserve the name of a predisposition to its furtherance.
(Rel. 22-3; 27)

There is nothing startlingly new here that we could not have infc.rred
from the Groundioork or the Critique of Practical Reason. But if this predispo-
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sition to good is constitutive of our very nature as hu_rnan I)c-i'ngs, how
are we to account for the fact that we do not always follow this predis-
position; that we do not always do what we morally ought to do? Hu-
man beings are tempted to disregard the moral law, to adopt evil maxims
~ maxims that give priority to nonmoral incentives. It is this tendency or
propensity (Hang) that Kant secks to isolate with the introduction of the
concept of radical evil. But what does Kant mean by a propensity (Hang)?
He tells us that “by propensity (propensio) 1 understand the subjective
ground of the possibility of an inclination (habitual craving, concupisceniia)
so far as mankind in general is liable to it” (Rel. 23-4; 28). And how are
we o distinguish a propensity (Hang) from a predisposition (Anlage)? “A
propensity is distinguished from a predisposition by the fact that al-
though it can indeed be innate, it ought not to be represented merely
thus; for it can also be regarded as having been acquired (if it is good), or
brought by man upon himself (if it is evil)” (Rel. 24; 28-9). We get a clearer
idea of what Kant means by turning to his shocking footnote. He in-
forms us that:

A propensity (Hang) is really only the predisposition . . . 1o crave a delight which,
when once experienced, arouses in the subject an inclination to it. Thus all
savage peoples have a propensity for intoxicants; for though many of them
are wholly ignorant of intoxication and in consequence have absolutely no
Fraving for an intoxicant, let them but once sample it and there is aroused
in them an almost inextinguishable craving for it. (Rel. 24; 28)%°
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We may think that “wickedness” names some horrendous form of evil.
And Kant's rhetoric certainly makes it sound this way.

Third: the wickedness (vitiositas, pravitas) or, if you like, the coruption (corruptio)
of the human heart is the propensity of the will [ Willkir] to maxims which
neglect the incentives springing from the moral law in favor of others which
are not moral. It may also be called the perversity (perversitas) of the human
heart, for it reverses the ethical order [of priority] among the incentives of
a free will [IWillkir]; and although conduct which is lawfully good (i.c., legal)
may be found with it, yet the cast of mind is thereby corrupted at its root
(so far as the moral disposition is concerned), and the man is hence desig-
nated as evil.

It will be remarked that this propensity to evil is here ascribed (as regards
conduct) to men in general, even to the best of them; this must be the case
if it is to be proved that the propensity 1o evil in mankind is universal, or,
what here comes 1o the same thing, that it is woven into human nature,

(Rel. 25; 30)

Let us reflect carefully on Kant's characterization of the “third degree” of
the capacity for evil with reference to the example of the sympathetic
person that I discussed earlier. Suppose that such a person — even when it
is pointed out to him — makes a conscious choice to continue to give
priority to his feclings of sympathy for his fellow human beings as the
primary incentive for his maxims (rather than “incentives springing from
the moral law”). He trusts his heart more than his reason, even though his
heart may occasionally lead him astray. And let us also grant, as Kant
says we may, that the conduct springing from the incentive of sympathy is
“lawfully good.” He consistently acts in accord with duty, although not for
the sake of duty. On the basis of Kant's classification of the degrees of evil,
we would be compelled to judge such person as wicked. He presumably
has a cast of mind that is corrupted at its root. Why? Because he gives
priority to what Kant considers to be a nonmoral maxim when he ought
to0 adopt a moral one. And even though, by hypothesis, his actions con-
‘form to the moral law, this is simply accidental, or contingent. But to
Judge such a person as the paradigm of wickedness, to put him in the same
category as a mass murderer — at least, in respect to the degree of cvll
exhibited — is more than an awkward consequence of Kant's rigorism; it is
morally perverse.

But we face still greater problems. Kant’s analysis of radical evil as a
Propensity that is “woven into human nature” actually obscures (rather
than clarifies) a cardinal point in his moral philosophy. The very concept
of a propensity (Hang) is one that is parasitic upon our notion of causality.

propensity presumably has causal efficacy. Thus, in Kant's unfortunate
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example of a savage people who crave intoxicants, "wc think nf.such a
propensity as having overwhelming causal power. Such a craving de-
mands satisfaction unless it is resisted in the strongest possible manner.
But the propensity to evil cannot be thought of in this way. It is not an
active causal force “pushing” us, or tempting us, to be morally evil. There
is no moral evil unless we freely adopt evil maxims. A Willkir that adopts
such maxims is not causally determined by anything but itself; it is the
spontancous manifestation of our freedom. Few philosophers have been
as insistent as Kant has been, in arguing that genuine freedom is uncon-
ditioned by any (natural) causal influences.”

It may be objected that the example of the craving for intoxicants is
misleading, because it is a physical propensity, and Kant himselt makes a
sharp distinction between a physical (natural) propensity and a moral
propensity.

Every propensity is either physical, i.c., pertaining to the will [IWillkir] of
man as a natural being, or moral, i.c., pertaining to his will [Willkur] as a
moral being. In the first sense there is no propensity to moral evil, for such
a propensity must spring from freedom; and a physical propensity (grounded
in sensuous impulses) towards any use of freedom whatsoever — whether for
guod or bad - is a contradiction. Hence a propensity to evil can inhere only
in the moral capacity of the will [Willkir]. But nothing is morally evil (i.c.,
capable of being imputed) but that which is our own act. (Rel, 26; 31

Kant realizes that the very idea of a moral propensity as “a subjective
ground of the will [Willkir] which precedes all acts” is a |7Tli|)l;‘ll1ali('
notion. I.fsuch a propensity results from the exercise of freedom, then this
propensity must itself isstllc from an act of free will (Willkir). Although it
:r(;a: sc;n'n a:' hoc and a bit contrived, Kant introduces fwo senses of h"m“.

esolve this problem. In the first sense, “act” refers to the exercise ol

freedom whereby the Willkii . i S
Yovel calls a “glabal my r adopts the supreme maxim. (This is what

ral strategy.”) The sec ) St B
acts performed on the basis of 1h‘gy ) e Ol}d sense refers to .Sptf.lﬁt
i 15 supreme maxim. But these distinctions

do : .

b e, o ol o e o

universal nor necessary: i% i rI:ozsmal propensity for intoxicants is neither

cies. It need not even ,rcsul( in ahpriopms_“?f of hu[:nan beings as a spe-

exercise one’s free will Wil .1 the _ddopftlon of evil maxims. One can
(Willkiir) to resist this temptation. If a prapensity to

moral evil “spry

springs from freedom,” one may begin to wonder whether
pensity. Why? Because if the
Very existence depends upo
reme maxim , .

there really is such a pro
from freedom,” then i

propensity “springs
freedom whereby the sup

) n “that exercise of
-1s adopted by the will [Wiflkiir]"




Radical Fuil: Rant at War with Himself 31

(Rel. 26; 31). But the Willkir is the capacity for choosing maxims freely.
Choosing the supreme maxim, the subjective determining ground, is itself
an act of the Willkir. But the Willkir is not conditioned or causally influ-
enced by any propensity, physical or moral.

We can examine Kant’s problem from a slightly different perspective.
Kant makes two claims which, although not necessarily incompatible,
nevertheless seem to undermine the very idea of a moral propensity to
evil, The first is that this propensity is itself the result of an act understood
as the exercise of freedom whereby the supreme maxim is adopted by the
will (Willkiir). The second is that we, as free moral agents, can always resist
this alleged propensity (which we have adopted by the exercise of our
freedom). But if both these claims are true, then it is difficult to under-
stand what is left of the very idea of a “propensity to moral evil.” It is
extraordinarily paradoxical (if not incoherent) to claim that there is a
propensity to moral evil that is universal and, “as it were, rooted in hu-
manity itself,” and yet that “we must, after all, ever hold man himself
responsible for it” (Rel. 28; 33). Yet this is precisely what Kant does main-
tain. He unambiguously affirms that this is what we call “radical innate evil
in human nature (yet none the less hrought upon us by ourselves)” (Rel.
28; 33). He says that “We must not, however, look for an origin in time of
a moral character [ Beschaffenhaif] for which we are held responsible; though
to do so is inevitable if we wish to explain the contingent existence of this
character” (Rel. 38; 46).

Readers might want to counter my reading of Kant by noting that
when he introduces the idea of a propensity (Hang), he emphasizes that it
is a possibility. He says, “By propensity (propensio) 1 understand the subjec-
tive ground of the possibility of an inclination . . . ." (Unler einem Hange
(propensio) verstehe ich den subjektiven Grund der Moglicheit einer Neigung) (Rel. 23;
28). Consequently, there is no incompatibility in ascribing such a propen-
sity to human nature and affirming that human beings have the capacity
of free choice (Willkir). But this is not the source of the difficulty that I find
in Kant. Stressing possibility (Maghchke) does not distinguish a propensity
from a predisposition. A predisposition (Anlage) is also “bound up with the
possibility of human nature” (Rel. 23; 28). The main problem concerns the
origin or source of this propensity to evil. Kant insists that we are the
authors of this propensity; that it results from the excrcise of our frec&!om;
U}at ICis “brought by man upon himself ™ (Rel. 24; 29). This is wha't 15 50
difficule 1o accept: namely, that the propensity to evil is innate or inborn
(angeboren), yet we are somehow responsible for it. ;

Sometimes, we can detect what appear to be opposing and contradic-
tory claims within a single sentence. Consider one of the most famous
(and frequently quoted passages) from the Religion: “This evil is radical,
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because it corrupts the ground of all maxims; it is, moreover, as a natural
propensity, inextirpable by human powers, since extirpation could occur
only through good maxims, and cannot take place when the ultimate
subjective ground of all maxims is postulated as corrupt . .. . ” (Rel. 32,
39). If the sentence had ended there, then a straightforward reading would
lead us to think that evil is radical because the will (Willkiir) is corrupt at its
very source or origin. This is a very strong claim indeed, and can readily
be assimilated (o a secular version of the Christian doctrine of original sin.
(This is the reading of radical evil that seems to have offended Gocthe.)
But consider how Kant completes the sentence: “yet at the same time it
must be possible to overcome it, since it is found in man, a being whose
actions are free” [gleichwohl aber muss er zu tiberwiegen miglich sein, well er in
dem Menschen als frei handelndem Wesen angetroffen wird| (Rel. 32; 39).

Suppose we ask, how is it possible to overcome this inextirpable natural
propensity? The answer for Kant must be that this occurs by a free exer-
cise of the will (Willkir). For this is the way in which “a being whose
actions are free” manifests his freedom. But then, contrary to what has
been affirmed in the first part of the sentence, it cannot be true that
radical evil corrupts the ground of all maxims. If it did, there would be no
possibility of adopting or willing a good maxim, and consequently no
possibility of overcoming radical evil. The claim that Kant makes in the
second part of the sentence is something he aflirms over and over again in
‘l“;' Religion. Indeed, he makes an even more forceful claim. All human
beings are radically evil - that is, possess the powerful propensity to be-
come morally evil ~ but only some persons do become morally evil, and
develop a morally evil character or disposition. But even such wicked
persons can be reborn and become good. “A change of heart . . . must be
possible because duty requires it” (Rel. 60; 70).
s
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paradoxes? It looks as if he wants to have his cake and eat it too! And in
a way he does. Or, to switch metaphors, Kant is at war with himself. For,
on the one hand, he never wants to compromise the basic claim of his
moral philosophy: that human beings as finite rational agents are free,
which means that they are solely and completely responsible for their moral
choices and for the maxims they adopt. If we become morally good or
evil, this is our own doing and a consequence of our own free will (Willkir).
On the other hand, Kant also wants to affirm that all human beings have
an innate propensity to moral evil. In order to have his cake and eat it
too, he is then driven to claim that even though this propensity is woven
into the fabric of human nature, it is a propensity that springs from our
freedom, and one for which we are responsible. Later, I want to show that
what at first seems at best an extremely strained and awkward position,
and at worst a blatant contradiction, actually reveals one of the most
enduring and attractive features of Kant's moral philosophy.

The more we focus on the details of Kant's analysis of radical evil, the
more innocuous the concept seems to be (despite Kant's rhetoric about
human wickedness)."" After making the apparently dramatic claim that
“man is evil by nature,” Kant goes on to say, “Man is &/, can mean only,
he is conscious of the moral law but has nevertheless adopted into his
maxim the (occasional) deviation therefrom” (Rel. 27; 33). But do we need
the Religion or any special concept of radical evil to know this? The Ground-
work — indeed, the very project of Kant's moral philosophy — is based
upon the idea that we do not always do what we ought to do; that we, as
finite rational agents, are not holy wills, and consequently do not always
follow the moral law. Presumably, the introduction of the concept of
radical evil is intended to explain why (from a practical point of view) we
deviate from following the moral law. We do not always follow the moral
law because, as human beings, we have an innate propensity to evil. Our
wills are corrupted at their root. But does this “because” really explain
aﬂyihing? Does it do any conceptual work? I do not think so. When
Stnpped down to bare essentials, it simply reiterates the fact that human
!Jemgs who are conscious of the moral law sometimes (freely) deviate from
i, Funhcrmnre, it is akways within our power to resist this propensity, no
matter how strong it is supposed to be. In short, radical evil - the alleged
Propensity to moral evil which is a universal characteristic of human
':ﬁlmgs = does not have any explanatory force (practical or theoretical) at
c!:h:a‘:f]:lm! dmlxhl that Kant imrnd(j(l to mnk("il much more forceful
about’ hu‘malmtl.'mushl he was showing something really I'u'ndar.ncrl'l\ml'
ey llh'mngs u-hrn .lu- ar_asrnc(l that man by nature is evil. My
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says. When we scrutinize what he actually says, when we see ]10\&)’ he
qualifies his key claims, it is difficult to a\l'md the conclusion that Kant
himself eviscerates the notion of radical evil.

We have not yet come to the end of our difficulties with Il“'_“_m"q.“ of
radical evil. According to Kant, radical evil is a species concept; it is univer-
sally applicable to all human beings woven into the very fabric of human
nature. We all have an “evil heart.” It is not, then, a contingent character-
istic of some human beings, or even a contingent characteristic of all hu-
man beings. But what is the justification for making such a bold and
controversial claim? If there is one lesson that we should have learned
from the Critical Philosophy, it is that genuinely synthetic universal claims
can never be justified by appeal to experience; their justification requires
a “deduction” - a proof. Yet, when Kant reaches this crucial stage in his
exposition, when we expect some sort of proof or justification of radical
evil as a universal characteristic of human beings, no such proof is forth-
coming. This is what Kant says: “That such a corrupt propensity must
indeed he rooted in man need not be formally proved in view of the
multitude of crying examples which experience of the actions of men puts
before our eyes” (Rel. 28; 33-4). Kant follows this assertion with some
empirical observations based upon (dubious) anthropological evidence;
“melancholy” obscrvations about “civilized peoples” and casual remarks
about the nefarious international behavior of nation-states (Rel, 28-9: 34).%'
Henry Allison states the serious problem we confront here quite clearly,
and even attempts to do what Kant himself failed to do: to provide an a

p_nori deduction that will justify the claim that there is a universal propen-
Sity to moral evi].
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Kant never gives — or even attempts to give — a proof of his controversial
and bold claim that man is evil by nature.

It almost appears as if Kant is caught in what he has characterized (in
the Crtique of Pure Reason) as a “dialectical illusion.” Such an illusion arises
when we think we have genuine knowledge and can explain something,
but actually do not, and cannot, have any legitimate knowledge. Starting
from the fact that human beings sometimes adopt good maxims and
sometimes adopt evil maxims, we seek to explain why they do not always
follow the moral law. We presumably explain this failure by appealing to
the doctrine of radical evil — the propensity towards moral evil that is
rooted in our humanity. But it is an illusion to think that this enables us to
explain or account for why we adopt evil maxims, why we sometimes
succumb to this temptation. This alleged explanation turns out to be
vacuous. For it does not explain anything about the individual [ree choices
that we make, or even why we choose the ultimate subjective ground of
our maxims. To ask why we freely choose to adopt good or evil maxims is
to ask an mpossible question. It is an impossible question because, ulti-
mately, it is “inscrutable to us.”

When we say, then, Man is by nature good, or Man is by nature evil, this
means only that there is in him an ultimate ground (inscrutable to us [uns
unerforschlichen]) of the adoption of good maxims or of evil maxims (i.e.,
those contrary to law) and this he has, being a man; and hence he thereby
expresses the character of his species. (Rel. 17; 20)

To drive home the point that the adoption of the ultimate subjective
ground is inscrutable, Kant adds the following important footnote:

That the ultimate subjective ground of the adoption of moral maxims is inscru-
table is indeed already evident from this, that since this adoption is free, its
ground (why, for example, I have chosen an evil and not a good maxim) must
not be sought in any natural impulse, but always again in a maxim. Now since
this maximn also must have its ground, and since apart from maxims no defermin-
ing ground of free choice [Willkir] can or ought to be adduced, we are referred
back endlessly in the series of subjective determining grounds, without ever
being able to reach the ultimate ground. (Rel. 17-18; 20)

It appears, then, that the concept of radical evil is a dialectical illusion
because it seduces us into thinking that we can explain something that we
cannot possibly explain - why we freely adopt the maxims (good or evil)
that we actually do adopt — whether it be the choice of an ultimate
subjective ground of maxims or the choice of specific maxims in concrete
situations,
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I)mfm/u n‘f evil

My aim in this chapter has been o understand w
evil. But, in the spirit of interrogation, |
reflections about morality and radical evil help us o understand the forms
of evil that have broken out in the twentieth ( entury, including the evil and
genocide evoked by the word “Auschwitz.” John Silber (and many would
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when he is an individual person on the excuse that he has misused his
authority. . . . It is the people’s duty to endure even the most intolerable
abuse of supreme authority.”

Thus it would be ruinous if an officer, receiving an order from his superi-
ors, wanted while on duty to engage openly in subtle reasoning about its
appropriateness or utility; he must obey. ™

[ certainly do not want to judge Kant by the way in which his statements
have been misappropriated and distorted. Nor is it fair to criticize him for
a failure to anticipate the systematic terror and violence practiced by the
Nazis. I have no doubt that Kant, the great champion of universal human
dignity, would have found ample grounds to condemn the Nazis. Never-
theless, the consistency, and even harshness, with which Kant opposes
any active resistance to “the supreme lawmaking power,” no matter how
tyrannical it may become, should at least make us question his rigorism
his insistence that this ban is absolute and unconditional *

The Eichmann question concerns a soldier’s duty to obey his superiors,
but what about the supreme commander, Hitler himsell? How does Kant's
moral theory apply to the person who is ultimately responsible for giving
the orders? Does Kant’s understanding of evil and radical evil help us to
judge the conduct of Hitler?*® T cannot explore the complex historical de-
bate concerning Hitler’s intentions and motivations. I refer to Hitler prima-
rily in order to raise some [urther questions about Kant’s understanding of
evil that I have not yet squarely addressed. To raise these questions, we
need to return to some of the details of Kant’s analysis of radical evil. Let us
recall that in the Religion, Kant makes it perfectly clear that neither our
sensuous nature nor our faculty of reason is the source of evil. The locus of
evil is the will - or, more precisely, the corruption of the will (Willkir). In
this respect, Kant stands in a tradition that goes back to St Augustine. We,
and we alone, are responsible for the evil maxims that we freely adopt by an
act of will (Willkir). In a famous passage, Kant categorically rejects the
possibility of thinking of man as “a devilish being” (enem teuflischen Wesen).

In seeking, therefore, a ground of the morally evil in man [we find that]
sensuous nature comprises too little, for when the incentives which can spring
from freedom are taken away, man is reduced to merely ammal being. On
the other hand, a reason exempt from the moral law, a malignant reasan as it
were (a thoroughly evil will [ Wille]) comprises too much, for thereby oppo-
sition to the law would itsell be set up as an incentive (since in the absence
of incentives the will [ Willkir] cannot be determined), and thus the subject
would be made a deilish being, Neither of these designations is applicable
to man, (Rel. 30; 37)
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But why can’t human beings be devilish bcings?' And why is .thc idea t.)l'a
“malignant reason” rejected? Why does Kant snfnp]y rule this out as im-
possible? The search for answers to these questions mlfcs us to l.fl(‘ very
heart of Kant’s moral philosophy, and to his understanding of radical evil.
There are reasons why Kant rejects these possibilities. Before we can
evaluate this rejection, we need to understand his reasons.

Kant is primarily concerned with man as a species, with the human
race. If a malignant reason were constitutive of human nature, if man as a
species were intrinsically devilish, then there would be no morality. The
reason is clear. Morality presupposes [recdom and choice. If one claims
that malignant reason is constitutive of our human nature, there is no pos-
sibility that we could act otherwise. This means that a moral agent, by the
exercise ol his will, has the capacity to choose freely the maxims he adopts.

What ahout the possibility that some human beings are devilish beings?
Once again, if this is interpreted to mean that some but not all human
beings are intrinsically devilish, then the same considerations apply. For
this would mean that some human beings are not really human — they do
not have the capacity to choose between good and evil maxims. But
suppose we consider the case of someone who is not innately (in the
strong sense of innate) diaholical, but who becomes diabolical — who freely
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man) Willkir without the Wille. Wille and Willkir are co-dependent, al-
though we can distinguish their different functions. Allison crisply states
the difference when he says: “Thus, it is Wille in the narrow sense that
provides the norm and Willkiir that chooses in light of this norm.”™' When
Kant says that “the law . . . forces itsell upon [man] irresistibly,” he is
making not a causal claim but a rermative moral claim; he is asserting that
we (finite moral agents) cannot help but recognize the objective moral law
as the norm to which our maxims ought to conform. We cannot help but
acknowledge the categorical imperative, regardless of whether we choose to
obey it or not. This is the sense in which it is perfectly accurate to declare:
“Man (even the most wicked) does not, under any maxim whatsoever,
repudiate the moral law in the manner of a rebel (renouncing obedience
to it).” To be a human being is to be a person who recognizes the authority
of the moral law regardless of whether one chooses to do what it re-
quires.*

We can now locate the crucial ambiguity in the above passage where
Kant affirms the impossibility of man being a devilish being. Even if we
accept his claim that human beings as a spectes are not devilish, and that
no matter how wicked a person may be, he cannot avoid acknowledging
the authority of the moral law, this does not address the issue of whether
an indiidual can repudiate the moral law in the sense of freely choosing to
defy it. [ want to argue that this is not only possible, but also that, on
Kant’s own analysis of Willkiir, it must he possible. It must be possible for
an individual to become a devilish person. It must be possible for an indi-
vidual to defy and repudiate the moral law in such a manner that he
freely adopts a disposition (Gesinnung) in which he consistently refuses to do
what the moral law requires. He consistently adopts evil maxims, This
may be judged to be morally wicked and perverse, but nevertheless it is a
perverse possibility.

To bring out the full significance of what I am claiming, I want to
examine Silber’s fundamental criticism of Kant’s refusal to acknowledge
the possibility of a human being becoming a “devilish being.” Silber thinks
that Kant’s refusal to consider the possibility that individuals may consist-
ently defy the moral law reveals a fundamental weakness in his moral
philosophy. This is the primary reason why Silber claims that Kant’s
cthics is not adequate to account for Auschwitz.

Kant's ethics is inadequate to the understanding of Auschwitz because
Kant denies the possibility of the deliberate rejection of the moral law. Not
even a wicked man, Kant holds, can will evil for the sake of evil. His evil,
according to Kant, consists merely in his willingness to ignore or subordi-
nate the moral law when it interferes with his nonmoral but natural inclina-
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tions. His evil is expressed in abandoning the conditions of free personal
fulfillment in favor of fulfillment as a creature of natural desire. . . . [Kant
denies| the possibility of a person knowingly doing evil for its own sake. By
insisting that freedom is a power whose fulfillment depends upon rationality
and that its irrational misuse is merely an impotence, Kant proposed a
theory that rules out the contravening evidence of human experience "

Several commentators have sought to defend Kant against Silber’s objec-
tion. Allen Wood, for example, addressing himself to an earlier version of
this criticism by Silber, says: “This, however, is a fallacy endemic to
philosophical criticism: the supposition that by pointing to ‘facts” (which
no one disputes) one can give a philosophical justification of the manner
in which one has expressed the facts.”** It is, of course, true that philo-
sophical claims rarely are resolved by “pointing to ‘facts’,” and that the
crucial issue frequently turns out to be the interpretation of the alleged facts.
Nevertheless, Wood'’s dismissal of Silber’s objection strikes me as a bit o
facile, for two reasons. In the first place, Kant himself — as we have seen
— supports his own thesis about the universality of radical evil by “point-
ing to ‘facts’.” Secondly, this is not quite what Silber means when he says,
“Kant's il‘ISiSt(‘HCC to the contrary, man’s free power to reject the law in
deﬁalfcc 15 an ineradicable fact of human experience.”” Silber is not
rcfempg to empirical “facts” and “experience” in the restricted technical
sense in which these terms are used in the Cnitigue of Pure Reason, where
they refer 1o .lhe phefomenal realm. He is using them more broadly, in a
manner consistent with Kant’s own usage when he speaks of “the experence
[hEUﬂhmng] of the actions of men” in the Religion (Rel. 28; 34). Silber claims
:a:[, t:::’: :‘;zufg;]mlﬁ;:?’w‘?o dc!?bcrau'ly and consistently reject the moral
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getting at in his criticism of Kant. For Silber is not arguing that human
beings as a species are devilish, or that being devilish is somehow consti-
tutive of our nature. And he is not even denying that human beings must
acknowledge the authority of the moral law. On the contrary, his criticism
depends on affirming this claim. Rather, he is underscoring something
that Kant does not seem to consider: namely, that there are some persons
(as well as characters in fiction) who, to use the Kantian terminology,
incorporate into their maxims the primary incentive to defy the moral
law.

Although I agree with Silber that Kant does not explicitly deal with this
possibility, ironically, his moral theory — as developed in the Religion — can
cffectively deal with it. In a very revealing footnote, Kant writes:

For from the fact that a being has reason it by no means follows that this
reason, by the mere representing of the flitness of its maxims to be laid
down as universal laws, is thereby rendered capable of determining the will
| Wallkir| unconditionally, so as to be “practical” of itself; at least not so far
as we can see. The most rational mortal being in the world might still stand
in need of certain incentives, originating in objects of desire, to determine
his choice [Wilkir]. He might, indeed, bestow the most rational reflection
on all that concerns not only the greatest sum of these incentives in him but
also the means of attaining the end thereby determined, without ever sus-
pecting the possibility of such a thing as the absolutely imperative moral
law which proclaims that it is itself an incentive, and, indeed, the highest.
Were it not given us from within, we should never by any ratiocination
subtilize it into existence to win over our will | Willkir] to it; yet this law is
the only law which informs us of the independence of our will [Willkiir]
from determination by all other incentives (of our freedom) and at the same
time of the accountability of all our actions. (Rel. 21; 25)

Although Kant’s phrasing is a bit turgid, his basic point is clear. Reason
by itself may not be sufficient to motivate us to follow the moral law. We
may recognize the fitness of our maxims as laid down by the universal
law, but we may nevertheless, not yet be motivated to adopt these maxims
and act accordingly. “The most rational mortal being in the world might
still stand in need of certain incentives . . . to determine his choice.” Of
course, our respect for the law may be a sufficient incentive to act morally.
But our Willkir may choose to defy the moral law. If recognition of the
moral law can serve as an incentive to act morally, there can always be a
counter-incentive. We can choose to be perverse, we can choose to be
devilish, we can choose to defy the moral law. We may be told that such
a choice is irrational, that we are refusing to recognize “the absolutely
imperative moral law,” that there is a performative contradiction whereby
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we are hoth exercising and denying our freedom. Bu.{ it‘ (l.ncs'nn_l follow
that we cannot do this! On the contrary, such a possibility is intrinsic to the
human Willkir, There are no inlrinsic restraints on what the Willkir can
choose to do; we are “radically free.”** ; _ !

We can approach the issue of radical free choice [ Wallkiir] !rf)m a slightly
different angle. Kant typically limits the incentives involved in the adop-
tion of maxims to fwo kinds: the moral incentive to conform to the moral
law and nonmoral incentives that arise from our natural inclinations and
desires. At times, Kant even categorizes all nonmoral incentives under the
rubric of sel-love, “which, when taken as the principle of all our maxims,
is the very source of evil” (Rel. 41; 49).*" But why should we limit incen-
tives to these two kinds? Why not recognize that there are other incentives
that are not easily assimilated to “self-love.” It is difficult to see how the
incentives that motivate fanatics and terrorists who are willing to sacrifice
themselves for some cause or movement can be accounted for by self-love.
The horrors of the twenticth century (and not just this century) have
opened our eyes to the variety of types of incentives that motivate evil
actions.” Sometimes it seems as if Kant is operating with a highly abstract
formal principle. If an incentive is not a genuinely moral incentive — that
is, respect for the moral law — then it must (by stipulative fiat) be classified
as the incentive of self-love.”' The difficulty here is rooted in Kant’s lim-
ited moral psychology, in the narrow range of types of incentives that he
acknowledges.* If one is really to distinguish different types of evil, then
one must consider the full range of incentives that are involved in the
adoption of evil maxims and the performance of evil deeds. There are
m:.ajo'r differences among those who may be misguided because they give
pf'lonty to their sympathetic fecling for their fellow human beings, those
(like Eichmann) whose primary incentive for performing their “duty” seems
to be advancing their own career, those who mock and defy the moral
law, and those whq do evil for evil’s sake. I am not suggesting that Kant is
t;';l‘::';:;fh;ﬁ ‘[j':;:"ef:l‘:«:: Tf_lf‘rc i.s plenty of (‘Vid(‘ll('tl‘ that he il('kl'll)\\’-{
resources to aceount al?d i'u:’“_‘“g w hhcthcr.hc has provided the (Gm‘r’p'ﬁm‘
are determined by the minaic them. To claim that all evil maxims
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cal evil, can help to guide our thinking about the evils we have witnessed
in the twentieth century. The answer is a mixed one, for we need to
distinguish the strengths and weaknesses of his reflections. Kant would not
have agreed with Arendt that “radical evil” names a special type of evil
that cannot be conceived. I have argued that Kant’s concept of radical
evil turns out to be litde more than a way of designating the tendency
(propensity) of human beings to disobey the moral law. There is an enor-
mous disparity between Kant’s rhetoric — his references to “wickedness,”
“perversity,” and “corruption” — and the content of what he actually says.
Against Kant's explicit rejection of the possihility that man is (or can
become) devilish or diabolical, I have argued that his understanding of
Willkiir entails that some individuals can become devilish; and this conclusion
is a necessary consequence of Kant’s understanding of [ree choice (Willkir).

I have also claimed that Kant is at war with himself, and I want to spell
this out in a bit more detail. When we understand why Kant gets entan-
gled in these difficulties and double binds, we begin to appreciate both his
importance and his relevance to the attempt to come to grips with the
problem of evil. There is one cardinal principle that Kant refuses to
compromise in any way. This is at once the source of his difficulties and
also his profound insight into morality. Human beings are morally ac-
countable and responsible for whatever they become, for the maxims that
they adopt, even for their moral disposition. Kant never compromises on
the principle that it is alkeays within our power to choose between good
and evil maxims, and that it is we (and we alone) who must bear the
responsibility for these choices. There are no moral excuses such that we
can say that we have been compelled by natural causes to choose or to will
what is morally evil. This is why, no matter how much Kant insists that
radical evil is a powerful propensity or tendency, that it is innate, that it is
inextirpable, he never interprets this to mean that we are causally com-
pelled to choose evil maxims and to do evil deeds. He absolutely insists
that no matter how deeply rooted this propensity is within our human
nature, it is not this propensity that is responsible for the evil that we do,
but our free will (Willkir). This is why every time we think Kant is telling
us that our will is fundamentally carrupt, that we are evil by nature, that
this evil is woven into the very fabric of our humanity, he immediately
qualifies what he says, reminding us that we, and we alone, are responsi-
ble for what we do. There is no escape from the radical {reedom of our
Willkiir. And radical freedom means we must bear the complete moral
responsibility for our choices, decisions, and actions.

We can now see why Kant is so relevant for coming to grips with the
many faces of evil in the twentieth century. His uncompromising insist-
ence that personal responsibility is inescapable goes against the grain of
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prevailing tendencics to find all sorts of excuses for our moral failures,
Kant would sharply oppose the variety of “functional explanations” that
seek to diminish the significance of individual responsibility, just as he
would object to fashionable attempts to decenter or dissolve the moral
agent such that it no longer even makes sense to speak about individual
responsibility. Kant’s understanding of freedom — not only the freedom
manifested in self-legislation and obeying the moral law, but the more
radical freedom of choice { Willkir) that this moral freedom presupposes -
enables us to evaluate the actions of individuals in extreme situations.
Let us return to the opening epigraphs of this chapter where Hannah
Arendt speaks of radical evil. One of the most troubling issues that arises
in the attempt to comprehend totalitarianism and the phenomenon epito-
mized by Auschwitz is the assignment of responsibility — not only to the
perpetrators — to those who gave orders and those who followed orders
but also to the so-called bystanders. We do not have to say that all those
involved are responsible in the same way. There are crucial moral and
legal differences to be made between, for example, a Hitler, a Heydrich,
an Eichmann, and those bystanders who actively or passively supported
the Nazis. Even the victims had to make drastic choices. Kant would
never have endorsed a notion of collective responsibility that entailed
saying that an entire people were equally responsible. But he would have
nsisted that insofar as individuals have the capacity of spontaneous free

choice (Willkiir), they are accountable and re
Finally,

; sponsible moral agents.”
want to consider again Kant's claim that the “ultimate subjec-

tive ground of the adoption of moral maxims” is inscrutable. 1 have already
quoted the passag
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dom. In the final analysis, we cannot explain why one person chooses to
become good and another chooses to become evil, To imagine that we
could explain this would be in effect to deny that our will (Willkir) is
radically free. So, far from its being some sort of deficiency, it is Kant's
way of acknowledging a profound moral truth about our radical free
choice (Willkir). Human beings are responsible for the choices they make,
but ultimately, we cannot explain why they make the moral choices they
do; we cannot explain “the ultimate subjective ground of the adoption of
moral maxims” — whether for good or for evil. Not only is this inscrutable;
it must be inscrutable, because this is what it means to be a free and
responsible person.
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Hegel: The Healing of the Spirit?

The wounds of the Spirit heal, and leave no scars behind.

Phenomenology of Spint

What happened, happened. But that it happened cannot be so easily
accepted. T rebel: against my past, against history, and against a
present that places the incomprehensible in the cold storage of his-
tory and thus falsifies it in a revolting way. Nothing has healed

Jean Améry, At the Mind’s Limits

Hegel is the most systematically ambiguous philosopher in the history of

philosophy.. Thi.s is especially ironical because Hegel emphatically affirms
that there is a single unified ¢ ‘ |

conceptual discipline by wh; 'l:mh to be known, and that philosophy is Ehc
cven before hiﬁ death yl;‘ X .Lhc truth can be totally rnm[?r:'l1'.:~|1_d(‘d. Yet,
critics ahout | h » Shere were fierce dul)ach among his disciples and

1o e was 1o be understood. Unlike many other philosophers

0
who have elici : 4
¢ clicited divergent responses, the interpretations of Hegel have

been violently contragj

sl 2 ese claims have been made for
left, center, ang right H('_I‘gcrllcc has. heen characteristic of the debates among
’ cgelians ”[htfsc sharp disagreements, which started
 bave persised ang) 1 in the decades immediately after his

€ present, Thus James Stirling, who wrote the




N R R R E———————————,

Hegel: The Healing of the Spirit? 47

first extensive study of Hegel in English, The Secret of Hegel (1865), declared
that the secret of Hegel was to restore our faith, faith in God, faith in
Christianity as the revealed religion. On the other hand, many commenta-
tors, beginning with Bruno Bauer and including Alexander Kojéve and,
most recently, Robert Solomon, have argued that Hegel is really an atheist.
Robert Solomon, with Stirling in mind, announces that the real “secret” of
Hegel is that he is “essentially an atheist.”?

Contlicting and contradictory interpretations of Hegel are not restricted
to his concepts of God, Christianity, and religion, however. They extend to
every aspect of his philosophy. The question arises: What is it about Hegel’s
thought that invites and provokes such extreme contradictory interpreta-
tions? If we are to grasp what Hegel means by evil, and the significance of
evil for his philosophy, then we must eventually confront this question. At
this preliminary stage, I want to say that the source of these contradictory
interpretations is not some superficial vagueness or obscurity of expression:
contradictory tendencies are among the deepest features of Hegel’s dialect-
ical thinking, and go to the heart of his philosophy.

We find the most sustained discussion of evil in Hegel's Lectures on the
Philosophy of Religion. Although the topics of religion, Christianity, and God
were central to Hegel from his earliest writings, it was only during his
Berlin period that he explicitly lectured on the philosophy of religion — a
topic that was relatively new in Germany at the time. He gave four series
of lectures at the University of Berlin (in 1821, 1824, 1827, and 1831). He
never published these lectures; nor did he write a book based on them. It
is only during the past few decades, due to the meticulous scholarship of
his German and English editors, that we now have a reliable reconstruc-
tion of them.? These lectures were delivered during Hegel’s mature years,
long after he had published the Phenomenology of Spinit and the Science of
Logic. His primary concern is religion as a form of knowledge, knowledge
that concerns “the eternal truth.” In the 1827 lectures, he begins by
declaring that “[religion] is the loftiest object that can occupy human
beings; it is the absolute object.”

It is the region of eternal truth and eternal virtue, the region where all the
riddles of thought, all contradictions, and all the sorrows of the heart should
show themselves to be resolved, and the region of the eternal peace through
which the human being is truly human. . . . Everything that people value
and esteem, everything on which they think to base their pride and glory,
all of this finds its ultimate focal point in religion, in the thought and
consciousness of God and in the feeling of God. God is the beginning and
end of all things. God is the sacred center, which animates and inspires all
things. Religion possesses its object within itsell - and that object is God, [or
religion is the relation of human consciousness to God. (L 75-6)
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The question immediately arises: What is the relation between this God-
centered conception of religion and philosophy? Hegel is quite explicit.

It must be said that the content of philmnph,\.. its need and i.lm'rrst, is
wholly in common with that ol religion. The (..h].-: t ol .u'h\:um. like thu.l of
philosophy, is the eternal truth, God and nothing but God .u_uf the ‘“"Pl_‘“a‘
tion of God. Philosophy is only explicating iself whrn. it ('\pilt ates r('ll:l.,flln]?l
and when it explicates itself it is explicating religion. For the thinkmg spirit is
what penetrates this object, the truth; it is |lmalu_ng that enjoys the um.h el-nd
purifies the subjective consciousness. Thus religion and philosophy coincide
in one. (L. 78-9)

These are bold and controversial claims, especially when viewed against
the background of traditional conceptions of the relation ol religion 1
philosophy and the fierce discussion of this relationship by Enlightenment
thinkers. If religion and philosophy “coincide in one,” then there is no
ultimate conflict hetween religion and philosophy, faith and knmvlt‘(lgf.".
There is a single “eternal truth” that is known by both religion and phi-
losophy. But then, what is the difference between religion and philoso-
phy? It is only the manner of their concern with God. The medium of
religion is what Hegel calls Vorstellung (frequently translated “representa-
tion”), whereas the medium of philosophy is Begriff (frequently translated
“concept” or “notion”) that is comprehended by speculative thinking
(Denken). Religion, although not to be identified with philosophy, is a
source of knowledge about God and the eternal truth.'

Here, then, at the very beginning of his lectures, we detect one of the
sources of the deep ambiguity concerning Hegel's understanding of the
relation of religion 10 philosophy. Religion and philosophy (along with art)
are CxP_ressions of the Absolute Spirit. Consequently, the object of religion
and Pt}ﬂOSOPhy = the “eternal truth” - is the same. ’Rt‘liglun and philoso-
phy differ not in the truth that they reveal, but only in “the peculiar
character of their concern with God." But if this is so, and if, as Hegel
frequently affirms, speculative thinking (Denken) is a superior form of know-

le . 2 ,

ﬁjgetéodrq:rmnm“on ,“!am’”‘"'g)- we can easily understand the tempta-
10 declare that philosophy completely supersedes religion. There is

nothing to be known b )

: ¢ Y rciigion that cannot be known by i,hi}‘.wph}'.
!:t;g:ll;:es:l;gilz u(;r;uca! of the “Prejudice” that he associates with Jacobl,
ble” (i. 254), Allho:a;e:.{le be religious when it is rendered cumprrl.u-.usl-
this does not mcanglha eg? a-m“}ls l!]ﬂl philosophy supersedes 1-{-n;,rmn..
ywlds “the phﬂosophicalt Telg_u?n . d'spﬂnsablc. Sp(‘(‘llluli\ - I)hillm_lph'g
its intention thap t SOSRon Of truth,” but “nothing is further from
O overthrow religion” (i, 251). “On the contrary, reli-
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gion is precisely the true content but in the form of representation, and
philosophy is not the first to offer the substantive truth. Humanity has not
had to await philosophy in order to receive for the first time the con-
sciousness or cognition of truth” (1. 251).

We can already understand why a Christian believer (or any believer in
a transcendent God) might feel uneasy with this insistence that there is
nothing that is known ultimately by religion — not even Revelation — that
cannot be grasped conceptually by philosophy. We can also understand
why some interpreters and critics of Hegel who want to argue that phi-
losophy supersedes religion, can also argue (notwithstanding Hegel’s claims
to the contrary) that philosophy can dispense with religion altogether.
Why do we need religion il we can rationally and philosophically compre-
hend the eternal truth that is the object of religion? In any apparent
conflict between the cognitive claims of religion and philosophy, it will
always be philosophy that decides what is true.

In the background here lies a controversial set of issues concerning
religion, faith, and philosophy that had dominated German thought since
the time of Kant. It is no exaggeration to say that Hegel always had Kant
(and his legacy) in mind — not only in his lectures on religion, but in
virtually everything he said and wrote. Hegel’s relationship with Kant is
extremely complex. From Hegel's perspective, his own philosophizing begins
with Kant's insights and distinctions. Hegel asserts this on many occa-
sions. But there is a dialectical irony in this reiterated insistence, because
Hegel's “completion” of the Kantian project leads to conclusions that
flatly contradict Kant's explicit claims and his stated intentions. Harold
Bloom, in his reflections on poetry, has developed a provocative theory of
the anxiety of influence and revisionism. According to Bloom, strong
poets and thinkers are always battling with the giants who are their pre-
decessors. This is how they assert their creativity and originality. “Revision-
ism . . . unfolds itself only in_fighting. The spirit portrays itsclf as agonistic,
as contesting for supremacy, with other spirits, with anteriority, and fi-
nally with every earlier version of itsell.”® This agonistic engagement is
characteristic of Hegel’s relationship with Kant, and shapes his under-
standing of evil. Hegel praises Kant and ruthlessly attacks him at the same
time. At the core of Hegel’s understanding of evil is a frontal attack on
Kant's understanding of finitude (and infinitude) — the very quintessence
of Kant’s Critical Philosophy.

The agon between Hegel and Kant is clearly manifested in their
differing understandings of the relationship between knowledge and
faith and, consequently, in their differing conceptions of the relation
between religion and philosophy. Kant thought that he had shown,
once and for all, the impossibility of any theoretical or speculative
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knowledge of God. “I have therefore found it necessary to deny know-
ledge, in order to make room for faith."® Faith “transcends” the finite
limitations of human knowledge. It is a dialectical illusion to think
that, by theoretical reasoning, we can prove or disprove the existence
of God, or achieve any theoretical knowledge of God’s attributes. Dog-
matism and its antithesis, militant atheism, share the same mistaken
assumption. They both assume that we can achieve genuine know-
ledge of what we cannot possibly know. The only “access™ to God is a
practical one = God is one of the postulates of practical reason. Almost
as soon as Kant had developed his understanding of faith and know-
ledge, he was attacked and criticized from a variety of perspectives.
But few of Kant's contemporaries or immediate successors questioned
his skeptical arguments about the very possibility of a speculative know-
ledge of God - at least, not until Hegel. Hegel characteristically argues
that it is not a question of returning to a pre-critical standpoint, but of
going forward “beyond” Kant. Starting with Kant's own premises, one
must think them through to their ultimate conclusion. If we pursue the
consequences of Kant’s critical turn more rigorously than Kant him-
sell did, we are led to a new affirmation of the actuality and, indeed,
the necessity of a speculative philosophy of religion ~ that is, a philo-
sophical comprehension of the eternal truth we call “God.” Hegel

dcﬁamly_ asserts this against Kant, and against all those who think that
speculative knowledge of God is impossible.

The finite and the infinite

In order to understand how Hegel see

and t e e
cemr:l 5;‘ :_hf context for his analysis of evil, we need to probe the most
Istmetion in his phllosophy = that between the finite and the
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When we say, “human being is finite,” this means that [ as a human being
am in relation with an other; there is present an other, a negative of myself
with whom I have tes, and this bond with an other constitutes my finitude
or a dependency on my part; we are mutually exclusive and behave as
independent vis-a-vis one another. This constitutes an exclusion. As a being
that has sense-awareness I am exclusive and excluded in this way; all living
things are exclusive and excluded thus — they are singular. (i. 289)

In this initial characterization of finitude, Hegel stresses both dependence
and exclusivity. Finitude presupposes a distinction between a singular
being and its other — something that is literally beyond and outside me.
Thus, as a natural creature, “I have many kinds of needs, many distinct
types of relationship, manifold practical or theoretical relationships to
what is outside me. All of these needs are limited in respect to their
content; they are dependent or finite” (i. 289-90). For example, as a finite
creature with needs and desires (such as hunger and thirst), I am depend-
ent on something other than myself for their satisfaction. When they are
satisfied, | experience “finite satisfactions”; but for as long as I am alive,
there will always be new and other needs and desires to be satisfied. I do
not think that there is anything esoteric or mysterious about this sense of
finitude; it reflects a common, ordinary understanding of what it means to
be a finite creature. Furthermore, Hegel is certainly not denying that,
from a commonsense perspective, this is a perfectly proper way of speak-
ing about human finitude.

The second form of finitude arises with reflection. We are not just
natural creatures with appetites, needs, and desires. We are also reflective
beings. For Hegel, “reflection” is a term of art that corresponds roughly to
the cognitive and judgmental capacities that Kant associated with the
understanding (Verstand).® “The standpoint of reflection, however, is the
level at which the finite maintains itself, the level at which the antithesis of
finitude and infinity is perennial; the very connecting of the two is the
standpoint of reflection, and the two together make up the antithesis”
(i. 291). Consequently, finitude — from the standpoint of reflection — pre-
supposes an explicit antithetical distinction between the finite and the
infinite. The infinite is that which is beyond and necessarily transcends
the finite. Hegel illustrates what he means by appealing to the representa-
tion (Vorstellung) of God that is characteristic of religion. The Christian
God is represented as an infinite being, a supreme being who infinitely
transcends the finite beings that he creates.

God means here just the infinite, he is defined here only as that, as the
other of the finite, as its beyond. To the extent that God is, 1 am not; to the
extent that God touches me, the finite disappears. In this way God is
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defined by an antithesis that seems to be absolute. _Innsmuch as the finite is
defined simply as the other of the infinite, it is said that Fhr l'min- cannot
cognize or attain to the infinite, cannot grasp or conceive it. God is a
beyond, we cannot lay hold of him. (i. 283)

Whether we are believers or not, we can recognize that this is a2 common
way of distinguishing God from his creatures. Something like this basic
antithetical distinction was fundamental for most (but not all) philosophers
and theologians before Hegel. Moreover, this way of contrasting the finite
and the infinite is absolutely central to Kant’s philosophy. Hegel chal-
lenges this way of conceiving the relation of the finite and the infinite, and
he makes a much more startling claim. When we think it through, we will
realize that it is self-contradictory.

We can sce why traditional Christian believers would be unsetded by
Hegel’s audaciousness. To question this antithesis is to question whether
God infinitely transcends what he has created. But for Hegel, this tradi-
tional (and Kantian) way of understanding the relationship between what
is finite and what is infinite is wholly inadequate. Blundy stated — in the
Hegelian idiom - it is_false. This misguided understanding of the relation
between the finite and the infinite has a much greater significance. Struc-
turally, this is the way in which Kant conceives of all human knowledge
and morality. We are finite human beings limited by both our sensibility
and our understanding. We can, according to Kant, think more than we
can know, but we cannot know the infinite, the unconditioned, the tran-
scendent ~ that which is beyond all human finitude. If we fail to limit
ourselves to what is within the bounds of knowledge and experience, we
fall mto‘th_c abyss of antinomies and contradictions. These antinomies and
co_n‘lmdlcuons plunge reason into darkness, and require a thoroughgoing
critique.

. Hcgcl sees the same “logic” - the same re
:Eewsl'::i::;“u‘ ‘_‘f“‘?nh'; followers f:onc‘*rivc of the categorical “mfgh['“. In
7 hclwc(i 3 !tif;[vcw jcum_n in which he discusses the dialectical
“the Ought” (das Sollen ﬁ an Ilhc infinite, he mlr()fiuccs a ru}mfk ;|h0ut.
S i . IS“C ear that Hegel has Kant and his [nllnwr.n

: € writes that “the ought has recently played a great part in
Phllm"phyi especially in connection with morality Wik in cnetaphve
cs generally, as the ultimate and b It or-a pen P '.m g )
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nscendence and infinity when he adds: “In the
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with Kant (and Fichte) becomes explicit when he speaks of it as a prejudice.
To claim that there are limitations of finitude that cannot be transcended
“s to be unaware that the very fact that something is determined as a
limitation implies that the limitation is already transcended” (SL 134).
This (Kantian) way of conceiving of the ought is only a finite transcending
of the ought. It is the bad or spurious infinite. “The philosophy of Kant
and Fichte sets up the ought as the highest point of the resolution of the
contradictions ol Reason; but the truth is that the ought is only the stand-
point which clings to finitude and thus to contradiction” (SL 136).

We can see where Hegel is leading us (or, as he would prefer to say,
where genuine thinking is necessarily leading us) when he writes: “We
must now ask whether the antithesis [between the finite and the infinite]
has truth, that is whether the two sides fall apart and subsist apart from
one another. In this regard it has already been said that if we posit the
finite as finite we have already passed beyond it” (i. 293). There is a
distinction to be drawn between the finite and the infinite, but it is not a
fixed ontological or epistemological dichotomy. Hegel's way of phrasing
this point is to say that we are confronted with a distinction that turns out
to be no distinction. When we represent the infinite as something that is
distinct from, the negative of, and excluded from the finite, we are really
representing it as something that is finite!

Il consciousness defines itself as finite in this way, and says in all humility,
“I am the finite, and the infinite lies beyond,” then this I makes in its
humility the very same reflection that we have already made: that the
infinite is only something evanescent, not something that has being in and
for itself, but merely a thought posited by me. It is | who produce that
beyond; the finite and the infinite are equally my product, and I stand
above both of them, both disappear in me. I am lord and master of this
definition: 1 bring it forth. They vanish in and through me. . . . I am the
affirmation which at first 1 placed outside in a beyond; and the infinite first
comes into being through me. 1 am the negation of negation, it is I in
whom the antithesis disappears; 1 am the reflection that brings them both
to naught, (i. 295

_l“iﬁa"}’, we may feel that the reasoning here is a bit too facile; that there
15 something like a sleight of hand. Stated in its starkest terms, Hegel
Cl_aims that there is something radically mistaken about conceiving of the
distinction between the finite and the infinite as a rigid ontological distinc-
tion. To think of the infinite as that which is beyond and outside the finite
18 to conceive of it as the “bad,” or “spurious,” infinite - that is, to think
of it in a way that is dependent (parasitic) on finite concepts. (Remember
that when Hegel first describes the finite, he emphasizes its dependence
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and exclusivity.) There is also something very L'hf_ir.ill“ll'!‘iﬁli(' in Hegel’s
dialectical style of thinking in this passage. What initially appears to be
humility turns out (by the end of the pussagc‘f] lu' I)c. extreme ;1r.rogar3cc_
This is not simply a rhetorical trope; it is an indication of the (h_al'ccucal
logic of inversion.” When we properly mmpn'h(.-nd. (begreifen) the iu}lte,'we
realize that it is only a moment in the true self-moving mlnut_c 11)[11[1.[)',_|usl
as when we comprehend the true infinite, we realize that it is nothing but
the totality of its finite moments that are always being suh!.m'd_ mufgelfabm).
This means that implicit (an sich) in the finite is the true mlimu-._ I.[ s not
“beyond” the finite — that is, something wholly other than the finite. We
do not comprehend this truth as long as we restrict ourselves to the stand-
point of natural or sensuous existence, or even to the level of understand-
ing (Verstand). We must pass beyond these standpoints o the “higher
standpoint” of spirit (Geist) and reason (Vernunfl). “So far as the higher
standpoint is concerned, it is the third standpoint or relationship — of the
finite to the infinite in reason. The first was the natural relationship, the
second that which obtains in reflection, the third, now, that which obtains
in reason” (i. 301). This is a transition that is “properly dialectical.” .
From a human point of view, this means that I renounce my singularity
and my subjectivity as a particular finite being. I come to realize that I am
not exclusively a natural or a reflective being, but a spinitual being capable
of universal thought (Denken). Hegel knows full well that from a natural, or
even a reflective, human point of view, such a claim appears to be absurd
or topsy-turvy. And he certainly realizes that to make such an assertion,
without an attempt to demonstrate it, carries no rational conviction. In
the introduction to his Phenomenology of Spirit, he says that “One bare assur-
ance is worth just as much as another.”"?
with the standpoint of
its own self-understan
an inversion wherehy

Hegel begins his Phenomenology
natural consciousness.” Taking its own claims and
ding with complete seriousness ineluctably leads w0
: ; we realize that we are ot just sensuous and reflec-
tve being, Jut quintessentially spiritual beings capable of universal thought

(Denken). We find a similar dialectical movement in the Religion Lectures
when Hegel says; !
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is also thinking reason, the only difference being that in philosophy the
activity that constitutes religion appears simultaneously in the form of thought
[ Denken], whereas religion, being thinking reason in naive form, so to speak,
abides rather in the mode of representation [ Vorstellung]. (i. 302)

We must be careful not to misinterpret what Hegel is saying here. A
common criticism and complaint about Hegel is that he sacrifices individu-
ality and singularity (especially as it pertains to human beings) to abstract
universality. There is no doubt that Hegel constantly uses the language of
“sacrifice,” “surrender,” and “renunciation.” But we must appreciate the
dialectical force of this language. Hegel is a severe critic of all forms of
abstract negation and abstract universality. He makes a crucial distinction
between abstract negation and determinate negation.'' The former entails
a complete rejection of what is negated, whereas the latter preserves what
is negated and brings forth its truth. It is the actwily, or movement, of
determinate negation that brings about the transition from the finite to
the true infinite. Furthermore, this dialectical movement proceeds from
abstract (false) universality to a fully concrete, determinate (true) univer-
sality that is fully differentiated.

We can state Hegel’s main point in a non-Hegelian idiom. From a first-
person point of view, I start with the conviction that I am nothing but a
natural finite sensuous being. I insist upon this, and declare that every-
thing clse is “outside” me and different from what I am. What could be
more obvious and certain? But the more rigorously I try to articulate and
defend precisely what 1 mean, the more I come to realize that this initial
certainty is false, and that I am more than this limited singular finite
being. I come to realize that I am also a reflective being capable of
understanding (Verstand). Indeed, if this were not the case, I could not
even say what I mean when I assert that 1 am nothing but a finite sensu-
ous heing. But this reflective stance is still limited. I realize that I am a
spiritual being capable of thinking and conceptually grasping the “cternal
truth” - that there is a sense in which I am identical with spirit (Geist). (Of
course, this dialectical movement is a long, difficult process involving many
intermediate steps.) I am always resisting this movement. To be told that
1 am not just a natural creature, but also a spiritual being capable of pure
thinking, strikes me as absurd. But the more stubbornly 1 resist, the more
I experience the necessity of moving beyond my own singularity and
particularity. The more I insist upon what initially seems so evident and
certain, the more I realize its untruth. This is characterized as the move-
ment from certainty (Gewissheif) to truth (Wahrheit). Yes, 1 do sacrilice my-
self as a singular being; 1 do renounce my finite individuality. But it is a
sacrifice that does not lead to complete denial and emptiness. Rather, it is
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the very dialectical process by which I realize what | l.ru[y am. The real
truth of finitude (including my own subjective finitude) is the true infinite,

Still, it does seem presumptuous to claim that there is an ultimate
identity and unity between my flinitude and the true finite. What Hegel
means by this seemingly audacious claim becomes clearer when we grasp
what he means by true infinity. His introduction of the concept of infinity
in the Phenomenology can help to clarnify this point. He says: “This simple
infinity, or the absolute [Concept], may be called the simple essence of
life, the soul of the world, the universal blood, whose omnipresence is
neither disturbed nor interrupted by any difference, but rather is itself
every difference, as also their supersession; it pulsates within itself but does
not move, inwardly vibrates, yet is at rest . . . . The different moments of
self-sundering and of becoming self-identical are therefore likewise only this
movement of self-supersession” (PS 100-1). The model for what Hegel means
hy infinity is self-consciousness (Selbsthewiisstein), which he characterizes
thus: “[ distinguish myself from myself, and in doing so I am directly
aware that what is distinguished from myself is not different [from me]. I,
the selfsame being, repel myself from mysell; but what is posited as dis-
tinct from me, or as unlike me, is immediately, in being so distinguished,
not a distinction for me” (PS 102).

But how do these claims about the dialectical relationship between the

finite and the true infinite bear on religion and on our conception of God?
Hegel is quite explicit.

The finite is therefore an essential moment of the infinite in the nature of
God; and it may consequently be said that (
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how essential the moment of finitude is. (“Without the moment of finitude

there is no life, no subjectivity, no living God.”) Hegel also acknowledges ‘
that there is a proper place for making a distinction between God and the
world. There is a truth implicit in the conception of the infinite that sets it
over against what is finite (created). But the most important point is that we
must not reify this distinction into an ontological divide. We must recognize
that the finite is a moment in the divine life, or eternal truth, just as we must
recognize that the infinite itself is only an empty, bare abstraction unless it
is understood as necessarily finitizing itself in its determinations. In short, we
can “read” Hegel both forwards and backwards — from the perspective of
the finite and from the perspective of the true infinite. From the perspective
of the finite (especially my own finitude), I must necessarily come to the
realization that the true infinite is implicit in what I am, and that when 1
fully actualize myself, I am identical with the true infinite. But we can also
read it the other way around. The infinite itself is nothing other than the
total manifestation of its finite moments, which are always superseding them-
selves. In classical terms, there is no ontological divide between transcend-
ence and immanence.

This is an exquisite example of Hegel’s systematic ambiguity. If we
emphasize that God is nothing other than the totality of his finite manifes-
tations, then we sce the basis for interpreting Hegel as some sort of pan-
theist. If we stress that there is no distinction between God and the world,
then we can see the basis for claiming that he is really an atheist, because
there is no God who stands outside, and over against, the world. We can
also sce why some left Hegelians have claimed that spirit (Geusd) is “really”
just Hegel's way of referring to a fully realized humanity (Menschlichken).
They have argued that if there is no ontological transcendence, that if
“God” becomes completely immanent in the thought and deeds of human
beings, then, in the final analysis, we can dispense with the signifier “God”
altogether and restrict ourselves to referring to humanity. So oo, if there
is no ultimate difference between the truth that is revealed to us by faith
and what we can learn by thinking (Denken) and reason (Vernunfl), then all
allegedly religious truth claims must be validated by reason. But if this is
50, then, despite Hegel's occasional claims to the contrary, it is reason
(Vernunfl) and reason alone that properly becomes our final court of ap-
peal. These contradictory readings cannot be resolved simply by appeal-
ing to appropriate texts, for the issue will always turn on how we read or
interpret those texts. No doubt, Hegel would claim — and many of his
commentators have claimed — these contradictory interpretations are one-
_sidr:d. But I do not see that this settles the matter. The systematic ambigu-
ity is intrinsic to Hegel’s dialectical mode of thinking, which self-consciously
secks to encompass contradictory moments within a single totality.
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When we come to the realization that the true infinite is already im
plicit in the finite, “we emancipate ourselves from the bogey of the ant-
thesis between finite and infinite” — the bogey that is let loose when we are
told that “it is presumptuous for the finite to want to grasp the infinite”
(i. 309). When Hegel reaches this stage in his thinking, he does not re-
strain his biting polemic against those who claim that it is a sign of Christ-
ian humility to renounce a true knowledge of God.

What a bogey! As if it were presumption to want to know the affirmative
nature of God. We must decisively throw off this bogey through insight into
what the real situation is regarding definitions ol this kind, and regarding
this antithesis of finitude and infinity,

The other form that runs counter to the affirmative knowledge of God is
subjective untruth, which maintains the finite for itself, confessing its vanity,
yet still retaining this acknowledged vanity and making it the absolute.

This vanity of self-preserving subjectivity, this I, we cast away from us
when we sink ourselves in the content, in the matter at hand, and recognize
ourselves in it, since we are then in earnest about this vanity; we renounce it
in the cognition and recognition of the being that is in and for iself. (. 310)

The relationship between the finite and the true infinite is dialectical.
Consequently, the finite is at once negated, affirmed, and sublated in the

true infinite. In the 1827 lectures Hegel gives a succinct statement of s
dialectical account.

Genuine transition does not consist in ch
llugammt other of the finite is the infinite, and
but is affirmative, is being. That is the quite simple consideration involved

here. Th.as affirmative process is the process of our spirit; it brings itsell about
}mconscltl')usly within our spirit; but philosophy is having the consciousness of
it. We bring the same thin

the infinite jtself: g to pass when we raise ourselves up to God. Thus

is ulﬂ S el g first something finite or negative. The second [moment]

d o i g cthing affimnative. There is a progression through dilferent
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itself. This and it is by no means an external one but is rather necessity
; necessity is the deed of our spirit. (L 171)
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rigid distinction between the finite and the infinite. Most of Kant's philo-
sophical distinctions — including understanding (Verstand) and reason
(Venunf), phenomena and noumena, the conditioned and the uncondi-
tioned, knowledge and faith — can be related to the distinction between
the finite and the infinite. Kant’s entire critical project can be viewed as a
meditation on what it means to be a limited, finite rational being who
must be distinguished from what is genuinely infinite and unconditioned.
But if Hegel is right, Kant never gets beyond the bad, or spurious, infinite.
His philosophy, as it stands, is not only radically incomplete, it is false,
and it leaves us with unresolved contradictions. Kant fails to see the in-
eluctable consequences of his own critical insights. He gets stuck in his
antinomies (despite his claims to resolve these antinomies), and fails to
realize that “everything is inherently contradictory” — that this law expresses the
truth (SL 439). This is the principle of all self-movement. “Something is
therefore alive only in so far as it contains contradiction within it, and
moreover is this power to hold and endure the contradiction within it” (SL
440). Kant fails to realize, or so Hegel claims, that “speculative thinking,”
the medium of genuine philosophy, “consists solely in the fact that thought
holds fast contradiction, and in it, its own sell” (SL 440). If “revision,” as
Harold Bloom defines it, consists in “fighting” and contesting the su-
premacy of one’s spiritual predecessors, then Hegel’s agon with Kant is an
exemplar of this contest.

But what, precisely, is the relation of evil to Hegel's distinction between
the spurious infinite and the true infinite? We gain an essential clue when
we turn to Hegel’s discussion of “Determinate Religion™ - the section of
his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion where he discusses specific historical
religions. There he refers to “Oriental dualism.” This is the dualism that
maintains that there are two fundamental oppositional principles, “the
realm of the good and that of evil.” “The good is indeed the true and the
powerful, but it is in conflict with evil, so that evil stands over against it
and persists as an absolute principle. Evil ought surely to be overcome, to
be counterbalanced: but what ought to be is not. ‘Ought’ is a force that
cannot make itself effective, it is this weakness or impotence” (L 300-1).
But according to Hegel, such a dualism — one that lies at the heart of
many other, more pallid forms of dualism — is totally unacceptable. In
Hegelian terminology, this basic dualism is false and must be sublated.

Religion and philosophy as a whole turn upon this dualism. This is the concern
f}f religion and of philosophy — the distinction grasped in its complete universal-
ity. In the mode of thought this antithesis attains the universality that is proper
o .il. Dualism is a form [of thought] even today; but when we speak of it today,
Itis in meager and delicate forms. Whenever we take the finite to be auto-
nomous, so that the infinite and the finite stand opposed to one another, so
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that the infinite has no part in the finite and the latter cannot cross over to the
infinite, we have the same dualism as the antithesis of Ahriman and Ormazd,
or that of Manichaeism — except that we lack the thought or the heart
represent these antitheses to ourselves [hones ly). The finte, iul the broadest sense
mainlaining itself as finile and autonamous, over agaunst and thereby in conflict with the
infinite or the unwersal, is what is enl. (1. 301, emphasis added)

This is a striking and extremely controversial claim. Consider its provoca-
il tive consequences. The dualism of good and evil is not just one basic
! dualism among others, Hegel is suggesting that al/ philosophic dualisms
|‘ are “meager” reflections of this fundamental antithesis of good and evil,
: He also makes the ambitious claim that religion and philosophy as a
| {L Il whole turn on this fundamental dualism. Evil is defined with reference to
Al the antithesis of the finite and the spurious infinite. At this pont, all sorts
i of questions arise. Why does Hegel characterize evil in this way? How
| ' does this description of evil relate to more traditional moral and religious
I understandings of evil? If this false opposition between the finite and the
spurious infinite defines evil, does this mean that evil is sublated in the
true infinite? What are the consequences of this conception of evil when
we wrmn to the ordinary examples of evil that we encounter in our every-
day lives? In order to answer these (and closely related questions), we must
probe further into the meaning of evil.
Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion is not limited to a discussion of
the concept of religion, but seeks to bring out the truth (and falsity) of
h'istorical religions, culminating in what he calls the “consummate reli-
glon"’ (vollendete Religion) — that is, Christianity.' In the context of his dis-
cussion of Christianity, Hegel develops his distinctive (and highly selective)
lntcrprctalim.l of the story of the Fall as it is told in Genesis. In his 1827
!‘t‘Clures, he introduces this discussion by first considering what he calls
natural humamt}r,” taking up two antithetical views of the natural cond-
tion of human beings: “humanity is by nature good,” and “humanity is by

nature evil.” ke b . "Kant’s di 1
hes ; e‘tll' !“egcl § starting point is reminiscent of Kant’s discussion of
these antithetical claims in his Religion.
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this knowledge of themselves, of how they are constituted and what their
definition is. (1. 438)

As we might expect, it turns out that both these claims — when stated as
abstract claims — turn out to be false. If “by nature,” we intend to refer
to human beings in their natural state before they become fully con-
scious of themselves, then humanity by nature is neither good nor evil.
Hegel affirms that there is no good or evil without cognition or know-
ledge (Erkenntnis). It is only a spiritual being that is capable of such
knowledge. We can say, however, that humanity is implicitly good. “It is
[indeed] essential to say that humanity is good: human beings are im-
plicitly spirit and rationality, created in and after the image of God
[Gen. 1: 26-7]. God is good, and human beings as spirit are the mirror
of God; they too, are implicitly good” (L 438). But to say that human
beings are implicitly good is not to say that they are actually good. They
are not yet good in and for themselves (anundfiirsichsein); they are not yet
what they ought to be. There is a lack, or deficiency, in this natural
condition that needs to be overcome. But human beings do not immedi-
ately pass over into becoming good. A necessary stage in this develop-
ment is one of cleavage (Entzweiung), or rupture. “It is correct that human
beings are good by nature; but with that, one has only said something
one-sided. It is this passing beyond the natural state of humanity, be-
yond its implicit being, that for the first time constitutes the cleavage
within humanity; it is what posits the cleavage” (L 439).

We can now see the basis for saying that “Humanity is by nature evil.”
This means that insofar as humanity remains in a natural state, it is evil.
“When humanity exists only according to nature [nur nach der Natur ist], it
is evil” (L 440). There is an ambiguity in this formulation that needs to be
clarified. We can refer to the natural condition of humanity on the way to
becoming self-consciously spiritual. From this perspective, there is nothing
intrinsically evil about this natural condition; on the contrary, it is impli-
citly good. But if human beings will to remain in this natural condition,
then they are evil. Hegel makes this clear when he says, “the person who
follows passions and instincts, and remains in the sphere of desire, the one
whose law is that of natural immediacy, is the natural human being. At
the same time, a human being in the natural state is one who wills, and
since the content of the natural will is only instinct and inclination, this
person is evil” (L 440). Although Hegel formulates his claim differently
from Kant, he substantially agrees with Kant that there is nothing intrin-
sically evil about our natural passions and inclinations. Like Kant, Hegel
also affirms that evil arises only with willing. In his Lectures on the Philosophy
of World History, Hegel says:
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This is the hallmark of the sublime and absolute destiny of man — that he knows wha
f good and evil are, and that it ¥s his will which chooses either one or the other. In shon,
[ kc can be held responsible, for good as well as for evil, and not just for this or that
particular circumslance and for everything around him and within him, but also for the
‘ good and evil which are tnherent in his individual freedom."

I There is something fundamentally misleading in asking the question: “Is
| humanity good by nature or evil by nature?”

il It is false to ask whether humanity is only good by nature or only evil. That
is a false way of posing the question. In the same way, itis superficial to say
that humanity is both good and evil equally. Implicitly, according to its
concept, human being is good; but this implicitness is a one-sidedness, and
the one-sidedness is marked by the fact that the actual subject, the “this™ is
only a natural will. Thus both of them, both good and evil, are posited, but

| essentially in contradiction, in such a way that each of them presupposes
the other. It is not that only one of them is [there], but instead we have

both of them in this relation of being opposed to each other. (L 441 4

It is against this background that Hegel offers his interpretation of the
biblical story of the Fall. Hegel emphasizes the cognitiwe dimension of reli-
gion; religion is fundamentally a form of knowledge (Erkenntnis) — although
limited to representation (Varstellung). Even when Hegel takes up the role
of fceling (Gefiihl) and devotion (Andaché), he is primarily concerned with
their cognitive character."” “Human beings,” Hegel tells us “become evil
by cognizing, or as the Bible represents it, they have caten of the tree of
\ Fnowllﬁdge of good and evil [Gen. 3: 5-6 |. Through this story cognition,
intelligence, and theoretical capacity come into dnsvr relationship with

lQi;)es)mll, and the nature of evil comes (o more precise expression” (iil.
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stands over and against me. But he adds something extremely important
here. This singularizing of myself, this cleavage (“where evil lies”) is a
necessary stage in the development of the I, in its development from its
natural state to becoming truly human, its spiritual condition. 1 become
conscious of my being-for-myself in opposition to something that I take to
be other than me.

The theme of diremption — self-diremption as internal cleavage — rever-
berates throughout Hegel’s philosophy. It is already the dominant theme of
the Phenomenology of Spirit, where Hegel speaks of the “highway of despair.”
Consequently, there is nothing accidental or merely contingent about this
source of evil. “Inasmuch as it is spirit, humanity has to progress to this
antithesis of being-for-self as such. . . . In this separation being-for-self is
posited and evil has its seat; here is the source of all wrong, but also the
point where reconciliation has its ulimate source. It is what produces the
disease and is at the same time the source of health” (iii. 206). This means
that the eruption of evil as cleavage and self-diremption is not only a neces-
sary stage in the development of humanity; but in this self~diremption there
is already an anticipation of reconciliation, the sublation of evil. Self-di-
remption not only gives rise (o evil; it i1s necessary {or the overcoming or
subladon of evil. We must not think of this as merely a contingent historical
movement; reconciliation is afeays already implicit in this self-diremption.
This dialectical development parallels what we have already learned about
the movement from the finite to the true infinite. The true inlinite is already
implicit in our finitude, but we must pass through the stage of cleavage (the
spurious infinite) in order to realize true infinity. The eruption of evil and
the ulimate reconciliation achieved do not simply “parallel” this dialectical
movement; they are #is dialectical movemnent.

We can see why Hegel’s Religion Lectures — and indeed his entire
system — can be read as a theodicy. If we take the essential impulse of
theodicy (broadly understood) as the desire to give an account of evil
whereby we can reconcile what appears to be evil with the reality of a
(Christian) God, then this is precisely what Hegel is claiming to do. Even
iff one thinks that, properly deciphered, Hegel is really (as Kojéve claims)
an a-theist, we still have a theodicy, albeit a secular one, where evil is
understood and justified as a necessary dialectical moment in the progres-
sive development of humanity.

Adam’s Fall

Let us turn to Hegel's interpretation of the Biblical story of the Fall. In his
handwritten manuscript, which served as the basis for his lectures, Hege I
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points out some of the outstanding fcalurc:s of l_hv story, as well as some of
the apparent inconsistencies that appear in this '.‘nmsl excellent chain of
consistency.” (a) Adam is not prohibited from cating the fruit of any tree,
but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. This, Hegel states, is
the major point of the story, because “it is not a question of just any tree
and ordinary fruit; [the allusion to] good and evil leads us at once into an
entirely different region. These are absolute, substantial charactenstics of
spint, not something like eating an apple” (iii. 105). (b) Although it is forbid-
den to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, “yet this knowledge is
what constitutes the nature of spirit - otherwise the man is a beast” (iii. 105).
(c) The serpent promises that this knowledge will make Adam like God.
This is the temptation of evil. But subsequently, what the serpent promises
is said by God, “*Behold, Adam has become like one of us, knowing good
and evil’ (Gen. 3: 22). Here it is placed on the lips of God himself that
precisely knowledge — the specific knowledge of good and evil in general,
that is — constitutes the divine in humanity” (ii. 105). Hegel seizes upon
what he takes to be contradictory (in “this most excellent chain of consist-
ency”), because this is the way in which spirit develops and realizes iself. So
he declares: “Just as the necessity of [our gaining this| knowledge is contra-
dicted, so our knowledge itself appears to be contradicted by the fact [d]
‘that punishment is incurred by this knowledge and is to take the form of
physical necessity ~ {and of mortality, [which is] a necessary consequence
of finitude.} {[¢] And [yet mortality is] also not [to be viewed] as punish-
ment: ‘Lest he cat also of the wree of life . . . " [ef. Gen. 3: 22)” (iii. 105).
This is a highly tendentious reading of the story of the Fall."” One
might wel! criticize Hegel for imposing his own categories upon the story.
But, consistent with his distinction between representation (Vorstellung),
“hara_CIFNSUC of the language of the Bible, and conceptual thinking, char-
:::;“;H?ECSPC:Ulalllivehphilosnphy, H(‘gd declares that “it must be nhc-l
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Hegel’s description of the Fall as the “eternal history of humanity” pro-
vides yet another perspective on evil and its sublation. We have seen how
closely Hegel links knowledge (Erkenntnis), cleavage or rupture (Entzioeiung),
and evil (Bise). Peter Hodgson, the editor of the English edition of the
Lectures, gives a lucid statement of their relationship.

Cognitive knowledge (Erkenntnis) entails an act of judgment or primal divi-
sion ([/r-Teil); it thus issues in separation, cleavage, rupture in two (Ent-zwer-
ung) . . . . This cleavage or estrangement (Enifremdung) — the words are quite
similar - is not, strictly speaking, in itself evil but rather is the inherent
condition of finite spirit just because it is consciousness and cognizes, but
finitely, that is, is unable finally to overcome the divisions posited by its acts
of knowing. It is the precondition or occasion of evil, however, since evil entails
the conscious or deliberate actualization of the state of separaton, the
choice to live in isolation [rom the depths of spirit, to cut onesell’ off from
both the universal and the particular, to gratify immediate desires, to exist
“according to nature” (mach der Natur). Yet self-rupture or self-estrangement
gives rise not only to evil but also to the need for reconciliation, which may
be seen when estrangement is associated with the anguish (Schmerz) of Jew-
ish religion and the misery or unhappiness (Ungliick) of Hellenistic-Roman
culture. (L 65)

Hodgson adds a subtle, but an extremely important, point to our under-
standing of Hegel’s account of evil. The cleavage (Entzweung) of judgment
is not in itscll (intrinsically) evil. It is, rather, the precondition or occasion of
evil, in the sense that, strictly speaking, evil results from the conscious or
deliberate choice to remain in this state of separation, to insist on the
rupture between the finite and the infinite, “to live in isolation from the
depths of spirit.”"

In the Lectures, Hegel tells us that self-rupture and self-estrangement
give rise to evil and to the need for reconciliation. The sell-estrangement
takes two forms. “On the one hand, it is the antithesis of evil as such, the
fact that it is humanity itself that is evil: this is the antithesis vis-a-vis God. On
the other hand, it is the antithesis vis-a-vis the world, the fact that humanity
exists in a state of rupture from the world: this is unhappiness or misery,
the cleavage viewed from the other side” (L 447). The first form, Hegel
calls anguish (Schmerz), and the second form, unhappiness (Ungliick). In the
hackground of this analysis of self-estrangement is the famous discussion
of “Unhappy Consciousness” in the Phenomenology of Spint. Unhappy con-
sciousness is not simply the name of one stage (Gestali) in the development
of sell-consciousness. It is a recurring motif in the Phenomenology, and in-
deed in all of Hegel's writings. Stephen Crites makes this point vividly
when he writes;
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It soon becomes apparent that the unhappy consciousness is not the afflic-
tion of some person in particular, or of an idc‘nliliab!r :‘f)mmunity, or
generation, or historical epoch. It is a universal crisis of self-conscious life
that occurs everywhere and always whenever spirit is being born. This
unhappiness is the travail of conscious life giving birth to spirit. It is suffered
not once but many times historically. In fact it is not so much a historical
phenomenon as the precondition of self-consciously historical life, appear-
ing in many dilferent guises. Every person, every culture preserves at least
a dark memory of this unhappiness or a dark premonition of it on the
horizon, or both.'®

In the Lectures, Hegel links this anguished experience of self-diremption

with evil.
Human beings are inwardly conscious that in their innermost being they
are a contradiction, and have therefore an infinite anguish concerning them-
selves. Anguish is present only where there is opposition to what ought to
be, to an affirmative. What is no longer in itself an affirmative also has no
contradiction, no anguish. Anguish is precisely the element of negativity in
the affirmative, meaning that within itself the affirmative is self-contradic-
tory and wounded. This anguish is thus one moment of evil. Evil merely on
its own account is an abstraction: it is only in antithesis to the good, and
since it is present in the unity of the subject, the latter is split, and this
cleavage is infinite anguish. If the consciousness of the good, the infinite
.dcmand of the good, is not likewise present in the subject itself, in its
innermost heing, then no anguish is present and evil itself is only an empty
nothingness, for it is only in this antithesis. (L 447-8)

Gnod.and evil are dialectically related; there is no good without evil and
no cv_ll without good. Without the consciousness of the good, then “evil
itself is only an empty nothingness”; but without the consciousness of evil,
the good would also be an empty nothingness. Without the dialectical
‘TPPOS_lllon of good and evil, there would be no anguish. And without the
;)?;:l:cg;n(fﬁﬁ of l:;is anguis‘h,. human beings would merely be
dutlEgie cbVer : l}om. Spirit may v._vell heal u.ll w.nunds‘; \~'.1llh'
Futhemgie b exl, utevil is a necessary stage in the realization of spint.
ph i reme infinite ?ngmsl) presupposes not only a unity 10

sness (otherwise self-diremption would be unintelligible), but

also a unity in God i
: » and ultimately a unity — an identity celf-con-
Pt y — an identit ol sell-con
sciousness and God. This is the true infinite. ' ¥

(Evil and anguish can be infinite only w
sod, as a pure, spiritual God, It is on

only when we have faith in one Gog
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faith, that the negative can and must advance to this determination of evil
and negation can advance to this universality. One side of this cleavage
becomes apparent in this way, through the elevation of humanity to the
pure, spiritual unity of God. This anguish and this consciousness are the
condition of the absorption [Vertigfung] of humanity itself, and likewise into
the negative movement of cleavage, of evil. This is an objective, inward
ahsorption into evil; inward absorption of an affirmative kind is absorption
into the pure unity of God. (L 448)

The necessity and justification of enl?

There is something at once majestic yet profoundly unsatisfying about
Hegel's dialectical account of good and evil. Given the overall ambitions
of his systematic philosophy, Hegel has provided an elegant account of
the source and sublation of evil. Many traditional “solutions” to the prob-
lem of evil are compelled to deny the reality of evil as something positive
because there seems to be no way to reconcile the existence of evil with
the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, and beneficent God. If we say
that God is infinitely good — the very standard for what goodness is — then
we must ultimately reject the ontological reality of evil. Classically, from
St Augustine on, it has been claimed that God is not responsible for the
evil that results from the misuse of our free will. God has given human
beings this great gift of free will; it is as willing beings that we are created
in the image of God. If human beings choose to misuse this free will, they
must bear the responsibility for doing so. It is blasphemous to blame God
for the sins of humans. But this “solution” has its own perplexities and
aporias, especially when we also assert that God is omniscient and om-
nipotent. If God is our creator, and if he is truly omniscient, and conse-
quently knows what human beings will do with their free will, can we
really say that he is not responsible for creating a creature that commits
evil deeds? I am not interested here in pursuing the various strategies that
have been adopted to resolve such perplexities.”” Rather, 1 want to em-
phasize that Hegel undercuts these traditional aporias because he con-
ceives of humanity, God, and their relation to each other in a radically
different manner. It is only when we think of the antithesis of good and
evil as a fixed, rigid dichotomy that these aporias arise. But for Hegel,
good and evil are dynamically and dialectically related. There is no good
without evil, and there is no evil without good. This is just as true for finite
human beings as it is for God who is infinite. We must not think of this
opposition as some sort of disguised dualism. It is, rather, the rejection of
all forms of dualism (including the dualism of humanity and Gnd). WI_IE_thl‘
we focus on the development of finite human beings in their spiritual
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journey or on the becoming 0[.' illl‘iﬂﬁlli!{' (ic'_rd. l]."' :n;.mi[iixmri'm-l-of e\.:il '!s
necessary for the concrete realization of an llnﬁm_u- Getst in -\\h;( h.cwl is
sublated. The condition for evil in human l)(‘lllgﬂ. is (lft' self-diremption, or
internal cleavage, whereby they make the transition hf”" a ll.allll"fil Ct‘:n-dl‘.
tion to a fully human one. But we can ;}lsu say [|l.l‘l _(mcl as infinite Spirit
only becomes manifest by self-diremption. ‘l he difference hcl\\.‘vv[.l God
and human beings is that (seme) human beings get .-m.u‘k: llu-_v.u‘lll"y the
distinction between the finite and the infinite; they willfully trn it into an
unbridgeable chasm. They stubbornly refuse to move beyond this !nlsg
dualism. “Finitude is the most stubborn category of the understanding

(SL 129). Hegel is certainly aware of the profound temptation to succumb
o this reification of the finite and the spurious infinite. When he describes
the journey undertaken in his Phenomenology of Spint as the “llighwa%' of
despair,” he is acknowledging how, over and over again, human beings
experience the pain and anguish of this self-diremption, and how _thcy are
tempted to reify it. This is why, in his classic mnum-mun_-.*]v;m'I-hppnlyle,
begins his discussion of the section dealing with unhappy « onsciousness by
declaring, “Unhappy consciousness is the fundamental theme of the Phe-
nomenology.”!

But in the depths of this despair and anguish, there is already prt'ﬁt'n}
the promise of sublation and reconc iliation. Even to speak of “promise
here can be misleading if we think of a promise as something that (-;_nln be
fulfilied only in the future. The language “of dialectical movement” can
mislead us if we think of this movement as a straightforward temporal
sequence. The reconciliation involved in the sublation of evil is airt‘ifd)’
presupposed in the anguish of sclf-diremption. Hegel is not “explaining
away” evil. Good and evil are equiprimordial.

The failure to appreciate this essential feature
thinking (which, unfortunatcly,
distortions and caricatures of H
nation for why there is such a
him. If we are stubbornly
only type of negation, and

of Hegel’s dialectical
is all too common) results in the grossest
egel. Ironically, Hegel even has an expla-
great temptation to misread and caricature
wedded 10 a notion of abstract negation as the
to a fixed rigid opposition between what is true
anc! falsc., then we will think that the sublation of evil means the complete
ohllterauor} of evil. Bug sublation (Aufhebung) does not obliterate or elimi-
nate what is sublated: what is sublated is al;va)-,; preserved, although in an
alul:rcd form. In this sense, evil never is (or can be) completely uhliwrau‘_d.
of H‘:a::‘;o l:':um i Opening remarks about the systematic :un_higuu)’
8el's philosophy, for it has direct consequences for interpreting the
i of good and cvil Hegel himself doesn’t hesitate (0
sophy as a theodicy. In his Lectures on the Philosophy
5t
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[Our] investigation can be seen as a theodicy, a justification of the ways of
God (such as Leibniz attempted in his own metaphysical manner, but using
categorics which were as yet abstract and indeterminate). It should enable
us to comprebend all the ills of the world, including the existenee of evil, so
that thinking spirit may yet be reconciled with the negative aspects of
existence; and it is in world history that we encounter the sum total of evil

A reconciliation of the kind just described can only be achieved through
a knowledge of the aflirmative side of history, in which the negative is
reduced to a subordinate position and transcended altogether. In other
words, we must first of all know what the ultimate design of the world is,
and secondly, we must see that this design has been realized and that evil
has not been able to maintain a position of equality beside it.??

Despite this explicit reference to theodicy and God, it is not difficult
to understand why the controversy between right, center, and left
Hegelians broke out even before his death. Hegel’s systematic ambiguity
invites a_humanistic, and even an atheistic, interpretation. It is Hegel
who stresses the (ultimate) identity of humanity and God. It is Hegel
who is always challenging any dichotomy between the finite and the
infinite, between immanence and transcendence. It is Hegel who tells us
that there is no ultimate conflict between faith and reason, and that
religion and philosophy reveal the same eternal truth. But it is these
claims that make many orthodox Christian believers wary of Hegel,
because they take it as fundamental to their faith that God is transcend-
ent and infinitely beyond all human finitude. We can well understand
how Ludwig Feuerbach, who began as a committed disciple of Hegel,
became one of his severest critics, and developed a humanistic, anthro-
pological interpretation of the essence of Christianity. Even if one con-
cludes that the “God-talk” in Hegel is dispensable, that the real “secret”
of Hegel is his esoteric atheistic humanism, this does not significantly
alter the dialectical account of good and evil. Instead of reading Hegel’s
narrative as the story of the self-realization of God through self-diremp-
tion whereby Absolute Spirit is fully realized, we would read this narra-
tive as the progressive self-development of humanity (Menschlichkeif). But
the same “logic™ is at work on either of these readings. Evil turns out to
'bc a necessary moment in this development - a development in which it
1s sublated (aufgehoben).

Thus far I have sought to probe the meaning of Hegel's dialectical
account of good and evil, to defend him from common distortions and
caricatures, and to highlight the originality and power of his doctrine.
But [ have also indicated that, despite its sweeping majesty, his account
15 profoundly unsatisfactory and raises numerous problems. I want to
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begin my critique with an nbsen'alir.m rcg;lr(‘ling the texts n!.' the Lectures
on the Philosophy of Religion. Neither in Ht?g(“l s own handwritten mamll.
script, nor in any of the lecture notes by Inf students lh:fl are Fhe b:?sm
for the reconstruction of the Lectures, do we find any sustained discussion
of examples of evil. The closest we come is his account _ni [.!u- biblical
story of the Fall. But here, as we have noted, Ih-g(jl lnghllgh[s lht‘:sF
aspects of the story that are shaped by, and support, his plnlnsu.pl!y. I‘:\fll
arises from the stubborn, willful reification of the abstract distinction
between the finite and the spurious infinite. We can fill out some con-
crete details of what evil means by focusing on the ways in which self-
centered individuals set themselves against anything that is universal,
anything that transcends their immediate egoistic interests. In l_his re-
spect, despite his polemic against Kant, Hegel's understanding of moral
evil is not so very different from Kant’s. It is the willful assertion of
individual egoism (what Kant calls “self-love”) in opposition to what is
objectively universal. But the paucity of any discussion of the varieties
and concrete manifestations of evil makes us pause. Hegel does not shy
away from dealing with numerous concrete historical examples of differ-
ent religions, so why does he not turn his attention to concrete historical
forms of evil?

A defender of Hegel might retort that this is not a serious (.)nliSSi()T}.
Philosophy is not to be confused with empirical description. Philosophy is
intended to provide the categories that are required to comprehend wha}t
is good and evil. In the Lectures, we are dealing with the concept of reli-
gion, its historical determinations, and its ultimate truth. But [ find such a

retort a bit too glib. After all, the point of a philosophical inquiry is to
cnable us to comprehend what there is, and such comprehension requires
the ability to make essential discrimi

nations. So it is always fair to ask -

ceven on Hegelian grounds ~ whether a concept of good and evil enables

Asdpl s o i phenomenologically, take to be good and evil.

This does not mean that a philosophical account is restricted to making

e e commonly take to be evil. But, as Aristotle observed long

ago, and Hegel reaffirms, the task of philosophy is to comprehend and

explain phenomena - not to explain them away. Yet when we seriously

s dialectical analysis of evil can help us to

have occurred in the twentieth century -

wanda, the many instances of humiliatirml.'

1 .crronst attacks, and the gratuitous infliction 0

:ﬂ:‘s}: i:irrc"n:f itlll];:lt:':zsw:)lfna? da?}? - .il scems strain‘('d a.nd artiﬁciral ll:)
and the spurious infinite, € reilication of the antithesis of the fini
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ilham Desmongd sharply states the limis of dialectical thought.
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Am | proposing the end or cessation of philosophical thinking? Does the
matter [of evil] so stun and paralyse philosophy that no further thought is
possible? Not at all. Though evil and forgiveness are others to dialectical
thought that philosophy can never entirely encapsulate, the deepest point is
this: about such recalcitrant others philosophy, in fact, can never stop thinking.
The point is not to give up on thinking of these others, but dialectic will
only take us so far. Dialectical philosophy comes to a limit that exceeds its
thought. And we cannot but try to think that excess and that limit. A
perplexity of thought arises that makes mind sleepless.*

'The appeal to concrete examples rarely settles any philosophic issue, for
the question can always be raised as to how we are to interpret these
phenomena. Nevertheless, the gap between Hegel's sophisticated analy-
sis of evil and our experience of evil in the world raises fundamental
philosophic questions about the adequacy of his interpretation. Hegel’s
most serious deficiency becomes evident in what appears to be his great-
est strength. I want to show this in what may scem to be an indirect
manner, but one that will actually bring us to the heart of Hegel’s
philosophy.

Let us consider what Jean Hippolyte says about the relation of evil,
sin, and forgiveness in his classic commentary on the Phenomenology. He
cites the famous passage in the Phenomenology from which the first epi-
graph of this chapter is taken: “The wounds of spirit heal without leav-
ing scars. The facts are not imperishable, but spirit absorbs them within
itself, and the aspect of specificity that is present in facts, cither as
intention or as its [existing] negativity and its limit in the element of
Dasein, disappears immediately.”® In his commentary on this passage,
Hippolyte writes:

The whole long history of errors that human development presents and
that the Phenomenology traces is indeed a fall, but we must learn that this fall
is part of the absolute itself, that it is a moment of total truth. Absolute self
cannot be expressed without this negativity: it is an absolute “yes” only
through saying “no” to a “no,” only by overcoming a necessary negation.
Unity is only realizable by the continual conflict and by perpetual surpass-
ing.'.?h

Hippolyte also cites the perceptive remark of Josiah Royce in his Lectures
on Modem Idealism: “The true life of spirit resides in this surpassing, not
in the consciousness of sin which is always located within limits . . .
nor in the consciousness of a beyond which is always transcendent,
but rather in the consciousness of the forgiveness of sins, of a recon-
ciliation through opposition.”? These comments are made about the
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Phenomenology, but they arc equally applicable to the Lectures on the Philosophy
of Religion. Hippolyte notes that the same basic idea is expressed in the
Lectures in a sharper form,

The determination that everyone remains what he is lies in the realm of
finitude. He has done evil, therefore he is evil, evil is in him as his quality.
But in morality and still more in religion, spirit is known to be free, as itself
aflirmative, so that this limit within man, which goes as far as evil, is a
nothingness for the infinity of spirit. Spirit can manage things so that what
has happened has not happened. Action does indeed remain in the memory,
but spirit rids el of it -~ the finite, evil in general, is negated.”

There is something deeply moving (and very Chnistian) about this pas-
sage. It is a glorious affirmation of ultimate reconciliation and Christian
redemption. Furthermore, we can relate this yearning for unification and
reconciliation to Hegel's own life experiences, and to what he felt was the
most serious crisis of modernity. Jiirgen Habermas tells us, “The matives
for a philosophy of unification can be traced back to the crisis experiences
of the young Hegel. They stand behind the conviction that reason must
be hrought forward as the reconciling power against the positive elements
of an age torn asunder.”* “By criticizing the philosophic oppositions —
nature and spirit, sensibility and understanding, understanding and rea-
son, theoretical and practical reason, judgment and imagination, I and
non-, finite and infinite, knowledge and faith
the crisis of the diremption of life itself”*

Yet it is this very feature of Hegel’s thinking that is so troubling and
unaceeptable. If Hegel had claimed that Spirit (Geisf) heals itself, we might
have taken him to mean that in the face of evil, it is always possible to

T ; : g iy
espond and achieve some sort of overcoming of evil. But it is the much

more extreme claim that Spirit heals itself and does not leave any scars behind
that is unacceptable. For :

justify ~ indeed, v _lh'_ui- entails thflt, in the [il'li]l‘iiilal)':\'is, we cufll
epitomized by Auschm'{“ JUSI‘HY = the existence ull' v'u], including the evi
to make this di:lleq:ﬁc‘;:]rl frcikasseesoil see that it is the absolute refusal
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the term humanity (Menschlichkeil). For the same problem is posed in an-
other register. Is it really true that in the progressive development of
humanity all evils are (or can be) sublated? Hegel is always emphasizing
ruptures, cleavages, and diremptions. He is fully aware of how violent and
painful these can be in the life of an individual and the life of a people.
But for all his insistence on these “ruptures,” he is also always telling us
that they are only “moments,” or stages, in a grand dialectical process in
which sublation is always operative. But is this true? Are there not violent
ruptures and resistant cleavages that are so extreme, so radical, that they
resist sublation? This is the objection that Auschwitz, as the exemplar of
the most extreme, radical evil of the twentieth century, compels us to raise
against Hegel. There is something hollow, something almost obscene, in
thinking that Auschwitz can be interpreted as a necessary moment in the
dialectical realization of Spirit or humanity. Here we really do come up
against &imits of dialectical thought. This evil positively resists any Hegelian
comprehension and reconciliation. William Desmond makes this point
when he says that “there is a gap between the reality of evil as lived and
the concept of evil as thought. There is a disproportion between evil as
either suffered or done and evil as said to illustrate the structure of
rational necessity. Being and thought are not the same here — despite
what father Parmenides said about the sameness of noein and esti, despite
its reiteration by Plotinus and others, including Hegel. There is a non-
dialectical difference between being and understanding. ™

The question I am raising goes to the very heart of Hegel’s philosophy.
It is not restricted to his understanding of the dialectic of good and evil -
as if this could be separated and extracted from the rest of his philosophy.
His understanding of the dialectical movement from the finite through the
spurious infinite to the true infinite shapes Hegel’s entire approach to the
problem of evil. To grasp this movement, we must understand (and ac-
cept) Hegel's account of the difference between abstract negation and
determinate negation, the identity of the finite and the true infinite, and
the claim that the truth is the whole. So, to raise critical questions about
the dialectic of good and evil is to raise critical questions about the most
fundamental distinctions and themes in Hegel's philosophy.*

Hegel against Hegel

We can no longer accept Hegel’s dialectical account of good and evil. The
abysses, ruptures, and breaks we have experienced are too deep and 0o
unbridgeable for us to believe in the type of sublation and reconciliation
that is fundamental for Hegel. But I also think that we need to be wary of
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a total rejection of Hegel. There is something extremely important that
we can appropriate from Hegel. Sometimes we have to think with a phi-
losopher against himself, in order to bring forth what is stll vital and
relevant. Read in one way, Hegel stands at the end of a tradition, a
tradition in which the fundamental impulse has been to give an account of
evil such that it can be reconciled with good, and which in religious terms
means reconciling evil with the existence of an all-beneficent God. Hegel
offers a strikingly original solution to the problem of evil. Yet he also
maintains that evil is transformed in the course of this dialectical develop-
ment. Despite his originality, he still fits (as he himself affirms) within the
traditional project of theodicy. He is still concerned to justify the existence
of evil by showing how evil turns out to be a necessary dialectical moment
in the realization of the true infinite that is always already implicit in
hurman finitude,

But there is another way of reading or appropriating Hegel. We must
recognize that for Hegel evil is not simply, or exclusively, a religious issue.
Evil manifests itself in morality, ethics, and politics. We experience the
diremptions, ruptures, and cleavages that comprise evil in all aspects of
human life. The existence of concrete evils always presents us with a
challenge. Hegel refuses to ontologize or to reify these cleavages. He
refuses to endorse any suggestion that evil is so fundamental and so in-
eradicable that there is no possibility of overcoming it. We can read
Hegel, as so many have read him, as setting us the task (Aufoabe) of con-
fronting the evil we encounter and seeking to overcome it in ways that are
not merely ahstraet, but concrete, in the ethical and political institutions
that we develop. Hegel himself never suggests that evil can be completely
eradl'catc'd, Itis always bursting forth in new guises and new forms. It s
;Fop'a“.('“ lh_c P":.'Imalive sense) to think that we can ever reach a stage of
a;ls?‘:{s“l‘]:':‘;::a:v?ugl even make sense to speak of the v!iminmion of
b o o il':::?;' oes make good Hegelian sense to refuse to accept
before it. I fully realize ‘L]:Otrmﬁ_’ iy such a way that we sta:.zdrunpulttﬂl
Speale-in @ niannes tﬁala' to speak of this Aufgabe of c‘onfronun{{ evil i to

15 not always consonant with Hegel's explicit

statements.* This ; ; .
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despair,” counsels against the despair that results from standing frozen
and impotent before evil, from failure to struggle to overcome it in its
many guises.

In another context, I have argued that we should displace Hegels
grand metaphor of Aufhebung — his master concept for reconciling ruptures
and diremptions — with the metaphors of constellation and force field as
Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno use them.® These alternatives
challenge the very idea of a culminating Aufhebung that valorizes unity,
harmony, integration, wholeness, and totality. They call into question the
powerful underlying current of progressive teleology and divine provi-
dence that informs and shapes Hegel’s philosophy. These alternatives
suggest that we need to recognize that there are ruptures and evils that
cannot be overcome, that cannot be reconciled (and to which we cannot
reconcile ourselves). We must resist what Adorno so incisively character-
ized as extorted reconciliation. There are wounds that leave permanent
scars. There are evils that cannot be sublated. We can at once recognize
the ways in which evils burst forth in ever-new ways, and at the same time
struggle to fight these evils and overcome them. Whether we speak the
language of Spirit (Geist) or that of humanity (Menschlichkeit), this is the task
(Aufgabe) that most truly defines our spiritual journey — that is, the achieve-
ment of our true humanity.
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to choose between good and evil maxims. But neither would there be any
morality if our choices were simply arbitrary, if we failed to recognize that
there is a universal norm that we ought to follow. Although the difference
between good and evil maxims depends on whether we give priority to
moral or nonmoral incentives in our maxims, we are free - radically free
~ in choosing which maxims to adopt. This does not mean that we are
indifferent. Respect for the moral law is a sufficient rational incentive to
adopt good maxims. We can recognize the normative power of what the
Wille requires, and we can freely choose (Willkiir) 1o follow the moral law.

The introduction of the concept of radical evil is intended to help
explain why we do not always do what we ought to do. Man is evil by
nature. This is what Kant calls an “evil heart,” an innate propensity
(Hang) in the human species to adopt evil maxims. We are responsible for
this propensity. The propensity to evil, understood as “a subjective deter-
mining ground of the [Willkir],” is an “exercise of freedom” (Rel. 26). But
we can resist this propensity, even though it is woven into the fabric of
human nature. If we press Kant, and ask why it is that some persons
consistently choose good maxims and others choose evil maxims, why it is
that some persons become morally good and others evil, we are told that
this is (ultimately) “inscrutable.” As rational moral agents, we are capable
of acting on principle; but the more that Kant stresses our unconditioned
ahility to choose between good and evil maxims, the more inscrutable it
becomes as to why some persons become good, and others evil.

Among Kant's immediate successors, the philosopher who grasped most
deeply the movement of Kant’s thought was Schelling.! It was he who
declared that “the real and vital conception of freedom is that it is a
possibility of good and evil” (HF 26; 25), and who insisted that in order to
understand the essence of human freedom (das Wesen der menschlichen Fretheil),
we must squarely confront the “problem of evil.” Schelling’s 1809 treatise
on freedom is especially thought provoking, because he affirms that we
must acknowledge “the reality of evil” (die Realitit des Basen) (HF 26; 25).
He departs from the dominant Western philosophical and theological
tradition that denies the reality of evil, claiming that evil lacks positive
ontological status, and conceiving of evil as a privation of being or good-
ness. This is a tendenc y that can be traced back to Plato and that reached
its culmination in Leibniz. But the traces of this tradition can still be
found in Kant and He gel. Schelling not only refuses to follow this tradi-

tion, he mocks it, and specifies the difficulty that must be confronted in a
most striking way.

This is the point of profoundest difficulty in the whole doctrine of [reedom,
which has always been felt and which applies not only to this or that
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system, but more or less, to all. To be sure .il appli.cs II")'S{ stgi?ci.lngly ‘ll)‘lh.r
concept ol immanence, for either r'm.I (lt\’ll is admitted, in t}v .mp : c;{_glcvl\’[";ls
unavoidable to include evil itsell in mlum‘c Sllbsl‘.ul(it' orint |'( .u;n‘a : i, :
and thus totally disrupt the conception ul‘ an e:lH-p(‘l:itf('l nf’irlg. (}Al__l ]u‘ reality
of evil must in some way or other be denied, in w}?l'd} L:il_hl" the real concep-
tion of freedom disappears at the same time. (HF 26; 25)°

Heidegger is helpful in distinguishing the sevcrapl‘mm-cplﬁ of f..l‘t‘.(l‘,dlom thalt
arise in the course of Schelling’s Untersuchungen. .I lu.‘ ﬁrstﬁ h\-'.(.' ( !nﬁc ylp.ara i
lel Kant: “1) freedom as capability of sclf—bcgmn.mg: 2) h L"L‘(i[f)i]'{ !d.s nfn
being bound to anything, freedom from (negative lrt‘f'd()['ll... :5,;‘.retlc ()r; :;
binding oneself to, libertas determinationis, frccd(-)m _/tfr (pe m“.\(.-- I1C.€( (Im ;
freedom as control over the senses (inappropriate freedom); 5) freedom as
self-determination in terms of one’s own essential law (appropriate l‘r::;
dom), formal concept of freedom. This includes all the /J‘re"(:wrm (Mmimahf :
(57 88; 104). It is in the sixth and seventh concepts of fl'('t‘llt)l!"l k(’.h'pt‘(‘l'.l cyl'
as interpreted by Schelling) that we find his distinctive ('lu.mnhuunn 'and
movement beyond Kant: 6) “Man’s freedom is the capalnjh}y of ‘gm')d an‘
evil” ($7°97; 117); and finally 7) “if freedom as the capability of evil must
have a root independent of God, and if God, on the ml}m‘_h‘and, 1s to
remain the one and sole root of beings, then this ground of evil 1Indcpcr.|d-
ent of God can only be in God. There must be in God smm-thmg"whnjh
God himself is’ not. God must be conceived more prinmnlially”‘ :,.S!Il(l.?%
124). This final conception is both perplexing and obscure. My inquiry 18
oriented towards explicating what it means.

Real evil and concrete freedom are inextricably linked. If we c‘lvny the
reality of evil, then we are compelled to deny the reality of freedom.
Schelling amplifies the Kantian thesis that freedom is the most fundamen-
tal principle of all philosophy. But freedom entails the reality of evil. Thus
we can characterize Schelling’s reatise on human frecdom as at the same
time “a metaphysics of evil” (S7°98; 118)

. As Heidegger phrases it, evil is
“a way of man’s being.

free” (eine Weise des Frei-sein des Menschen) (ST [[)-6;
128). We seem to be driven to a conclusion that is unacceptable ‘f‘Of
Christian believers, of ascribing the reality of evil to “infinite Substance” -
that is, to God. This is the conclusion that virtually all theodicies '.f*’@m
St. Augustine to Leibniz — have sought to avoid. And this is a primary
reason why evil has been taken to be “unreal.”

Before pursuing Schelling’s highly original way of confronting this prob-
lem, we must briefly addre

em, w ss the complex personal and philosophical rela-
tonship between Schelling

: and Hegel. The bare facts are relatively L_‘lt‘ilf-
In their youth, Schellmg and Hegel were close personal friends and intcl-
ng was five years younger than Hegel. At the

lectual companions, Schelli
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age of 15 he enrolled at the University' of Tiibingen where he shared
living quarters with Hegel and Hélderlin. In 1798, at the age of 23,
Schelling was called to Jena to become a professor, and in 1801, with
Schelling’s strong support, Hegel became a Privatdozent at Jena. During
this early period, Schelling and Hegel edited a philosophical journal to-
gether. Cordial relations between Schelling and Hegel lasted until the
publication in 1807 of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spinit, in which he obliquely
but sharply criticized Schelling’s conception of the Absolute. Later, espe-
cially as the fame of Hegel overshadowed him, Schelling attacked Hegel,
accusing Hegel of stealing his ideas. The final irony came when, ten years
afier Hegel's death in 1831, Schelling was appointed to Hegel’s chair at
the University of Berlin. During this last phase of his philosophical career
(when Kierkegaard and some of the young Hegelians attended his lec-
tures), Schelling criticized Hegel’s “negative philosophy,” arguing that it
should be superseded by his own “positive philosophy.”

Subsequent history has treated Schelling badly. In part, this is because
Schelling secemed to keep changing his philosophical positions. Schelling
scholars have endlessly disputed *how many” Schellings there are, or how
many “stages of development” he passed through.! Furthermore, some of
his wild, speculative ideas about theosophy and Naturphilosophie no longer
scem worthy of serious philosophical interest. Schelling has been under-
stood primarily as a transitional figure in the development of German
Idealism, who was surpassed by Hegel. This is how Hegel viewed Schelling,
and it is still the prevailing orthodoxy. But there are signs that this nega-
tive evaluation is beginning to change. In his 1936 lecture course, Heidegger
does not hesitate to single out the philosophical importance of Schelling’s
treatise. He says, “Schelling is the truly creative and boldest thinker of this
whole age of German philosophy. He is that to such an extent that he
drives German Idealism from within right past its own fundamental posi-
tion” (ST 4; 4), Several scholars of German Idealism, including Dieter
Hennch and Manfred Frank, have argued that Schelling is an original
thinker whose insights anticipated issues that are at the core of recent
dt‘l_)alcs about poststructuralism and postmodernity. There are even indi-
€ations that this new appreciation of Schelling is having a much wider
!nlt.malional mtellectual influence.” The rediscovery of this “new” Schelling
s .dlrcc(ly relevant to my own criticisms of Hegel's account of good and
il I have argued that Hegel’s account of evil is based upon his under-
:“‘“‘qmg of the dialectical passage from finitude through the spurious
infinite to the true infinite whereby a sublation of evil is achieved. Insofar
& we question this dialectical movement, insofar as we criticize Hegel’s
understanding of determinate negation and the concept of sublation
(A'W"bu"g), we are calling into question his understanding of evil. These
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are the very issues that stand at the center of Schelling’s late critique of
Hegel’s “negative philosophy.™ .

Although it is fascinating to follow the twists and turns of the debates
about the relations of Schelling and Hegel, I want to limit myself to an
examination of Schelling’s 1809 treatise, in order to bring out the originality
and significance of his confrontation with the problem of evil. To anticipate
my major thesis, 1 see Schelling not as a transitional figure en route 1w
Hegel, but rather as a transitional figure in #ransforming our understanding of
the problem of evil. From a backward-looking perspective, he brings a
certain tradition of theodicy to a close. This is the tradition that is primarily
concerned with “justifying” evil, and with showing how the existence of evil
can be reconciled with a religious faith in the existence of God. But from a
forward-looking perspective, Schelling breaks with this tradition, and clears
the way for new types of psychological questions concerning evil — questions
that are central for Nietzsche and Freud.

| Real evil

Let us return to Schelling’s critique of the attempts to explain away “real
evil.” With polemical flair and finesse, Schelling runs through these at-
| tempts to reconcile the existence of the Christian God with evil — attempts
‘ that seek to show that evil is unreal, a privation of good, or somehow a
moment or aspect of a larger good. He is critical of all “attenuated con-
ceptions of God as actus purissimus and similar notions which earlier phi-
| losophy set forth” (HF 30; 28). He exposes the fallacy of thinking that we
can assert _lhat the source of evil is not to be found in God. To claim, as
St Atfgusunc did, that although God gave humans the gift of frec will,
?od is not responsible for the misuse that humans make of this gift is a
dpdgc ; for it fails 1o acknowledge that genuine “freedom is a power for
evil” (HF28; 27). Bat Schelling is also critical of Manichacism, and indeed
ol any metaphysical, dualistic conception of two equal primordial forces
gl‘ gt?od and evil, “an may be tempted to throw oneself into the arms of
. Howee e i el g of 4 doce o
e conovy : mdu;]ually m@epcndrm [,)'rmCl}.)I('s. it is :‘mly a SYSS
S eetionkatin th0:: Clh ¢ despair ol reason” (HF 28; 27). hchcllmg;[
Abginine i i h ristian lhcnlog.]ans and plfllnm}_)hcrs from :
ceoiled Tear 4o - ave not only rejected Manichaeism, but have
rom it in horror, Furthermore, Schelling affirms that

even if one wished 1o eliminay
tures and God, and not mere

€ every connection between the world’s crea-
ly to deny their identity, and if one wished 0
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regard their present existence and thus the existence of the world as a
withdrawal [rom God, the difliculty would only be pushed back a point but
would not be climinated. For in order to have flowed forth from God, things must
already have been in God in some way or other. (HF 28-9; 27, emphasis added)

It may seem that Schelling is driving himself (and us) into an impossible
bind. He tells us that buman beings are free, and that freedom is the
“possihility of good and evil.” Furthermore, evil is real, and cannot be
explained away as a deficiency or a privation. In secking the origin of evil,
we cannot appeal to a metaphysical dualism of good and evil. It looks as
if we are being incluctably driven to the conclusion that the source of evil
lies in the source of all being, God. But if God is truly all-benevolent, the
very standard and source of goodness, then to aflirm that he is the source
of evil (without any further qualification) is a blasphemous contradiction.
How can a benevolent and loving God be the ongin of the reality of evil?
How, then, are we to account for the origin of evil and human freedom?
This is the fundamental problem that Schelling addresses in his treatisc on
freedom. Heidegger gives a succinet statement of the difficulty that Schelling
confronts. “But if freedom as the capability ol evil must have a root
independent of God, and if God, on the other hand, is to remain the one
and sole root of beings, then the ground of evil independent of God can
only be in God. There must be in God something which God himself ‘is’
not. God must be conceived more primordially” (ST 103; 124). Let us
follow the movement of Schelling’s thinking in grappling with this prob-
lem. Because Schelling affirms that freedom stands at the center of any
systematic conception of philosophy, 1 will have to follow a number of
byways in reconstructing the pathway of his questioning. What I want to
show is just how insightful Schelling is, and how he takes us beyond both
Kant and Hegel.

Two cautionary remarks are in order, to orient our inquiry. The title of
Schclling’s treatise speaks of “the essence of human freedom”™ (das Wesen
d_ﬂ menschlichen Freiheif). But Schelling does not focus his attention exclu-
sively on human freedom. First he secks to understand freedom in a more
general sense, and to find out how it is related to the rest of being (includ-
ing God). It is only in this larger metaphysical context that we can under-
stand what is distinctive about human freedom. The second cautionary
Tf{'lil_rk concerns the language of German idealism (and Schelling's appro-
Priation of, and attempt to move beyond, it). The vocabulary of Idealism
= “Absolute,” “Ground,” “Spirit,” etc. - is not only remote from us; but
we bave become profoundly suspicious of it. Furthermore, the very idea of
& Naturphilosophie, a philosophy of nature that is not identified with what
We now take to be the proper domain of philosophy of the natural sci-
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ences, may strike us as an outdated “romantic” notion which is better
discarded than taken seriously. Consequently, it is all too easy to dismiss
Schelling’s thinking as obscure, dated, fantastic, and irrelevant for con-
temporary “serious” philosophical inquiry. Without discounting the very
real difficulties to be encountered in his thought and language, I neverthe-
less think that such a dismissive attitude is a serious mistake; for there is
much to be learned from Schelling for our own reflections on freedom,
responsibility, and evil. In approaching him, a hermeneutical generosity
and sensitivity are required, in order to understand what he is saying and
why. We must be willing (at least initially) to bracket or suspend judgment
about the validity of his claims.

Thus far, we have only a vague, and ahstract idea of what Schelling
means by evil and freedom. It is not even clear what he means by the
“reality” of evil. Just when we might expect him to meet the challenge of
the “profoundest difficulty in the whole doctrine of freedom,” he pursues
what appears to be an irrelevant digression. He tells us that an adequate
treatment of freedom and evil must be based on “the fundamental princi-
ples of a genuine philosophy of nature” (HF 31; 29). In a remark that is at
once cryptic and extremely ahstract, Schelling declares: “The Philosophy
of Nature of our time first established the distinction in science between
Being insofar as it exists, and Being insofar as it is the mere {ground} of
existence” (HF 31; 29-30). Why does Schelling introduce “the Philosophy
of Nature” at this point in his treatise, and what does this obscure state-
ment mean?

In his preface, Schelling refers to the distinction between nature and
spirit that plays such a prominent role in German Idcalism, one that can
be traced back to Kant’s dichotomy between the phenomenal realm of
nature and the noumenal realin of freedom.” Like many of Kant’s imme-
fha": successors, Schelling was profoundly dissatisfied with this dichotomy,
::_1:11 E‘::(g)gz :; O‘I’Elﬂ‘-omlc it..lnde.cd,. he dc‘clarcs, that “the whulc\ of moq-
e— deﬁcignccsfli]w since its inception (through Descartes) has I!H'S
living basis” (HF é[}- 2?—19nm‘;l~rc dc_)es ¥ k) o e ’thut ” IaCkbhd
it o e &Pu }2‘ chelling argues that l*ant j(’spcr;!;.‘tlly‘l (v
ton of mature asuz;: i e h"-“"ﬂ) advanced a mtalIy. nmdcqualcz conc l’P‘f
o oF sl B i vl Gt e ) of any principle
mental drive in Schellims d:;"l:an .ldcalssls (including Hegel), the fun .a—-
whether ontological mEla h lq‘cnf g R i g &
much richer, more w,'ilal 01!} yical, or epistemological. He argues for :

» OTganic conception of nature — one that takes its

departure fro S :
S(‘gks to dt:\r(-;(])1 sm;c il Kant’s claims in the Critique of Judgment. Schelling
P a differentiated monism in which there is no ultimate divide

tween nature an in i 2
d spirit. This differentiated monism can also be charac-
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rerized as an enriched nonreductive naturalism, or a concretely embodied
idealism.? Schelling calls this higher system, this higher unity, a “higher
realism” (hiherer Realismus). This is one reason why he begins his treatise
with a discussion of pantheism. During the late eighteenth century and
early nineteenth century, a fierce controversy raged in Germany about
pantheism, about what it meant and entailed, and about who was and
who was not a pantheist. Virtually every philosopher of the time felt he
had to take a stand on the relevant issues. Schelling wants to show that
there is a way of interpreting pantheism (the correct way), which is not
only compatible with freedom, but requires freedom. In short, pantheism -
correctly understood — is a systematic philosophy that does justice to
nature and freedom, substance and subject.’

Ground and existence

But how does this excursus into Schelling's Naturphilosophie, his “higher
realism,” help us to understand the cryptic remark quoted above in which
he distinguishes ground and existence? We must keep in mind that, al-
though Schelling wants to avoid any suggestion of an ontological or meta-
physical dualism, he nonetheless claims that we must make important
distinctions (which are not to be reified). Ground (Grund) and existence
(Existenz) are primary, and essential distinctions in Being (Wesen).'" The
philosophy of nature has established the importance and universality of
this distinction. Schelling applies this distinction to the being of God. “As
there is nothing before or outside of God he must contain within himself
the ground of his existence . . . . This ground of his existence, which God
contains [within himself], is not God viewed as absolute, that is insofar as
he exists” (HF 32; 30). So how are we to understarld this distinction
between ground and existence? We gain our first significant clue (and also
see why Schelling has introduced the discussion of Naturphilosophie) when

Schelling offers the following analogy to elucidate the relation of ground
and existence,

By analogy, this relationship can be explicated through reference to the
relation of gravitation and light in nature. Gravitation precedes light as its
clemally dark basis, which is itself not actual and flees into the night when
light (which truly exists) appears. Even light does not completely break the
seal by which gravity is held . . . . With regard to the precedence [of gravity
over light], morcover, this is to be thought of neither as precedence in time
nor as priority of essence. In the cycle whence all things comes, it is no
contradiction 1o say that which givés birth ta the one is, in its turn, pro-
duced by it. There is here no first and no last, since everything mutually




——

84 Euvil, Will, and Freedom

implies everything else, nothing being the ‘other’ and yet no being withoy
the other. God contains himself in an inner {ground} of his existence,
which to this extent, precedes him as to his existence, but similarly God is
prior to the {ground} as this {ground}, as such, could not be if God did not
exist in actuality. (HF 32-3; 3])

We can appreciate the point of this analogy without endorsing Schelling’s
“dynamic physics.” Although there is no gravity without light, and no
light without gravity, we can nevertheless draw a distinction between
them. Furthermore, the distinction between gravity and light is not a
“mere” conceptual distinction, Gravity is taken to be the “eternally dark
basis” that is the ground ofactually existing light. So, with respect to God,
we can distinguish the ground of his being from his actual existence (even
though we acknowledge their essential unity in God). The analogy sketched
here between gravity and light is a first preliminary step in clarifying the
meaning and relationship of ground and existence, Schelling himself is
aware of this. Indeed, his method of explication is to proceed by providing
other analogies and metaphors in order to specify his meaning.'’

Il we want 1o bring this Being (God) “nearer to us from a human
standpoint, we may say”

Itis the longing which the eternal One feels 1o give birth to itself. This is
not the Qne itself, but is co-cternal with it. This longing secks to give birth
o ‘God, Le. the unfathomable unity, but to this extent it has not yet the
unity ol its own self. Therefore, regarded in itself, it is also will: but a will
within which there s no undcrstunding, and thus not an independent and
complete will, since understanding i actually the will in willing . . . . We are
speaking of the essence of longing regarded in and for itself, which we must
view clearly although iy was long ago submerged by the higher principle
which }lnad risen from i, and aIt]inugh we cannot gréasp it ]“:i‘“fP‘i""l-" but
only spiritually, i.e. with our thoughs. (HF 34; 32)"2

; What initially sounds so strange and fantastjc becomes more intelligible
ble principlen th:’lchr:z:ﬁic that Srhcllin‘g is isolating an ontological “.dﬂll"

including God humanah €5 1o be standing at lh? very heart of all beings,
ties between S("hf‘]lin ; dc'“;a’-;s a"fi l!lc whole n‘l nature. There art‘.a"?""
of the DiOIlysian. ang sl Ouble principle and Nietzsche’s double principle
Schelling wriicw that “L}lm ¥ wopollonian. This becames even clearer when
forng: bt the . ¢ world a5 we now behold i, is all rule, order _a"d
¢ unruly [das Regel!ajj lies ever in the depths as though it might

again break throy

3 8h, and order and form no z g ave bee
- : where g have been

original, but it seer, it here appear to h

h what had inig. ly be had been
brougt S e | ad inttially been unruly ha
TOught to order” (4 34; 32). In beings other than God, the principle of
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light, order, and form never completely masters or subdues what is un-
ruly.

We can detect affinities not only with Nietzsche, but also with Freud. It
is out of this “primal longing,” this unconscious source of longing, that
consciousness and rationality emerge. “Man is formed in his mother’s
womb; and only out of the darkness of unreason (out of feeling, out of
longing, the sublime mother of understanding) grow clear thoughts (HF
35; 33). We can also turn back to classical sources for Schelling’s “double
principle.” He explicitly cites Plato when describing this primal longing.
“This primal longing moves in anticipation like a surging, billowing sca,
similar to the ‘matter’ of Plato, following some dark, uncertain law, inca-
pable in itself of forming anything that can endure” (HF 35; 33).

Returning to the application of this double principle to God, Schelling
writes: “Out of this which is unreasonable, reason [Verstand] in the true
sense is born. Without this preceding gloom, creation would have no
reality; darkness is its necessary heritage, Only God — the Existent himself
-dwells in pure light; for he alone is self-born™ (HF 34; 32). God, then, is
a unity of ground and existence; he is alone the being who is self-horn.
Near the end of his inquiry, Schelling explicitly raises the question con-
cerning the justification for introducing this crucial distinction.

Here at last we reach the highest point of the whole inquiry. The question
has long been heard: What is to be gained by that initial distinction be-
tween being insofar as it is {ground}, and being insofar as it exists? For
cither there is no common ground for the two — in which case we must
declare ourselves in favor of absolute dualism; or there is such common
ground — and in that case, in the last analysis, the two coincide again. In
that case we have one being in all opposites, an absolute identity of light
and darkness, good and evil, and all the inconsistent consequences which
must befall any intellectualistic system and which this system too, has in-
deed been accused for quite some time. (HF 87; 77-8)

Schelling’s subtlety is exemplified in his delicate systematic balance. In his
“higher realism” Schelling seeks to avoid two extremes: absolute dualism
and an undifferentiated homogeneous monism. His via media is important
for understanding haman freedom as the power of good and evil. He
wants to avoid the consequence that there is an absolute duality of good
and evil (that is how he understands Manichaeism), as well as those pscudo-
solutions that reconcile good and evil by denying the reality of evil. Schelling
recognizes that the intelligibility of his system demands that “there must
be a being before all {ground} and before all existence, that is before any
duality at all.” He calls this the “primal ground,” or the “grtlnundlcsf

(Ungrund). “As it precedes all antitheses these cannot be distinguishable in
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it or be present in any way at all” (HF 87; 77-8). This is what he calls
“indilference” (Indifferenz). “Indifference is not a product ni';mtilh(‘ses, nor
are they implicitly contained in it, but it is a unique being, apart from all
antitheses, in which all distinctions break up. It is naught else than Just
their non-being and therefore has no predicates except lack of predicates,
without its being naught or a non-entity” (HF 87; 78). “Thus out of this
neither-nor, or out of indifference, duality immediately breaks forth (which
is something quite different from opposition . . .) and without indifference,
that is, without the groundless, there would be no twololdness of the prin-
ciples” (HF 88; 78).'3

The being of God is indissoluble. Consequently, in God there is a unity
of ground and existence. Nevertheless, we can sull say that the ground of
God's existence “precedes” his actual existence, Heidegger elucidates this

difficult point,

God as the existing one is the absolute Gad, or God as he himself - in brief
God-himself, God considered as the ground of his existence “is” not yel
God truly as he himself. But still, God “is” his ground. It is true that the
ground is something distinguished from God, but yet not “outside of” God.
The ground in God is that in God which God himself “is” not o uly himself,
but is rather ground for his selthood. (7 109 10; 131)

At this point a reader - even a sympathetic reader ~ may want to give up
n despair. The distinction that Schelling introduces between ground and

existence may seem to be a tortured one. One may feel that Schelling’s

halancmg act and Heidcggcr’s (.‘nmmcmzny are good (',\'umplt'.\i of why
Carnap and the other logi

gical positivists turned their backs on this sort of
_mC!aPhysicaI speculation, and declared it to be not simply [alse, but mean-
ingless. Yet, with a litte imagination, I believe we (‘an‘qmp Schelling’s
maimn point (even if we want to question its validity). Aﬁimugh Schelling
allirms th_at.Cod ~ as the Absolute - js a unity, this ([})l-s nat "'".;m that we
cannot distinguish different aspects of God's being. After all, this has

always been true of the theglog; & : i
ogical ur: ~ especially the Christian
theological tradition . 1. logical tradition especially the Christia

- butes or aspects of the alleged God whose existence
oy ground = dhe principle of darkness - is transformed
even relate thig disliflgli.::lc?leg i li,ght - in.his :.tcluul oxislvncti. Wed
God has “not ye» © God's seltrevelation, As “mere’ grnund.
W r:]f\r'ealid hlm*“.‘ But when God does reveal himself,
step further and gpy, Ocsh(md exist in his full actuality."! We can go one

grasp the co-dependent rclaunnship between God and
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human beings. God requires human beings for his own self-revelation.
Heidegger explicates what Schelling means:

Thus, there must be something which, although it originates from the in-
most center of the God and is Spirit in its way, yet still remains separated
from him in everything and is something individual. But this being is man.
Man must be in order for the God to be revealed. What is a God without
man? The absolute form of absolute monotony. What is man without God?
Pure madness in the form of the harmless. Man must be in order for the
God to “exist.” Fundamentally and generally expressed, this means that
certain conditions commensurate with the nature of Being and the nature
of God must be fulfilled to make God possible as the existing Spirit, that is,
to make man possible. But then this means that the conditions of the
possibility of the revelation of the existing God are at the same time the
conditions of the possibility of the faculty of good and evil, that is, of that
freedom in which and as which man has his being. To demonstrate the
possibility of evil means to show how man must be, and what it means that
man is. After all this it becomes clear that the ground of evil is nothing less
than the ground of being human. (S7 119; 143)"

Schelling departs from the philosophical and theological tradition whereby
God is thought to be completely self-sufficient. On the contrary, God
needs his creatures (specifically human beings) in order to reveal himself,
and in order to actually exist. Self-revelation is not an accidental, but
rather an essential, characteristic of God. This way of conceiving of the
relation between God and created human beings has direct consequences
for Schelling’s understanding of freedom. On the basis of what we have
explicated thus far, it might seem that Schelling’s system is “God-centered.”
Although this is correct, it is nevertheless misleading unless it is properly
qualified. We can invert the relation of God and human beings. For
human beings stand at the center of God's creation and revelation. Not
only are human beings required for God’s self-revelation, they bear a
special burden of responsibility. It is only with human beings that freedom
becomes the power of good and evil. “If in a man the dark pn'nci;‘)lc .of
selthood and self-will is completely penetrated by light and is one with It,
then God, as eternal love or as really existent, is the nexus of the forces in
him. But if the two principles are at strife, then another spirit occupies the
place where God should be” (HF 68; 61). This is the evil spirit that can act
only in and through human beings. Zizek forcefully underscores the sense
in which Sche!liﬁg’s “God-centered” system is also anthropocentric.
“Schelling is radically ‘anthropocentric’: the whole of nature, the universe
as such, was created in order to serve as the setting of man’s ethical
struggle, for the battle between Good and Evil.”'® Human beings need
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God, but it is just as true to say that God needs human beings, who bear
a special responsibility.'” We can now anticipate how Schelling’s reflec-
tions on the unity of ground and existence, the unity of the principles of
darkness and light, enable us to grasp the reality of evil that is intrinsic to
human freedom. In human beings, the unity that is found in God is
broken; the dark, unruly principle that is the ground of being overwhelms
the principle of light.

Self-will and the principle of darkness

In order to clarify the origin of evil in humanity, we need to continue the
narrative of God’s creation and revelation. *'T'he process of creation con-
sists only in an inner transmutation, or revelation in light of what was
originally the principle of darkness” (HF 38; 35). But how is this “principle
of darkness” manifested in human heings? “The principle ol darkness,
insofar as it was drawn from the depths and is dark, is the self-will of
creatures, but self-will, insofar as it has not yet risen to complete unity with
light, as the principle of understanding cannot grasp it and is a craving or
desire, that is blind wrll (HF 38; 35, emphasis added). Schelling’s “self-will”
is much darker and much more unruly than Kant’s “self-love.” This per-
verted self-will is the source of evil in human beings — a self-will that
stands “opposed to reason as universal will.” “This elevation of the most
abysmal center into light, occurs in no creatures visible tc us except man.
In man there exists the whole power of the principle of darkness and, in
him too, the whole force of light” (HF 38; 35).
. We have reached the crucial stage in the narrative of the origin of evil
in_human beings. It is only human beings (of all the beings created by
God) who can separate and reverse what is indissoluble in God — the princi-
Ples of ground and existence. “If, now, the identity of both principles
[darkness and li_ght] were just as indissoluble in man as in God, then there
\;ﬁ:l:: ﬁt;:e I:}(:a:h‘?:i";““ " l}.lill. is,. God as 'spilit would not be rcvealt.'fi-
. ¥ which is indissoluble in God must be dissolvable in
L"::m::‘l')‘g;g:‘ consituts the possibility of good and evil” (FF 39; 36). In
N 1h(; Siae ur;an beings :f!omv, tIu.-r(' is a ('-ldhll, a mnﬂ:.u‘o
e st Sgc.)o and l!‘lt‘ will to "-\:I.L- “.*\_nd just as }If('r'c is an
is distinctive ai;oul hum:: ;nfhusmsm f'm: c.“' (HF 48; 44). This is what
dom."® Evil as such can g fmg's, and this is [ht:' essence nlf human free-
sc only in created beings, specifically human
ced back to the ground of God's being.
uality of principle in God - only a potential
od’s creatures. Ground and existence, dark-

bcipgs, although it can be tra
Smc}lly speaking, there is no d
duality that is manifested in G
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ness and light, become principles only when they are independent and
separable. It is only human beings who “can deliberately cut the eternal
nexus of forces.” Schelling makes this point emphatically by endorsing

Franz Baader’s claim that “it would be desirable if the rottenness in man

could only go as far as animality, but unfortunately man can only stand

above or beneath animals”™ (HF 49; 45).

To bring out the complexity and subtlety of Schelling’s understanding
of the human condition, I want to consider again what initially scems to
be an obscure and perplexing claim: “That principle which rises up from
the depths of nature and by which man is divided from God, is the
selthood in him; but by reason of its unity with the ideal principle, this
becomes spirit” (HF 39; 37). Human beings are natural beings, but they
are not merely natural beings. It is more accurate to say — in accordance
with Schelling’s version of naturalism - that human beings are natural
beings who also manifest a spiritual dimension. Evil is not simply a re-
versal of the two independent principles of darkness and light. Rather, it
is the conscious (spinitual) elevation of the principle of darkness over the
principle of light. As Heidegger says, “Evil attains its true essential reality
only in Spirit, in the Spirit of the creature which as selfhood can place
itself furthest away from God and against God and can claim the whole of
being for itself (S7 177; 214-15)."" And Zizek says: “This ‘egoistic’ per-
version of Spirit which is inherent to the very notion of actually existing
Spirit forms the core of Schelling’s conception of Evil, at which he arrived
hy the radicalization of Kant’s notion of ‘radical evil’ in Religion within the
Limits of Reason Alone.”™ “When man emerges as self-consciousness, he
POS_itS himself as a self-centered being, as a subject who reduces all other
entities to a medium of his self-assertion, to mere objects to be appropri-
ated and exploited.”?!

_ Before proceeding, let us pause, in order to reflect on Schelling’s dis-
tinctive understanding of evil. Schelling can affirm what has always seemed
unacceptable for Christian theodicies. God “is” the origin of the reality of
E"'fl' But he is the origin in a very special sense. It is the ground of God's
bf‘"'gs the potentially independent principle of darkness, that becomes the
ongin of evil in human beings. This occurs when human beings, as cons
scious spiritual beings, elevate this dark principle by a free act of self-will,
and violently reverse what is unified and indissoluble in God. CUTIS_(-"
quently, what is not intrinsically evil in God becomes the source of evil o
human beings. This is why I suggested carlier that, despite Schel.hngs
Polemical attack on traditional theodicies that seek to deny the reality of

:?‘Vil, he does not escape the specter of theodicy. For he also affirms that
the first cause of all can never be evil in itsell” (HF 51; 47)- oY
We can now indicate some of the ways in which Schelling highlights




90 Evil, Will, and Freedom

features of evil that were cither neglected or not suffic iently emphasizeq
by Kant or Hegel. Schelling is far more radical than Kant in his concep-
tion of radical evil. For Schelling can make sense of the depth and the
power of this active propensity to evil,

There is, therefore, umwersal evil, even if it is not active from the beginning
but it is only aroused in God's revelation through the reaction of {ground},
and indeed never reaches realization. but is nonetheless constantly striving
towards it. Only after recognizing evil in its universal charac ter is it possible
to comprehend good and evil in man wo. (HF 58: 52

We can also appreciate how Schelling’s Naturphilosophie is relevant for his
description of evil in human natre, Despite the artempt by Kant to bridge
the gap between natural causality and freedom,
maintain that there is continuity between nature and freedom. He does not
explain clearly how the alleged pre pensity to evil can have a powerful eausal
influence upon us. But there is no such gap in Schelling; there is no gap
between nature and spirit, or between ¢
that in the preface to his treatise, Schelling declares that “the root of this old
contrast [between nature and spirit] has been dislodged.” and “the implant-
ing of a sounder insight may conlidently be entrusted 1o the general progress
towards better undﬂslanding" (HF 3: 4). Schelling portrays a much more
ominous sense of the power of evil - 4 power that is never completely
mastered and can always break oug witl

Although Schelling’s Untersuc
ated his explicit cnitique of He

Kant never goes so far as 1o

ausal necessity and (reedom. Recall

1 ever-renewed vigor.
hungen was published long before he elabor-
; gel, we can detect the source of his objec-
uons to Hegel. The principle of darkness can never be completely mastered,
f‘:e\'er be comp}ewly s_ublatcd (aufpehoben). Schelling rejects the idea that
lh? Wounds of the Spirit heal, and leave no scars behind.” Against Hegel,
he nsists t}?at it is precisely becayse p 1an is a self-conscious spiritual being
that evil C’USLS evil becomes real when man as a self-willed spiritual being
o l}f" prnciples of ground ang existence. Only a spiritual being can
accomplish this, Schclling is frcqucnlly at his most 'illumin;uing in his use
of metaphors ang analogies. We 8ct a vivid sense of the power of evil
i Periences the lure of evil as like some-
who] seems to hear 4 d‘zz'“_‘:’iﬂ on a high_ and pr'm'ipimm summill [H“‘:
as in the ancient tale i g 0 'ham S s duml_. loe
deep to draw N : ble sung.nf the sirens sounded o‘ut of th
e r down into he whirlpool” (£F 59; 53).
perverted sell-will can act on R vt s oo T on it goes agains!
natural inclinations. 7i panciple even when it goes ag

s. Zizek ive : B e i
that “evil does not res; t‘m:(‘uydy brings out this point when he wnles,

reside j i A g :
dein finitude as such, in jis deficiency with regard to an
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infinite God — it can emerge only in a finite creature which again rejoins the
Infinite — that is, when the unity of the Finite and the Infinite is re-established
in man gua finite but free being. The problem of Evil could then be restated
as follows: how is the false unity of Ground and Existence possible?”® Evil
ms out to be “nof particulanly as such but ils ervoneous, ‘perverted’ unity with the
Universal: not ‘egotism’ as such, but egotism in the guise of its opposite.” To
illustrate this, Zizek gives the following example:

When a political agent (Party, etc.) claims to represent the universal interest of the
State or Nation — in contrast to its opponents who, of course, are accused of
pursuing only their narrow power-seeking goals - it thereby structures the discur-
sive space so that every attack upon it — on this particular political subject — is e
ips an attack on the Nation itself. ‘Evil’ in its most elementary form is such a
‘short circuit’ between the Particular and the Universal, such a presumption to
believe that my words and deeds are directly words and deeds of the big Other
(Nation, Culture, State, God), a presumption which ‘inverts’ the proper relation-
ship between the Particular and the Universal: when 1 proclaim myself the imme-
diate ‘functionary of Humanity' (or Nation or Culture), I thercby effectively
accomplish the exact opposite of what I claim to be doing — that is, I degrade the
Universal dimension to which I refer (Humanity, Nation, State) to my own
particularity, since it is my own particular point of view which decides on the
content of Humanity. I am therefore caught in the infemal cycle of ‘the purer you
are, the dirtier you are’: the more I refer to the Universal in order to legiimate
my acts, the more I effectively abase it to a means of my own self-assertion.”

According to Schelling, there is a dangerous illusion of omnipotence that
anses from this extreme “exaltation of self-will” — one that revolts against
the divine nexus of ground and existence in God, and secks to rival God.

But that evil is this very exaltation of self-will is made clear from the follow-
ing. Will, which deserts its supernatural status in order to make itscll as
{universal} will, also particular and creature will, at one and the same time,
strives to reverse the relation of principles, to exalt the {ground} above !he
cause, and to use that spirit which it received only for the center, uu_l:nc‘lr
the center and against the creature, which leads to disorganization within
and outside itself. Man'’s will may be regarded as a nexus of living forcc's; as
long as it abides in its unity within the universal will these forces remain mn
their divine measure and balance. But hardly does self-will move fron.i l!’lc
center which is its station, than the nexus of forces is also dissolved; in its
place a merely particular will rules which can no longer unite the [orces
among themselves as before, but must therefore strive to form or compose
a special and peculiar life out of the now separate forces, an insurgent host
of desires and passions - since every individual force is also an obsession
and passion. (HF 41; 37-8)
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Evil becomes real when human beings freely choose to reverse the pringi-
ples of ground and existence, darkness and light, and thereby unify these
principles in a false and perverted way. This is a delusion of omnipotence,
because human beings seck to rival God, instead of trying to reproduce in
themsclves “divine measure and balance.”

[ want to approach Schelling from a different perspective, in order to
show how insightful he is about the character of evil. Earlier, I argued that
Schelling’s Naturphilosophie is relevant to his analysis of evil, because it
enables us to make sense ol the causal efficacy of the propensity to evil,
Schelling sceks to overcome the split between nature and spirit, the divide
between causal necessity and freedom that Kant never quite resolved.
Regardless of Kant’s intentions, his characterization of nature, especially
in the Critique of Pure Reason, has contributed to the tec hnological denigra-
tion of nature that is so prevalent in the modern age. Nature in itself lacks
any intrinsic moral worth or dignity, because moral worth and dignity are
attributable only to free rational agents, beings who are ends-in-them-
selves,

Vittorio Hasle shows how Schelling’s conception of nature is extremely
fertile for dealing with philosophical issues pertaining to ecology and the
environment. Schelling is a sharp critic of a technological or instrumental
conception of nature. The system of nature encompasses freedom; conse-
quently everything in nature possesses intrinsic dignity. Nevertheless, hu-
man beings pose a serious threat to the rest of nature because their natural
anmulxl egotism can be clevated and “spiritualized” into a principle for
*’XPt_""i"g nature.” Zizek, building on Hosle’s discussion,
denigration and exploitation of nature b
to evil. “Good and Evil are modes of the unity of Ground and Existence.”
He ul}dersc'orcsi this point in order to forestall the misleading inference
lhal_ﬁchclhng is Sl.lrl’.‘cpliliﬂusl)' introducing a new form of ontological
dualism when he distinguishes between ground and existence.

shows how this
y human beings is directly related

h{;hrlling’l.\s thesis here is much more subtle: both Good and Evil are modes
l.ﬂ the unity of Ground and Existence; in the case of Evil, this unity is false,
:u)'t.rrrdd bI?nw:' §ull'wt: it to recall today’s “"”I‘Jgifiil Gl s ;n»;sihilily =
IiIvilr:::nrg;n:;n{z:sh;ni::: by {ht fact that man Is simul!_uncuusl}' a
such, elevated alxw(: “il;u !' ll’;‘fl .oi nature} and a spiritual entity “md,_ as
could not oceur: as s r:I‘:J.- m..m were only one of the wo, [ht‘_ crisis
symbiosis with his -t‘!l:\-imm ljdlul:t, man would h.t"an organism living in
plants yet, for that very n'a:lu“,' 'llipl‘t‘dm-m- cxplm‘llng other animals and
pose a fundamental ll?rem‘ ["')".]t’. '.“‘ .‘-'d‘cfi I nature’s circuit and unable to
towards nature a relationch: 1t as a 5Plﬂlllill.htr|ng, man would entertain

ationship of contemplative comprehension with no

need to inte RIS i
rvene actively in it for (he purpose of material exploitation.
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What renders man’s existence so explosive is the combination of the hwo features:
in man's striving to dominate nature, to put it to work for his purposes,
‘normal’ animal egotism — the attitude of a natural-living organism engaged
for survival in a hostile environment — is ‘self-illuminated’,
posited as such, raised to the power of Spirit, and thereby exacerbated,
universalized into a propensity for absolute domination which no longer
serves the end of survival but turns into an end-in-itself. This is the true
‘perversion” of Evil: in it, ‘normal’ animal egotism is ‘spiritualized’, it ex-
presses itself in the medium of Word — we are no longer dealing with an
obscure drive but with a Will which, finally, ‘found itsell,"®

in the struggle

There is something chilling and frightening about this transformation of
animal egotism into a sprritualized will — this absolute domination —
because it is only a “small step” from this spiritualized will to “the tri-
umph of the will” that justifies the genocidal extermination of “subhuman

races.”

The moral psychology of evil

These reflections of Schelling enable us to better understand the sense in
which his system as, at once, anthropomorphic (indeed, anthropocentric)
and radically anti-anthropomorphic. When a pl‘lilosophcr’s thinking is
declared to be anthropomorphic or anthropocentric, this is frequently
intended as a negative criticism. I think that Heidegger’s warning is per-
fectly appropriate when he poses the question: “Does it not rather follow
primarily that before everything the question must be asked who is man?”
(ST 163; 197).** Human beings are not only required for God’s self-
revelation; they bear a special place and responsibility in Schelling’s sys-
tem. The battle between good and evil takes place only in human beings.
Like Kant, Schelling affirms that, in the final analysis, it is inscrutable why
some human beings choose to do evil and others choose to do good.
“[E]vil ever remains man’s own choice; the {ground} cannot cause evil as
such, and every creature falls through its own guilt. But just ho‘:v ll?t!
decision for good or evil comes to pass in the individual man, that is still
wrapped in total darkness” (HF 59; 53-4). We must keep in mind that,
despite the title of his treatise (which speaks of “the essence of human
freedom™), Schelling explores a mach broader, metaphysical conception
of freedom. He is primarily concerned with placing human freedom wxlhxln
a more comprehensive cosmological and metaphysical system. The Lt
versal distinction between ground and existence is applicab.lc to all Eemgs-
Hcideggcr is right when he characterizes Schelling’s treatise as a meta-
physics of evil” (S7 104; 125). But there is «till another sense in which
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Schelling’s systematic apprm.u‘h is ami-al1th.r0|.)(.)comric u.nd anti-anthro-
pomorphic. The intent of his tot_al system ls..w_ t'.)[').pf.lht‘, llll- the Slr(-u?:g(-'s(
possible way, the anthropocentric spiritual” elevation of a narcissistic
self-will that seeks to dominate the rest of nature. , v
In concluding, I want to review some of the main stages in Schc.tllmg.s
thinking, and to anticipate what is yet to come. h("hvllmg begms‘ his
treatise with an examination of the various interpretations of pan[hms:m.
He does this in order to show that there is a way of undcrstandmg
pantheisin that is compatible with freedom. Pantheism dncs.nnt cn.t'.nl
fatalism. There is no inherent contradiction b(‘lwvc{l‘lht‘ phllo‘sophllcal
demand for system and freedom. There is a system of freedom. E?chellmg
then focuses on the inextricable linkage between freedom and L'-\"ll. There
is no human freedom without evil. Freedom is the power of good. and
evil. All attempts to deny the reality of evil are unsatisfactory evasions.
To deny the reality of evil is to deny the reality of freedom. And _frett-
dom is the most fundamental principle of any adequate system of phi-
losophy. But then the question arises as to how we are to J'L'L'Il)llﬂ‘l fn.r the
possibility and origin of evil without asserting that God is l'll‘II’IHSICP}H}'
evil or that there is a metaphysical dualism of good and evil. To provide
this account, Schelling introduces the distinction between gru[md and
existence — a distinction derived from the philosophy of nature
(Naturphilosophie) which is applicable to all beings, including God. When
we apply this distinction to God, we learn that in God there is an
essential, harmonious unity of ground and existence, of (|:'11'|-'.I1T:SS a.ud
light, even though we ean also say that in God the ground of his t:xlSE-
ence precedes his actual existence. This ground is identified with God's
longing to reveal himself in and through his creation. From a human
point of view, the ground in God that precedes his actual existence 1S
“the longing which the eternal One feels to give birth to isell . . ..
Following the eternal act of self-revelation, the world as we now behold
it, is all rule, order and form; but the unruly lies ever in the dcplh_s as
though it might again hreak through” (HF 34; 31-2). In human beings
the two potential principles of darkness and light (which exist in God as a
dissohuble unity) can be separated, and their unity can be inverted and
perverted. Human beings can emulate the true unity and harmony that
are found in God. But they ¢an also elevate the principle of darkness

et e principle of light into a false unity. They thereby revolt vio-
lently against the

divine order. Good and evil are both ways of being
fr?-c. Evil is the assertion of one’s particular, idiosyncratic, narcissistic
will over uni will - or, more accurately, it involves deceiving one-
self into belicving t il is {dcmical with the universal
the delusion that one is omnipotent — a rival to God.

hat one’s particular w
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Schelling gives a much more concrete and compelling account of the
temptation, power, and causal efficacy of the propensity to evil than we
find in cither Kant or Hegel. Radical evil — evil that goes to the root — is
grounded in the cosmological principle of darkness that is unruly, uncon-
scious, chaotic, and always threatening, a principle that humans can never
completely master or subdue. The great drama of human life is the strife
between good and evil. But human beings can freely choose to resist this
temptation to evil. In this respect, Schelling is in basic agreement with
Kant. Human beings are solely responsible for their deeds, whether they
are good or evil. “Man’s being is essentially his own deed” (HF 63; 57).
Schelling also agrees with Kant that, in the final analysis, we cannot
answer the question of why an individual person chooses good or evil. It
is inscrutable. This is not a criticism of Schelling (or Kant), but rather an
honest statement of what radical unconstrained will (Willkir) involves.
Furthermore, Schelling emphasizes that o be fully human we must en-
gage in the battle between good and evil with passion and intensity. “Ac-
tivated selfhood is necessary for life’s intensity; without it there would be
complete death, goodness slumbering; for where there is no battle there is
no hife” (HF 80; 71). We can discern the traces of German Romanticism,
as well as Schelling’s anticipation of Nietzsche and Freud, when he de-
clares:

Whoever has no material or force of evil in himself is also impotent for
good . . . The passions against which our negative morality is at war are
forces each of which has a common root with its corresponding virtue. The
soul of all hatred is love and in the most violent anger there is seen nothing
but the quictude which was attacked and aroused in the innermost center.

(HF81; 72

Although Schelling exhibits a profound awareness of the power of human
Passions and emotions, including the dark passions, he is certainly no
rationalist. He calls for a delicate balance in the human personahty.

Only in personality is there life; and all personality rests on a dark founda-
tion which must, to be sure, also be the foundation of knowledge. But only
reason can bring forth what is contained in these depths, hidden and merely
potential, and elevate it to actuality . . . . As in life we actually trust only
vigorous reason, and miss all true tenderness in those especially who always
expose their [eelings to our gaze, so too, where we are considering ll_'l"h
and knowledge, selfhood which has merely reached the point of feclings
cannot win our confidence. The emotions are glorious when they stay in
the depths, but not when they come forth into the day and wish to become

of the essence and to rule. (HF 95-6; 85)
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Schelling is a philosopher who has ?x-cn ‘damncc.l, anld Qt'c'etsi()tlajly' honored,
but rarely studied carefully for lps ph:loso;?hlcal wsights. In the Anglo-
American philosophical world of the twentieth century, he has l.)f't‘,'ll al-
most completely ignored.”” He is one uil” those thinkers w}u.)sc lnsghts,
projects, and proposals often outstrip his attempts to pr()\’l'dt.‘ detailed
analyses and careful step-by-step argumentation. But 1 h;-wc. tried to s:how
how insightful Schelling is about the l'(."d]ll’}[’ and power of (‘\«'%l even if we
remain skeptical about his theological claims. He is one of the very lfcw
modern thinkers who have refused to “explain away” vw.l as a pr!\'aum’x,
or to argue that evil can be sublated (aufgehoben) into ;\‘Inghv‘r unity. We
can never escape from this reality, or from the ways in whu“h‘ uw! can
burst forth in new guises. Schelling’s conception of evil as a “5;?1r|luull'zcd
assertion of a perverted sell-will that glorifies ils:-li.'. |l;?\‘ :l('lusm.ns.nt om-
nipotence, and takes itself to be the expression of universal m.ll is espe-
cially relevant for an understanding of twmuivtl1-(':-nufry totalitarianism
and terrorism. Even in a post-totalitarian world, we witness the tempta-
tion of those who think that they can impose their particular self-will on
others by claiming universality for it.

At the beginning of my discussion of Schelling, I suggested that we can
view him from a double perspective. Like Kant and Hegel, he is still
haunted by the specter of theodicy. He is also concerned to show [ha.l we
can reconcile the reality of evil with a God who is just and gond.. .\\‘ In}n
we understand how ground and existence are harmoniously umhf.-(l n
God, but perversely reversed in human beings, we realize that God is not
intrinsically evil. We can ascribe to God only the dark ground that becomes
the source of evil in human beings. Read in this way, Schelling can be
interpreted as a thinker who brings a certain tradition of theodicy to an
end.

But we can also read Schelling from a forward-looking perspective,

anticipating what comes after him, Schelling’s originality consists in clear-
Ing a space [or a richer,

more complex, and more robust moral psycho-
logy ~ an opening that becomes the starting place for the probings of
Nietzsche and Freud. He has profound insight into the violent I)aul("lh‘f"
takes place in the soul of human beings. He grasps the power of the

unruly, dark, unconscious forces that shape human life. He understands
our human precari

ousness and contingency whereby we never completely
eptical of any philnsophi('ﬂ.l or
udes itself into thinking that we can achieve
ntrol over our unruly passions.
with its demand for form and
er be complete masters of our destiny, but
ntin the face of evil. The human condition

master these unconscious forces. He is sk
rauonalistic ideal that del
comple

te transparency, equilibrium, and co
He rec

oguizes the Irailty of human reason
well-ordered rule, We can ney

We are not completely impote
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ne in which there is a constanl struggle between goc «d and evil. Schelling

hat is developed with muc h greater finesse by
{: he opens a cleaning for new ways ol qlu'\liuning

is0
does more than anticipate w
Nietzsche and Freuc

evil.




Intermezzo

Before proceeding to part II, I want to pause and I;”,‘l.“'\ " :[“‘:‘J:‘l:‘::s;;
have learned thus far, | began this study .w"h_‘h'“.“‘ l)(.t .'l|“‘?(\\‘i[h iﬁm, e
coinefl the powerfully e‘vo?a’t'lv.c ca.ql).rissg.n'l r‘“([:;,i:.,:l\,l,t.‘ a5y, b
traditional “problem of evil,” conceived as i :n that it was never
10 lose it grip on modem consciousness. We have sc Nevertholess '
completely abandoned by Kant, Ht.-gri or hf'l“'[l"’g"_‘i l\f -
were primarily concerned with giving a p}lllusnp.]m a ftcl - whels
rather than with showing how evil can be reconciled with a i
benevolent God. There are similarities, as well as striking ‘f : lc-rol' [hc:
among these three thinkers. In different ways, v;u-l! \lu'n\('-n llul It,:lt,h s
will in accounting for the evi] deeds of human I)f-lllgs, even t 1-~”| ."1nclina-
differ in their understanding of the nature of will. ()}:E' n:m“.d- " aan
tions, Passions, and desires are not evil in themselves. The b“df\. d'. il by
SENsuous nature are not the source of evil. We cannot account h.}rl € :-(-fcr-
appealing to a corrupt human reason. Ewil is to be }.'{(PI“““("] ‘”fj frecly
NCe o a perverse will, o the responses and decisions lhd[-‘“.(} i
choose. One consequence of this line of thinking is to emphasize hu
responsibility and accountability for the * ainigiet
[ have argued that Kant’s moral Philosophy presupposes a del i
between (at least) two fundamental senses of freedom: freedom as self- t.g.:r.
' ¢, as practical rationa] agents, give the moral lf_W-’ mk:')ll'l'
moral maxims; an freedom as Willkir, [h('_rlit(_'ll(‘il[ o ”l,i
to choose to adopt and follow good or evi] maxims. | have criticized l\ruilﬂ-i
conception of radical evi as universal propensity (Hang) rooted or gr b of
in human nature. My criticism of Kant is not an objection to the Id.t ‘,i ¢
such a Propensity, hut rather ¢ the specific way in which he develops an

existence of moral evil.
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argues for this idea. Despite Kant’s explicit intentions, and his dramatic
rhetoric about wickedness, his conception of radical evil turns out to be very
dubious (and confused). But this is not what is most important or relevant
about Kant’s reflections on evil. I have sought to understand why Kant is at
war with himself, why he so drastically qualifies what he categorically asserts
when he tells us that man is by nature evil, and yet that this propensity
issues [rom our freedom. Kant never compromises or weakens his funda-
mental thesis that we, and we alone, are responsible for the evil we do. No
matter how much the propensity to evil may lure us, no matter how corrupt
we may become, it is always within our power to resist evil and to adopt
good maxims. Finally, I admire Kant for insisting that the perversion of the
will (Willkiir) “whereby it makes lower incentives supreme among its max-
ims, that is, of the propensity to evil, remains inscrutable to us” (Rel. 38; 46).
It is inscrutable because we are radically free. We can try to explain why an
individual chooses a good or an evil maxim, but ultmately we cannot give a
complete explanation for this choice; that is, we cannot specify necessary
and sufficient conditions that explain our free choices. We will see, espe-
cally in part III, how the very meaning of responsibility has become a
major theme in the discourse concerning evil today.

Hegel builds upon Kant and is a severe critic of him. There is a system-
atic ambiguity at the heart of Hegel’s philosophy. But there is no ambigu-
ity in Hegel's rejection of what he takes to be the very foundation of
Kant’s philosophy (including his moral philosophy). Baldly stated, Hegel
claims that Kant's entire philosophy rests upon a false opposition between
the finite and what Hegel calls the spurious infinite (schlechte Unendliche).
Kant's failure consists in failing to acknowledge that we must necessarily
pass beyond this false antithesis to the true infinite in which finitude is
sublated (afgehoben). Evil is the consequence of a willful, “stubborn finitude™
that perversely refuses to move beyond this false antithesis. For all the
systematic appeal of Hegel’s conception of determinate negation and his
understanding of dialectical movement, there is something profoundly
unsatisfying and misguided about the Hegelian claim that the wounds of
the Spirit heal and leave no scars behind. When Spirit moves beyond the false
antithesis of the finite and the spurious infinite, then evil itself (although
not obliterated) is nevertheless transformed. Reconciliation and redemp-
tion are not only possible but necessary, because they are always alrf'ady
implicit (an sich) in the manifestation of evil. In light of our twentieth-
century experiences of the vicissitudes of evil, which defy total comipre=
hension, we can no longer accept Hegel’s narrative. We have wuncss&rd
the limits of dialectical thought. There are abysses and breaks so deep
the eruption of ever-new forms of evil that it is almost obscene to speak of
their “spiritual” transformation and sublation.
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Ironically, for all Hegel's originality, his solution o Lhr- “problem of
evil” is very traditional. He explicitly characterizes his ph‘dnsophy as a
theodicy whereby we come to see evil as a necessary stage in the becom-
ing of Absolute Spirit. Yet, I have also argued that we can think with
Hegel against Hegel. We can interpret Hegel as presenting some of the
strongest arguments against the temptation to reify evil, o take it as
something ontological or existentially fixed. When we stress the historical
and political dimensions of his philosophy, then it becomes evident that
the stubborn persistence of evil presents us with a challenge, or task (Aufgabe).
There is a rational demand to confront evil and to seck to eliminate it
With equal passion, Hegel opposes the sentimental belief that man is
intrinsically good as well as the doctrine that man is intrinsically evil. It is
not surprising that Hegel has inspired many later thinkers (beginning with
Marx) who refuse to accept the existence of evil as some sort ol funda-
mental ontological given.

I have discussed Schelling after examining Hegel because | want to
break with, and oppose, the entrenched tradition that interprets Schelling's
philosophy as a transition to Hegel. Such an interpretation obscures and
distorts his highly original contribution to the discourse of evil. At first
glance, Schelling’s monograph on human freedom - steeped in the lu'n-
guage of pantheism, Naturphilosophie, and German Idealism — seems quite
remote from us. But if we approach Schelling with hermeneutical sensitiv-
ity, we appreciate how insightful he is about evil, and how he prepares the
way for new questions about it. He refuses to deny the reality of evil, and
sees it as intrinsic to human freedom. He has a vivid sense of the battle
between good and evil that takes place within us. He gives a more robust
account of radical evil, of the power and causal eflicacy of the prnpcnsi{y
of evil. He grasps the unconscious dimension of this propensity, and chal-
lL'IlgCS the idea that human b(‘lngs can achieve Cnn]p!(-[(- mastery over the
darlf forces that are constitutive of our very being. But Schelling does not
glorify this evil propensity, and he is certainly not an irrationalist. He
grasps '}}'3 extent to which human beings can fall prey o believing they
are omnipotent, to believing that they can rival God and carry out their
projects of. total domination over nature and other human beings. What I
find most important about Schelling is the manner in which he prepares

the way for probing the moral psychology of evil. To pursue this moral
psychology, we must turn to Nietzsche and Freud.
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The Moral Psychology of Evil
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Nietzsche: Beyond Good and Ewil?

Nothing burns one up faster than the aflects ol ressentiment. Anger,
pathological vulnerability, impotent lust for revenge, thirst for re-
venge, poison-mixing in any sense — no reaction could be more dis-
advantageous for the exhausted . . . . Ressentiment is what is forbidden
par excellence for the sick — it is their specific evil - unfortunately also

their most natural inclination.
Fecece Homo

What can we learn about evil from Nietzsche’s critique of morality? The
question is simple and direct, but the answer is complex and will require
the exploration of many byways in his thinking. First we must grasp what
Nietzsche means by a “critique of morality,” and how it is related to his
understanding of gencalogy. Second, Nietzsche’s critique of morality re-
quires a close examination of the values of good and evil, and of how this
value orientation emerges in reaction to the dichotomy of good and bad.
Finally, we must comprehend what Nietzsche means when he speaks of
“Beyond Good and Evil.”

On the Genealogy of Morals is subtitled “A Polemic” (Eine Streitschriff), fol-
Io“.":d by these words: “A Sequel to My Last Book, Beyond Good and
Evil, Which it is Meant to Supplement and Clarify.”' The Genealogy can be
read as an excgesis and commentary on the very phrase “Beyond Good
and Evil.” In the preface of the Genealogy, Nietzsche explains what he
means by exegesis, and what such an exegesis requires.

“deciphered”
exegests, for

An aphorism, properly stamped and molded, has not been
when it has simply been read; rather, one has then to begin 1ts




——

104 The Moral Psychology of Euvil

which is required an art of exegesis. [ have nffvn‘d in riu third (ssdy of [be
present book an example of what regard as “exegesis” in .‘-‘\ll(‘l'] ‘l.tdhe- ,;n
aphorism is prefixed to this essay, the essay ]L\t'“. 15 a ¢ (?,rlitflf,nl‘l..r}di()l‘ it. : 0
be sure, one thing is necessary above all if one is to practice .r( a lng as .?n
art in this way, something that has been unlf-nrm-d most ”wmug‘h’(;:)l;ﬁ
days ~ and therefore it will be some time before my w ritings are rca_l f,
~ something for which one has almost to be a cow and in any case nof 3
“modern man™: rumination, (G 23; 267 8)

The hypothesis that I want 1o explore fand defend in 1||.i.s ch?plgcr 1: thfu
the Genealogy should be read as a rumination on the meaning of the p 1ra.?t
“Beyond Good and Eil.” Perhaps because this expression has become I“T
familiar to us, it has Jost its shock value, Much (Jf!ht: ‘."ummvm;zrz ‘0.“. F]u
Genealogy has been concerned with the Sh;ll‘pll.)]‘)]ms‘l(mnﬁ that f\uf:w;j e
ntroduces in his first essay: “Good and Evil,” “Good :t‘l'ld Bad. 21
Nietzsche not only probes the meaning and genealogy of these ()])[l)}(:ol-
tions; he also deals with the stnfe between them. | hope to show that w dccn
we take this strife seriously, we will achieve a deeper and subtler 131(] ri
standing of what Nietzsche means by evil - the vvil. that threatens moden
man. We will see how evil js epitomized by ressentiment, e

But what aboyt the seemingly innocent term “beyond” ( [.enmb A'\I‘C.LZS(-'! e
drops hints about s meaning when he raises a series of questions at the
end of the first essay.

Was that the end ofit? H

acta for all time? O only

Must the anci
much longer pre;

even will 2

Whoeyer

ad the greatest of all conflicts of ideals placed ad
adjourned, indefinitely adjourned? . =
ent fire not some day flare up much more u-ml')ly. a l(‘:
Paration? More: must one not desire it with all one's might?
€Ven promaote ji? o
begins at this point, like my readers, to reflect and pursuc 1|:-:.
ught will not soon come to the end of it - reason enough for me
» ASSuming it has long since been almmlaully.rh'ar whﬁf
at the aim of tha dangerous slogan is that is inscribed at the

last hook Beyond Good and Euil. — At least this does not mean
ood and Bag » (G 55; 302)

What is Nietzsche’s aim? Whay js the aim of that dangerous slogan
“Beyond Good and Evil”? Ty,

. A xin
€5€ questions are even more perf’if&g
When we congiger What Nietzsche has to say about “beyond” in
Homo.? There he ¢

&7 , et
‘ *plicitly mocks (e very idea of “beyond.” In the sectio
‘Why I am §,, Cleyer 2

" he cMphatically states “ ‘God,’ ‘immortality 9“*";
soul,’ ‘Tedemption, « yond' ~ withou exception, concepts to which
"w,cr devote any altention, op time; not even as a child” (EH 236). And
“6ain, “Wha mankind has so fyy considered seriously have not even been

my aim is, wh
head of my
“Beyond G
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realities but mere imaginings — more strictly speaking, les prompted by
the bad instincts of sick natures that were harmful in the most profound
sense — all these concepts, ‘God,” ‘soul,” ‘virtue,” ‘sin,” ‘beyond,” ‘truth,’
‘eternal life’ ” (EH 256).

If we are to give an exegesis of “beyond” as it appears in “Beyond
Good and Evil,” then our [irst task is to examine the contrasts of “Good
and Bad” and “Good and Ewvil.” The outlines of Nietzsche’s narrative
have been repeated so frequently that it is all too easy to miss the point of
what he is saying and why. Nevertheless, before elucidating the subtleties
and perplexities of this narrative, I want to begin with a straightforward
account of Nietzsche’s claims.

Good and bad versus good and evil

By contrast with the misguided moral genealogy of the English psycholo-
gists who have sought to account for the origin of moral distinctions by an
appeal to their utility, Nietzsche claims that the origin of good (in the
good/bad contrast) arises with the “noble, powerful, high-stationed and
high-minded, who felt and established themselves and their actions as
good, that is of the first rank, in contradistinction to all the low, low-
minded, common and plebeian. It was out of this pathos of distance that they
first seized the right to create values and to coin names for values (G 26;
273). These aristocratic nobles used the expression “good” to refer to
themselves and their distinctive activities. They first seized the right to
create values. “Bad” was the term used to refer to those who lacked these
noble characteristics; and to what was other than, and lower than, the
good. The modern concepts of “utility,” “egoistic,” or “uncgoistic” had
nothing to do with this good/bad contrast. It is anachronistic — or, as
Nietzsche says, “unhistorical” — to read these categories back into the
anistocratic contrast of the noble and the plebeian. On the contrary,
Nietzsche writes:

The signpost to the night road was for me the question: what was the r('eltl
etymological significance of the designations for “good” coined in the vari-
ous languages? I have found they all led back to the same conceplual transfor-
mation — that everywhere “noble,” “aristocratic” in the social sense, s lh:
basie concept from which “good” in the sense of “with aristocratic SOU!.

"noble,” “with a soul of high order,” with “a privileged soul” ncccssan_ly
developed: a development which always runs parallel with fhﬂl other in
which “common,” “plebeian,” “low” are finally transformed into the con-

cept “bad.” (G 27-8; 275)




106 The Moral Pychology of Fuil

These aristocratic men call themselves truthful, courageous, powerful, ap
noble. They are the pure, who distinguish themselves from the impun
and the unclean. Nietzsche warns his readers not Lo interpret these epi
thets as being merely symbolic, “The ‘pure one’ is from the beginnins
merely a man who washes himself, who forbids himself certain foods tha
produce skin ailments, who does not sleep with dirty women of the lowe,
strata, who has an aversion to blood - no more. hardly more!” (G 32, 279
IF this state of affairs had perpetuated itself. then presumably the contrast.
ing values of good/evil would never have arisen. This later contrast is
created in reaction 10 the good/bad opposition. As Nictzsche’s narrative
unfolds, we discover that another class of individuals arises: the priestly
aristocrats. Unlike the healthy nobility, there is “something unhealthy in such
priestly aristocracies and in the habits ruling in them which turn them away
from action and alternate between brooding and emotional explosions, habits
which seem to have as their invariable ¢ onsequence that intestinal morbid-
ity and neurasthenia which has afflicted pricsts at all times” (G 32; 279).
(Throughout the Genealogy, Nietzsche emphasizes the somatic and physio-
logical grounding of psychological dispositions and ethical ey aluations,)
But how did the priestly mode of evaluation branch off from the knighdy,
aristocratic mode, and develop into its opposite? Nietzsche explains this in
a variety of ways. A fierce, Jealous opposition develops between the priestly
class and the warrior class. The priestly class is no match for the aristo-

cratc nobles when it comes 1o war. The priests are physically and psycho-
logically Impotent.

As is well known, the priests
why?. Because they are the
that in them hatred grows t

are the most evil enemies [die bosesten Feinde] — but
10st impotent, It is because of their impotence
0 monstrous and uncanny proportions, to the

hl 12t Spinitual and poisonous kind of hatred. The truly great haters in world
Swory: have always been priests; likewise the most ingenious [Geistreich]

with ¢h ardly come inta consideration when compared
e iesthy v ;
- Spirit of priesly vengefulness. Human history would be altogether

it (G 33, 280—]) i he spirit that the impotent have introduced into

What does Nietzsche
i mean by the seemingly perverse claim that human
hiStory would be tog suypiq 5 thing (g ungly perverse cla

: umme Sache) without the spirit that the
Impotent haye ntroduced intg j2 W 4

£ ¢ shall see how this and other similar
Vil for my exegegis

A this preliminary stage, [ simply want

10 note that (i ) preliminary stage, I simply war
10 the Jews ashtlﬁ;s [t}e Place where Nietzsche first introduces his reference
of the “creagiy; fl‘l?ﬂly People par excellence, They are the prime example
1 ty" of the 8reat haters - hagers who create a new value
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»ow

All that has been done on carth against “the noble,” “the powerful,” “the
masters,” “the rulers,” fades into nothing compared with what the Fews
have done against them; the Jews, that priestly people, who in opposing
their enemies and conguerors were ultimately satisfied with nothing less
than a radical revaluation of their enemies’ values, that is to say, an act of
the most spiriiual revenge. For this alone was appropriate to a priestly people,
the people embodying the most deeply repressed priestly vengefulness. It
was the Jews who, with awe-inspiring consistency, dared to invert the
aristocratic value-equation (good = noble = powerful = beautiful = happy
= heloved of God) and to hang on to this inversion with their teeth, the
tecth of the most abysmal hatred (the hatred of impotence), saying “the
wretched alone are good; the poor, impotent, lowly alone are good; the
suffering, deprived, sick, ugly alone are pious, alone are blessed by God,
blessedness is for them alone — and you, the powerful and noble are on
the contrary the evil, the cruel, the lustful, the insatiable, the godless to all
eternity; and vou shall be in all eternity the unblessed, accursed, and

damned! (G 33-4; 281)

This passage (which concludes with a parody of the New Testament)
makes it clear that the primary target of Nietzsche’s polemic is not exclu-
sively the Jews, but the Judeo-Christian tradition. “One knows who inher-
ited this Jewish revaluation” (G 34; 281). The conclusion of this section,
which refers to section 195 of Beyond Good and Evil, makes this explicit.

The Jews — a people “born for slavery,” as Tacitus and the whole ancient
world say; “the chosen people among the peoples,” as they themselves say
and believe - the Jews have brought off that miraculous feat of an inversion
of values, thanks to which life on earth has acquired a novel and dangerous
attraction for a couple of millennia: their prophets have fused “rich,” “god-
less,” “evil,” “violent,” and “sensual,” into one and were the first to use the
word “world” as an opprobrium. This inversion of values (which includes
using the word “poor” as synonymous with “holy” and “friend”) constitutes
the significance of the Jewish people: they mark the beginning of the slave
rebellion in morals. (BGE 108; 118-19)

In sum, a great inversion has taken place in the course of history. The
“'OI‘ig'inal” values of good and bad have been reversed. The great “c'rea-
tive” act of the priestly haters has been to turn the tables on the aristo-
eratic nobles — to condemn them and their actions as evil, and to claim
that the vengeful haters, the impotent, and the weak are the truly' good.
“Israel, with its vengefulness and revaluation of all values, has hitherto
triumphed again and again ov
35; 283). Nietzsche concludes his narrative of the t
evil over good and bad in a hyperbolic fashion.

er all other values, over all nobler ideals” (G
riumph of good and
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The symbol of this struggle, inscribed in letters across all human history,
is “Rome against Judea, Judea against Rome” ~ (here has hitherto been
no greater event that this struggle, this question, this deadly contradiction

Which of them has won for the present, Rome or Judea? But there i no
doubt: consider to whom one bows down in Rome itself today, as if they
were the epitome of al] the highest values - and no only in Rome but over
almost half the carth, everywhere that man has become tame or desires 1o
become tame: three Jews, as is known, one Javess (Jesus of Nazareth, the
lisherman Peter, the ug weaver Paul, and the mother of the aforemen-
tioned Jesus, named Mary). This is very remarkable: Rome has been de-
feated beyond all douby. (G 52-3; 300-1)

To complete this preliminary sketch of the battle between the two sets
of values (good/bad versus good/evil), I want to note the introduction of
what will turn ou 1o be the most Important concept in the Genealogy, and
the most importan, concept for understanding what Nietzsche means by
evil ~ ressentiment Nietzsche begins section ten as follows:

rality begins when ressentiment \tself becomes creative
gwves birth o values: the ressentiment of natures that are denied the true
reaction, that of deeds, and com

The slave revolt in mo,
and

Pensate themselves with an imaginary re-
venge. While every noble morality develops from a triumphant affirmation
of itself, slaye morality from (he outset says No to what is “outside,” what is
“_diﬂ'crcnt," what is “noq itsell”, and this No IS its creative deed. This inver-
ston of the value-posiling €¥e = this need to direct one’s view outward instead
of back to oneself — is of he essence of ressentiment: in order to exist, slave
morality always firg needs a hostile external world; it needs physiologically

sta'fing, external stimylj i, order to act at all - s action is fundamentally
reaction. (@ 36-7; 284-5)

Nietzsche's irony not withstan

“« : ding, let us note that he characterizes this
revolt ag Creauve.” Later, wh

transvaluagion oy €N we examine what Nietzsche means b) 2
. PUEs, we should peg forget that the one “historical

exam!)lc that he gives of such a transvaluation is the slave revolt.
= th:d;e‘swed close 1o Nietzsche's own words in presenting his account
18NS of the goody bad and (he good/evil distinctions, and of the
€rC 15 one major regrype : theP-; lhcs_c Ccompet ing'valuc_ prtniitios SR
; JOr respect I which this skeqch, 1s misleading and can result
i s aims, It looks as if we are
et of stark OPpositions, where the good/bad distinction
8ood/evil distinction is entirely
Nietzsche i indjcaling that the slave revolt,
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interpretation would be deeply flawed; for it would fail to take into ac-
count the fact that Nietzsche is a supreme dialectician and a dialectical
ironist. To bring out the significance of Nietzsche’s depiction of the hattle
of good/bad versus good/evil, we need to step back and ruminate. What
is Nietzsche doing in the Genealogy? Indeed, what does he even mean by
“genealogy”? What is its aim, and how does he accomplish this aim? To
answer these questions, we must return to the beginning — not just to the
beginning of the opening essay, but to Nietzsche's provocative, compact

preface.

The dialectical tronist

Nietzsche begins the preface by declaring: “We are unknown to our-
sclves, we men of knowledge — and with good reason. We have never
sought ourselves — how could it happen that we should ever find our-
selves?” (G 15; 259). This claim by itself is not particularly striking.
Many philosophers, beginning with Socrates, have claimed that we are
ignorant of ourselves. But Nietzsche makes a much more radical and
paradoxical claim. “So we are necessanily strangers [notwendig fremd] to
ourselves, we do not comprehend ourselves, we have to misunderstand
ourselves, for us the law ‘Each is furthest from himsell” applies to all
eternity — we are not ‘men of knowledge’ with respect to ourselves” (G
15; 259). Nietzsche is the first major thinker (but not the last) to state
categorically that we are necessarily strangers to ourselves, that we not
only do, but must misunderstand ourselves. Why is this so? Nietzsche
does not answer this question explicitly in the preface (although we shall
see that when the preface is reread in light of what follows, the answer
is alrcady implicit in it). He proceeds to raise a new type of question. He
does not simply ask about the conditions under which human beings
devised the value judgments good and evil; he wants to inquire into the
value of this distinction.

Fortunately I learned carly to separate theological prejudice from morlal
prejudice and ceased to look for the origin of evil behind the world. A certain
amount of historical and philological schooling, together with an inborn
fastidiousness of taste in respect to psychological questions in gﬂwm‘l. soon
transformed my problem into another one: under what conditions did man
devise these value judgments good and evil? and what value do they themselves
possess? Have they hitherto hindered or furthered human prﬂsgt‘_l'lf}/? Are
they a sign of distress, of impoverishment, of the degeneration of Il_ﬁ'." Olr-!S
there revealed in them, on the contrary, the plenitude, force and will of life,
its courage, certainty, future? (G 17; 261 -2
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What Nictzsche calls for — what is needed — is a critique of morality, 3
critique in which the value of the values of good and evil are called ingg
question, a critique that reveals the conditions and the circumstances ip
which they have arisen and evolved. But if we pause to ruminate, then we
see that this new demand is extremely paradoxical. The perplexities it
engenders stand at the center of some of the most heated and controver.
sial debates among Nietzsche interpreters. What does Nietzsche mean by
a critique of moral values? The very semantics of critique seems to de-
mand some standard, some criterion, some basic norm, from which we
can conduct such a criique. But then — especially for philosophers — the
question immediately arises about the status of this presupposed standard
or norm for conducting a critique. The philosopher wants to know whether
the standard can be justified. And by justification, he means, are there
reasons — good reasons — for adopting such a standard? He suspects that
if good reasons are not forthcoming, the critique is arbitrary and thus
invalid. This line of thinking, especially for philosophers, seems so reason-
able and self-evident that it is difficult to even imagine an alternative. Yet
Nietzsche not only eschews the search for such a grounding of his critique
of morals, he mocks the search for a rational foundation of morality. In
Beyond Good and Euil, he writes:

With a stff serousness that inspires laughter, all our philosophers demanded
something far more exalted, presumptuous, and solemn from themselves as
saon as they approached the study of morality: they wanted to supply a
rational foundation for morality [die Begriindung der Moral] - and every philo-

S%Ph" so far has believed that he has provided such a foundation. (BGEY;
107)

Itis at this point that many critics of Nietzsche are ready to pounce -
to claim. that he is caught in a self-referential paradox, or a performative
COlltI.'a.dlcliOn - and to say that, willy-nilly, he is trapped in a sell-defeating
relativism. But Nietzsche is well aware that these are just the sorts of
objections that will be raised against

to blunt the sting of these obvious o

ging the very standpoint from wh
therefore, that any

him. And, as I want to show, he seeks
bjections by questioning and challen-
ich they are raised. I do not think,
I want 1o raise 2 mf:;l::se c_"ilicisms hit lh("il' target. To support my cas¢,

What is Nietzsche dos r OEArCI‘evam questions. \ '
wizsche doing in his Genealogy? 1 have already given a general

answer, He iy eng i i .

> aged in a critique : itique directed t0
= e 4 Or mnral Ly a crntgue dlr(.‘ .

ExXposing our distin q 1ty ]

i ction between good and evil, our moral prcjudu:t‘s-
e the primary values that prevail in moder-
™ Europe. Now although this seems relatively

€ lhcy are

nity - specifieally in mode
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straigh(forward, it has an important consequence, Nietzsche is not inter-
ested primarily in what we might take to be an “objective” or “neutral”
account of the history of morality. He is deliberately using “historical”
material for a specific polemical purpose - to expose what he takes to be
the “dishonest lie” that stands at the heart of this morality, our morality.
If we were to (mis)read his first essay as purporting to provide a fair and
accurate historical account of the genesis of the values good/bad and
good/evil, then we would certainly judge it to be a miserable failure.
Nietzsche gives the scantiest evidence to justify his ambitious generaliza-
tions. His story of the origins seems much more like a fiction or a myth
that he has created. He might even affirm that his account of the slave
revolt is itself a “noble lie.” But the purpose of this “noble lie” — this
fiction — is to compel us to question our morality, to raise just the sorts
of questions about our “moral prejudices” that have not been asked, and
indeed have been suppressed and repressed. Nietzsche’s polemic is in-
tended to show that what we assume to be universal morality is histori-
cally contingent, and is itself a reactive, negative morality motivated by
ressentiment. If' this is what Nietzsche is doing, if his aim is self-consciously
and deliberately polemical, i he is freely using historical material to
invent a noble lie, then we must probe what he means by genealogy,
and how it contributes to this task.

What is genealogy? An adequate answer to this question would require a
careful analysis of Nietzsche's famous essay “On the Uses and Disadvan-
tages of History for Life.”® In this essay, which is a meditation on the
value of history, Nietzsche outlines his three, famous kinds of history:
monumental, antiquarian, and critical. Monumental history is governed
by the ethical impulse to counter what is base and petty. Antiquarian
hi?““)’ (at its best) teaches veneration of a people’s or a nation’s past. And
critical history mercilessly exposes past contingencies, both the violence
and the weaknesses exhibited in the past.” All three forms can be used and
abused. They can promote higher, life-enhancing activities, or they can
paralyze creative action and thereby contribute to a degeneration ol hu-

man life.
“The genuine historian” (der echte Historiker) is the rare person who knows

how to blend and use the several kinds of history in order to promote 2
higher form of life. The value of this genuine history “will be seen to
consist in its taking a familiar, perhaps commonplace thcnltc, an evetyqay
melody, and composing inspired variations on it, enhancing it, clevating
It, elevating it to a comprchensive symbol, and thus dnscloslng in the
original theme a whole world of profundity, power, and beauty (UD 93).
Peter Berkowitz gives a succinct description of this artistic task of the

genuine historian.
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The genuine historian is both a knower and a creator whose comprehen.
sive making of art is based on his universal knowledge. He “must possess
the power to remint [umzupragen] the universally known intwo something
never heard of before, and o express the universal so simply and pro-
foundly that the simplicity is lost in the profundity and the profundity in the
simplicity” (UD 6, p. 94). Rich with great and exalted experiences, “great
historians” recover, correctly interpret and beautifully express through their
histories “the great and exalted things of the past” (UD 6, p. 94.)

The genuine historian creatively reshapes the past in order to serve the
needs of the present and to give direction to the future. Genealogy is the
art performed by the genuine historian who knows how to blend monu-
mental, eritical, and antiquarian history in an imaginative manner for the
purpose of furthering higher forms of life. This is the art that Nietzsche
performs in his Genealogy. Insofar as he evokes images of a past nobility
and glory, he is engaged in monumental history; insofar as he employs his
knowledge of philology to probe the ctymological meanings of the value
terms good/bad, noble/base, he draws upon antiquarian history; and
insofar as he lays bare the violence, cruelty, and impotence involved in the
slave revolt, he is making use of critical history. Such a genealogy comes
“close to free poctic invention” (UD 70). Consequently, to claim that
Nietzsche’s narrative of the origins of the values good/bad and good/evil
is a fiction is not to criticize him; it is rather to restate his intention and
aim, Furthermore, it is crucial 1o appreciate the temporality of his genea-
logy. It is not really about the past, but is primarily concerned with the
present and with futyre possibilities. (The subtitle of Beyond Good and Exilis
"Prdm;c. to a Philosophy of the Future” (Vorspiel einer Philosophie der Jukunf).)
'.Thc enuque of our present morality is performed with an eye to discern-
ing the possibilities immanen; within it for overcoming (iiberwindung) it. Yet
the specter of “justification” hauns us. Even if one concedes that Nietzsche’s
narraUVils_ a “pgelic fiction,” an artistic, imaginative blending of different
ﬁf::;oi:iﬁggc:m lhﬁ_ﬁurpnsc of critiquing the present and gfpr:ning up
are (o determine i,ls“::cli?l lwam 2 Ky i!ow SIS g it :ho w‘t-'
| o, How dos Ny i 50 e are ke bck 0 the

{i T b ¢ Jusuly” his critique of our present moralll.).

| § question, we need to return 1o our slralghtforward
i A ! of the origin of the good/evil contrast as
€ good/bad distinction. At first glance, the
| Eink o) Niegsl?lisc;sw:ﬁfw-"f valuau'o:! 1s S0 amithq:‘cul that we m;’:z

' valuation scheme and y N el praising ll.w faightly g

bl | | : : nconditionally condemning the reactive good/
take a cloger look, we see that his evaluation is




?——f

Nietzsche: Beyond Good and Ful? 113

1. When he first introduces his notion of the
“it is only fair to add that it was on the soil
of this essentially dangerous form of existence, the priestly form, that man first
became an inleresting animal, that only here did the human soul in a higher
sense acquire depth and become il — and these are the two basic respects
in which man has hitherto been superior to other beasts!” (G 33; 280).
The italicized words here are Nietzsche’s, and in his rhetorical lexicon, all
of them are positively valued. They enhance life. Or again, in a passage
cited previously, “human history would be altogether too stupid a thing
without the spirit that the impotent introduced into it” (G 33; 281). When
he characterizes the hatred of the Jews who began the slave revolt, he
describes it as “the profoundest and sublimest kind of hatred, capable of
s, the like of which has never existed on

more complex and dialectic
prieslly aristocracy, he tells us,

creating ideas and reversing value
carth before” (G 34; 282),
Nietzsche is not simply praising the value of his noble aristocrats and
condemning the values of the reactive priests. And he certainly is not
advocating any sort of nostalgic return to a mythic history of pure nobles.
His gencalogy is dialectical — dialectical in a very precise sensc. Nietzsche’s
dialectical mode of thinking is sharply contrasted with the “prejudice” of
metaphysicians. “The fundamental faith of the metaphysicians is the Jaith
in opposite values” (BGE 10; 10).° His critique of the morality of good and
evil seeks to expose both its dangers and its creative possihilities. In all three
essays, Nietzsche artfully brings his readers to the point where they glimpse
the possibility of a higher, more creative, life-affirming ethic that may yel
still arise (at least for a few superior individuals) out of the ashes of its
opposite — the slave morality that up to now has triumphed and pre-
vailed."” We can also grasp the precise import of Nietzsche’s “beyond.”
Tl?is beyond is an overcoming (ibenwindung) of the morality of good and
evil - an overcoming that is possible only by experiencing the morality of
good and evil in its full power, intensity, and danger, and passing through
and beyond it. This beyond, then — to speak oxymoronically ~ is an
mmanent beyond, not a transcendent one. When Nietzsche tells us in Ecce
Homo that he never devoted any attention or time to the concept of a
bc)'olld. he is referring to a transcendent beyond. But the very aim of
Nte_lzschc's Genealogy is to open the possibility of a higher, Iilb-alﬁmlng
ethic that can grow out of the soil of the morality of good and evil.
What is the basis for placing a higher evaluation on what Nietzsche
describes as life affirming? The question of “justification” comes back to

haunt us. Implicitly or explicidy, Nietzsche is always evaluating the com-
his value biases. Is

peting schemes that he describes. His language sccre(cs
(radiction when he under-

ality, including his own, as

Nllclzschc not caught up in a performative con
mines the rational basis for any critique of mor
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so many of his critics have charged? I do not think that Nietzsche falls it
this trap — a trap that philosophers are all too ready to set for him,
Rather, he urges us to set aside the question of “justification” - to reject
what initially appears so eminently reasonable. To show this, I want to
appropriate and modify some distinctions introduced by Richard Rorty in
his characterization of “the ironist.”"!

To explain what he means by an “ironist,” Rorty introduces the idea of
a “final vocabulary.” A final vocabulary consists of “the words in which
we formulate praise of our friends and contempt for our enemies, our
long-term projects, our deepest self-doubts and highest hopes.” Such a
vocahulary is not final because it rests upon a solid rational foundation,
but in the sense that “if doubt 1s cast on the worth of these words, their
user has no noncircular argumentative recourse” whereby to defend them.
Rorty distinguishes two aspects of this final vocabulary. It is made up of
“thin, flexible, and ubiquitous terms such as ‘true,” ‘good,” ‘right,” and
‘beautiful.’” But much more important are the “thicker, more rigid, more
parochial terms.”' If we apply this distinction to Nietzsche, then his thicker
terms include “healthy,” “life-enhancing,” and “life-aflirming.” Rorty then
specifies three conditions for the ironist. Although Nietzsche would prob-
ably reject the first two, he would accept the third (when properly inter-
preted). ' Insofar as the ironist philosophizes, she “does not think that her
vocabulary is closer to reality than others, that it is in touch with a power
not herself.” Tronists see “the choice between vocabularies as made nei-
ther within a neutral and universal metavocabulary nor by an attempt to
fight one’s way past appearances to the real, but simply by playing ofl the
new against the old.”"* If this third condition has a distinctive Nietzschean
ning, it is because Rorty derived it from Nietzsche.

The opposite of irony is common sense — that is, accepting common
bc}lcfs without any genuine critical reflection, as if they are simply self
evident. This is the way in which proponents of the slave morality of good
and evil judge their own morality. They think that their value scheme is
universal. It is what any reasonable person (that is, good Christian) be-
lieves, _N:e_tZS('hc’s critique of morality is directed to exposing the sell
deceptive Hlusion that the morality of good and evil is the universal,
af:i)::gc:ume morality. He alsn' wants to show that the good/ evil morality,

PPears so reasonable, is founded on ressentiment.

Bu : ;

iy t; ‘&hal hﬂlrpf;}s when common sense is seriously challenged. Accord:
OrtY! the first ]il‘l(‘ of dpﬁ-n S “ L eThe > Tjon

. : 3 fense is to “go Socratic.” “The ques

What is x? is 8 » !

now asked in such a it ¢z - answered sim
by pr oducing way that it cannot be answered ply

aradi . iti
S eine o.P adigm cases of x-hood. So one may demand a deﬁm.“u"i
possible to find a rauond
is what Rorty labels the “metaphysician.

The philosopher who thinks it i
grounding for his final \womft])ular):‘r Aot
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is someone who takes the question “What is the intrin-
knowledge, Being, faith, morality, philo-
t the presence of a term in his own

The metaphysician
sic nature (€.g. of justice, ¢ ience,

sophy)?” at face value, He assumes tha
vocabulary ensures that it refers to something which has a real essence. The

metaphysician 1s «till attached to common Sense, in that he does not gues-
dion the platitudes which encapsulate the use of a given final vocabulary,
and in particular the platitude whic h says there is a single permanent reality

10 be found behind the many temporary .l|I|H'.ll'.ll1l'(‘S.|"

This description of the metaphysician comes close to Nietzsche's charac-
erization of the philosopher in the third essay of the Genealogy, where he
shows how the philosopher exemplifies the ascetic ideal. But even ifit is
conceded that the metaphysician or the philosopher deludes himself by

thinking he can ground his final vocabulary with good solid reasons, how

does the ironist “justify” his final vocabulary? The point is that he doesn’t
at those who think they can

- and he doesn’t even pretend to. He laughs
pull off this trick. Searching for such grounding is secking metaphysical
comfort. But what is the alternative? Nietzsche may detest the type of
value relativism whereby all values are leveled out and become bland; but

how does he avoid this consequence? The nu'mp|1ysici:1n/philosnphcr will
certainly retort that anyone who does not justify his basic convictions with
n po.m'bit, is a

good solid reasons, and who does not think that this is eve
refativist. Rorty himself’ makes this point.
The metaphysician responds to this sort of talk by calling it “relativistic”
and insisting that what matters s not what language is being used but what
= e Metaphysicians think that human beings by nature desire to know.
They think this because the vocabulary they have inherited, their common
sense, provides them with a picture of knowledge as a relation between
human beings and “reality,” and the idea that we have a need and a duty
1o enter into this relation. It also tells us that «reality,” if properly amkcd.‘will
help us determine what our final vocabulary should be. So metaphysicians
believe that there are, out there in the world, real essences which it is our
duty to discover and which are disposed to assist in their own discovery:
Given the content and tone of what Rorty says about the metaPh}’s'c’an/
philosopher, Nietzsche might well consider him to be a truc disciple!
But what recourse does the ironist have if he is challen about the
status of his final vocabulary? What recourse does Nietzsche have if we start
asking what is the basis for praising life-affirming values and condemning
life-degenerating values? Rorty labels the alternative “redescription-
Redescription covers a variety of thetorical, poetic, and metaphoric devices

- including story telling, vivid examples, inventive fictions, and myths ~ |
|
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of which are used to make a specific vocabulary, a way of viewing the world
as attractive and as persuasive as possible. The type of ironist that Rorty
favors is, appropriating Harold Bloom’s expression, “the strong poet” -
someone who has the imaginative creative ability to break through ep-
trenched, deadening ways of “normal” description in order to invent stari.
ling new creative forms of perceiving, feeling, and evaluating.'® Nietzsche
does not justify his critique of morality by an appealing to rational grounds
or metaphysical foundations; he “justifies” it by imaginative redescription,
by opening up new possibilities — possibilitics that only strong poets are
capable of creating. I place “justifies” in scare quotes deliberately, because
by the standards of the metaphysician/philosopher this is 7o justification at
all. It is too relativistic. But the very plausibility of this standard objection
presupposes that it is possible to ground one’s final vocabulary, by giving a
noncircular argument that will justify it. This is what Nietzsche and Rorty
are challenging. This is the self-deceptive illusion of the metaphysician, He
thinks that there really is something “better,” “firmer,” “more solid” than
redescription. But there isn’t - or so Nietzsche and Rorty claim.

We can interpret Nietzsche as engaged in a two-stage strategy (ak
though these stages are frequently blended together). The first stage in-
volves questioning traditional philosophical understandings of grounding,
rational argumentation, and secking solid foundations. He ridicules and
“laughs” at the suggestion that this is even possible. He is certainly wily
and sophisticated enough to recognize that this is just as true for his own
striking claims about “knowledge,” “reality,” and “morality.” He wants to
expose the self-deceptive prgudice about rational foundations that lies at
the heart of philosophy. This aspect of his strategy is directed towards
eliminating this fiction. But Nietzsche is even more radical. The second
stage 1s to challenge the implicit either/or that plays such a significant role
in the Ehinlu'ng of the mc:aphysician/philusuJplu.-r: For the metaphysician
18 conw.nced that there are only two alternatives: either “serious” rational
grounding or self-defeating relativism. This is the

i most disastrous preju-
dice of all -

R and it keeps Ph“OSUPhy in constant oscillation.'? This way of
thinking nesds to be abandoned, and replaced by the frank recognition
::?iles::}:;o:s noo:hli"g m"{'.'t' fundamental than imaginative and poetic

1 U1, to use Nictzsche'’s own vocabulary, one needs to invent
e xperiment with multiple styles and pcrspcrti\:'vs. in order to show

whi i i i ;
a“dc(:] aﬁcuom are creative and life-enhancing, and which are destructve
d dangerously sFlf-dtccptl\'e. The proper question to ask about Nietzsche's
cnuque of morality is pg

tion,” but rath heth ether it rests on a secure “rational founda-
t] €1, whether m its apnhi Al g i 0S¢
w 5 ables us o exp
hat hag been hidde s graphic details, it enables

. Ild cncrus[cd i" moral 3 that is, \\‘I]Clhcr
1t enables us o knoy and see differently oral platitudes ;
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Interpreting Nietzsche in this way helps to situate what have been
called his “perspectivism” and his “stylistic pluralism.” Recently, there
has been a great deal of discussion (pro and con) of Nietzsche’s
“perspectivism.” There is something excessive and off-center about this
debate, because it tends to suggest that Nietzsche was primarily interested
in making a contribution to the epistemological issues that obsess so many
contemporary philosophers. One of Nietzsche’s clearest most forcelul state-
ments about perspective appears in the Genealogy. Because it is so relevant
for understanding Nietzsche's critique of morality and his reflections on
evil, | want to quote it at length.

But precisely because we seek knowledge, let us not be ungrateful 1o such
resolute reversals of accustomed perspectives and valuations with which the
spirit has, with apparent mischievousness and futility, raged against itself for
s0 long: to see differently in this way for once, to want to see differently, is
no small discipline and preparation of the intellect for its future “objectiv-
ity” — the latter understood not as “contemplation without interest” (which
is a nonsensical absurdity), but as the ability o control one’s Pro and Con
and to dispose of them, so that one knows how to employ a zanely of
perspectives and affective interpretations in the service of knowledge,

Henceforth, my dear philosophers, let us be on guard against the danger-
ous old conceptual fiction that posited a “pure, will-less, painless, timeless
knowing subject”; let us guard against the snares of such contradictory
concepts as “pure reason,” “absolute spirituality,” “knowledge in itsell:
these always demand that we should think of an eye that is completely
unthinkable, an eye turned in no particular direction, in which the active
and interpreting forces, through which alone seeing becomes seeing some-
thing, are supposed to be lacking; these always demand of the eye an ab-
surdity and nonsense. There is only” a perspective seeing, only a perspective
“knowing”; and the more affects we allow to speak about one thing, the more
eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more complete
will our “concept” of this thing, our “objectivity,” be. But to eliminate the
will altogether, 1o suspend each and every aflect, supposing we were cap-
able of this ~ what would that mean but to castrate the intelleet? (G 119;
382-3)

There are several points in this rich passage that I want to emphasize.
Consider the way in which it begins, “But precisely because we soag
knowledge.” Nietzsche is certainly not denying the possibility of knowl-
edge; he is categorically affirming it. Furthermore, he makes a nun:lber of
claims that he takes to be true. He is denying the possibility of a “mpql?ss
knowing subject” and “pure reason.” He is challenging the very p oss'blht,y
of “transcendental” knowledge. We would make a mockery of Nictzsche's
strong claims if we failed to take seriously what he affirms. Indeed,
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Nietzsche’s claims about perspective (“There is only perspective seeing,
only perspective ‘knowing' ") are themselves dependent on the truth of his
assertions. So oo when he says, “the more eyes, different eyes, we can use
to observe one thing, the more complete will our “concept’ of this thing,
our ‘objectivity’ be,” he is not calling into question the idea of “objectiv-
ity,” but calling attention to a more adequate notion of what “objectivity”
means. Nietzsche’s stinging critiques are directed toward what he takes 10
be false, misleading, and harmful conceptions of knowledge, truth, and
objectivity. He is certainly not advocating a form of “relativism” such that
we lose all sense of hierarchy, value and judgment.”'

I have used Rorty’s expression “redescription” to characterize Nietzsche's
critique of morality; but the term is perhaps oo bland o capture the
richness, vividness, and power of Nietzsche’s language. [t is more illumin-
ating to compare Nietzsche with another poet/philosopher, one about
whom Nietzsche was ambivalent, the Platonic Socrates. There is a con-
sistent strand in Nietzsche's relentless criticism of Socrates. He portrays
Socrates as initiating the type of philosophical inquiry that is always search-
ing for essences and for rational justification, one that seeks to supplant
the old gods of the Greeks with the new god of logos. This is the Platonic
Socrates who is at war with Homer, the tragedians, and the poets. But
there is another, subversive reading of the Platonic dialogues. Just at the
points where we expect Socrates to provide some definitive “rational ac-
C_Dum," we are offered myths, allegories, similes, and metaphors. (Con-
sider the central books of the Republic, or the role that myth plays in the
Mm.) These myths and fictions have far more persuasive power than
the inconclusive arguments offered by Socrates. Despite the seductive
charm of these poetic devices, the Platonic Socrates is constantly telling us
that they are only approximations, second best to what can be grasped
“lum““‘c}y by a rational account. It seems that mythos is to be subordinated
10 a “higher” logos. This is the Socrates whom Nietzsche criticizes 0
fCICntlt".ssly. But in Nietzsche's own heroic contest, in his agn with the
Platonic Sogratcs, he seeks to effect a dramatic reversal — to show that
i it i v Wi e pocs,
gotten I limp unu rates’ stories and n.lyths long after we have o

» UNpersuasive arguments. It is the ironic, playful, subver

’;;;fi:‘:;:::lcs lh.a t Nietzsche admires. And in this spirit, Nietzsche's o‘wn
Nietzsche ::‘?EY:J use of mythos is used to “justify” his critique of m({n.illt‘{-
ikt seabelh :h fcucal ironist because he eschews the metaphysician s
to show how ;o t:_"‘ l"auh'u? opposite values. On the contrary, he Schs‘r
morality ig imcn:]c':; l‘“ghﬂnglnales out of its opposite. His cniuque i
opposite — th sy hO"'V a “higher ethic” may arise i of its
¢ good/evil morality. It is this dialectical transition, this
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movement beyond good and evil, that we must now explore in greater

detail.
Euvil and ressentiment

Let us return to the account that I gave of the origin of good/evil in
reaction to the good/bad ethic. Initally we might think that “evil” is
simply the expression invented by the priestly class to name and condemn
everything that the aristocratic nobles take to be good. But the matter is
not quite so straightforward. I have already quoted the passage in which
Nietzsche first introduces his discussion of the priestly class: “As is well
known, the priests are the most evil enemies — but why? Because they are the
most impotent. It is because of their impotence that in them hatred grows
to monstrous and uncanny proportions, to the most spiritual and poison-
ous kind of hatred” (GG 33; 280). Whereas “evil” in the mouths of the
priests is used to designate what the aristocrat nobles take to be good. It is
the priests who are “the most evil enemies® from Nietzsche’s perspective.
What Nietzsche — or, more accurately, the narrator of the Genealogy -
means by “evil” (when he calls the priests evil) is quite different from what
the priests mean when they damn the aristocratic nobles as evil. What,
then, is the characteristic of the priestly class that Nietzsche calls evil? His
references 1o “impotence” and the growth of “hatred” anticipate his dis-
cussion of ressentiment, Nietzsche’s treatment of ressentiment is dialectical. It is
a poisonous danger, yet becomes “creative and gives birth to values.” The
power of ressentiment cannot be underestimated, for it is by virtue of this
power that the impotent triumph over the noble aristocracy.

While the noble man lives in trust and openness with himself. . ., the man
of ressentiment is neither upright nor naive nor honest and straightforward
with himself. His soul squints; his spirit loves hiding places, secret paths and
back doors, everything covert entices him as his world, his security his re-
freshment; he understands how to keep silent, how not to forget, how to
wait, how to be provisionally self-deprecating and humble. A race of such
men of ressentiment is bound to become eventually cleverer than any noble
race, (G 38; 286)™

Although Nietzsche identifies the “men of ressentiment” primaril}.' with the
Priests who instigate the slave revolt, he acknowledges that it is a more
general psychological phenomenon. Even the nobles may.tcmporanly
experience ressentiment. “Ressentiment itsel, if it should appear in the noble
man, consummates and exhausts itsell in immediate reaction, and there-
fore does not poison: on the other hand, it fails to appear at all on count-
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e less occasions on which it inevitably appears in the weak and impotent” (G
39; 287).
' Nietzsche explores the psychological dynamics of ressentiment in his sec-
ond essay, “ ‘Guilt,’ ‘Bad Conscience,’ and the Like.” He begins this essay
with an inquiry into what is required “to breed an animal with the right 1o
make promises” (G 57; 307). This “presupposes as a preparatory task that
one first makes men 1o a certain degree necessary, uniform, like among
like, regular, and consequently calculable” (G 58-9; 309). It is only after
man has been forcibly made into an animal who is responsible that the
consciousness of guilt becomes possible. This consciousness is an inter-
il nalization of what was once an external contractual relationship between
creditor and debtor. According to this genealogical account, it was in the
sphere of legal obligations “that the moral conceptual world of ‘guilt,
; ‘conscience,” ‘duty,’ ‘sacredness of duty’ had its origin” (G 65; 316). The
development sketched here is from the external (legal) obligations to their
intemalization in the form of moral conscience. This is a movement from
il legal debts (Schiilden) to moral guilt (Schiild). The most striking feature of
} “l Nietzsche's analysis of ressentiment (one that clearly anticipates Freud) is this
11411
|

internalization (Verinnerlichung) hypothesis.

All instinets that do not discharge themselves outwardly tum inward — this is
| what | call the intemalization of man: thus it was that man first developed
i what was later called his “soul.” The entire inner world, originally as thin
’ as if it were stretched between two membranes, expanded and extended
\ itself] acquired depth, breadth, and height, in the same measure as outward
il discharge was inkibited. Those fearful bulwarks with which the political or-
i gamzation protected itself against the old instincts of freedom — punish-
i ments belong among these bulwarks brought about that all those instincts
of wild, .frec, prowling man turned backward against man himsel/. Hostility,
cruelty, joy in persecuting, in attacking, in change, in destruction — all this
lumcfl against the possessors of such instincts: That is the origin of the “bad
conscience.” (G 84-5; 338-9)

The difnlectical character of Nietzsche’s thinking is vividly illustrated in
the way n which he analyzes “bad conscience.” He is scathing in his
characu;nzauon of bad conscience, but at the same time indicates the
constructwe role that it plays in man’s development.

:::ﬁ::j“;o“l':: (Sfﬂm‘li‘l.ck of external enemies and resistances and lb.rt‘ih].\'

PPressive narrowness and punctiliousness of custom, umpa-
d, gnawed at, assaulied, and maltreated himsell;
elf raw against the bars of its cage as one tried to
reature, racked with homesickness for the wild,

ticnlly lacerated, persecute
this animal that rubbed its
“ ” o

tame™ it; this deprived c




Naetzsche: Beyond Good and Ewnl? 121

who had to turn himself into an adventure, a torture chamber, an uncertain
and dangerous wilderness — this fool, this yearning and desperate prisoner
became the inventor of the “bad conscience.” But thus began the gravest
and uncanniest illness, from which humanity has not yet recovered, man’s
sulfering of man, of limself - the result of a forcible sundering from his animal
past, as it were a leap and plunge into new surroundings and conditions of
existence, a declaration ol war against the old instincts upon which his
strength, joy, and terribleness had rested hitherto. (G 85; 339)

Now it certainly looks as if’ Nietzsche is portraying man, the inventor of
“bad conscience,” as if he were terminally ill, caught up in a never ending
spiral of self-hate, self-laceration, and self-torture. But Nietzsche’s use of
such active verbal forms, “lacerated,” “persecuted,” “forcible sundering,”
should warn us that there is something more going on here than uncondi-
tional condemnation. And in the very next paragraph, Nietzsche makes
this explicit:

Let us add at once that, on the other hand, the existence on earth of an
animal soul turned against itsell, taking sides against itself, was something
so new, profound, unheard of, enigmatic, contradictory, and pregnant with a
JSuture that the aspect of the earth was essentially altered. Indeed, divine
spectators were needed to do justice to the spectacle that thus began and
the end of which is not yet in sight - a spectacle too subtle, too marvelous,
too paradoxical 1o be played senselessly unobserved on some ludicrous
planet! From now on, man is included among the most unexpected and
exciting lucky throws in the dice game of Heraclitus' “great child,” be he
called Zeus or chance, he gives rise to an interest, a tension, a hope, almosl
a certainty, as if with him something were announcing and preparing itself,
as il man were not a goal but only a way, an cpisode, a bridge, a greal
promise. ((+ 85; 339-40)

If we are caught in the metaphysician’s trap of “faith in opposite values,”
then the above claims may seem thoroughly baflling. But the dialectical
thinking of Nietzsche makes it clear that ressentiment and “bad conscience”
are doub!e-edgeri. If ressentiment is left to fester, it becomes a dangerous pois-
on, and leads to a type of nihilism that undermines a/f valuation. ?ut th_c
illness that Nietzsche describes is “pregnant with a_future.” Bad conscience 1s
an ilness, “but an illness as pregnancy is an illness” (G 88; 343). Within
ic interstices of this illness is also a “great promise,” a hope, a bridge, “as
if something were announcing and preparing itself.” Nietzsche does 'nql
yet tell us what this is, but it is becoming increasingly evident that it is
beyond good and evil, a self-overcoming of ressentiment. ! ot 2
Itis at this point that the aesthetic coherence and the ironical dialecti-
cal power of the Genealogy become fully manifest. If we go back to the
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preface (and read it again), we see that Nietzsche has already indicated
the direction of his thinking — where he is leading his rliscerning reader.
The morality of good and evil is the supreme danger (Gefahn). If left up-
checked, it ineluctably leads to the most sinister symptom of European
culture — the type of nihilism exhibited by the triumph of the “last man”
as he is portrayed in Jarathustra. This is what Nictzsche most abhors and
fears, and this is what, if left unopposed, is the most likely consequence of
the modernity characteristic of “European culture.” The most fundamen.
tal battle at the heart of the Genealogy is not between the good/bad ethic
and the good/evil morality. It is Nietzsche's strenuous war against the nihilism of
the “last man.” Morality is double-edged, which is why it must be ap-
proached dialectically. Insofar as morality expresses a will — even if the
will turns out to be a will to nothingness — it is an illness that is also a
pregnancy, a promise, and a hope. Specifically, it is the promise of over-
coming nihilism. This is the theme announced in the preface, and this is
what Nietzsche explicitly affirms in the last section of his final essay. But
he has already anticipated this grand finale in the second essay.

We modern men are the heirs of the conscience-vivisection and self~torture
of millennia: this is what we have practiced longest, it is our distinctive art
perhaps, and in any case our subtlety in which we have acquired a refined
taste. Man has all too long had an “evil eye” for his natural inclinations, so
that they have finally become nseparable from his “bad conscience.” An
attempt at the reverse would in self be possible ~ but who is strong enough
for it - that is, to wed the bad conscience to all the unnatural inclinations, all
lh.ose aspirations to the beyond, to that which runs counter to sense, in-
stinct, nature, animal, in short all ideals hitherto, which are one and all
hostile to life and ideals that slander the world. T'o whom should one turn
today with such hopes and demands? (G 95, 351)

Nietzsche is fully aware that this diatrihe against modern man is shocking
and offensive. But this hyperbolic critique is required in order to clear the
way for the possibility of erecting a new ideal. “But have you ever asked
yourselves sufliciently how much (he erection of every ideal on earth has
cost?™ (G 95; 351). But there still remains a final question: Is a new ideal
iy possible? Is it really possible to overcome the pervasive entrenched
morality of good and evil, to envision what is beyond good and evil? In a

Passaﬁc that imics and maliciously parodies that other source of “good
news,” the New Testament, Nietzsche declares:

Is thi.v.. even possible today
decaying, self-doubting prese
of great love and contempt,

But some day, in a stronger age than this
nt, he must yet come 1o us, the redeeming man
the creative spirit whose compelling strength



vft

Nietzsche: Beyond Good and Evil? 123

will not let him rest in any aloolness or any beyond, whose isolation is
misunderstood by the people as il it were flight from reality — while it is only
his absorption, immersion, penetration info reality, so that, when he one day
emerges again in the light, he may bring home the redemption of this reality:
its redemption [rom the curse that the hitherto reigning ideal has laid upon
it. This man of the luture, who will redeem us not only from the hitherto
reigning ideal but also from that which was bound to grow out of it, the
great nausea, the will to nothingness, nihilism; this bell-stroke of noon and
of the great decision that liberates the will again and restores its goal to the
earth and nothingness — he must come one day. (G 96; 352)

Beyond good and evil

The Genealogy should be read as an exegesis and rumination on the mean-
ing of that “dangerous slogan™ ~ “Beyond Good and Evil.” Each of the
essays in the Genealogy contributes to the dialectical critique of morality.
With cach succeeding essay, our understanding of this slogan becomes
more profound. The three essays are experiments in the art of perspectival
knowing, the art of seeing differently. Each essay deepens Nietzsche's
“hermeneutics of suspicion,” the unmasking that enables us to discern and
criticize what underlies our morality.** The first essay provides the initial
account of the origin of the morality of good and evil. The second essay
probes the psychological conditions and dynamics of this morality, focus- |
ing on the role of ressentiment and the formation of bad conscience. The |
third essay examines the meaning of ascetic ideals, the ideals professed f
and exemplified by the proponents of the morality of good and evil. This
third essay is a portrait gallery of the character types governed by ascetic
ideals, but its main targets are those philosophers and scholars who think
(that is, who delude themselves) that they are superior to the rcligfous
priests. They too exhibit the illness that arises from ressentiment, but in a I
secular form. But does this ascetic ideal serve any function? Is there any
purpose achieved by this extreme sclf-laceration?

It must be a necessity of the first order that again and again promotes the I

growth and prosperity of this life-inimical species — it must inc!ccd be in the il |
interest of life itself that such a self-contradictory type does not die out. For an M\'
ascetic kife is a self-contradiction: here rules a ressentiment without equal, that ,’ ‘
of an insatiable instinet and power-will that wants to become master not {Ii

over something in life but over life itself, over its most profound, powerful, |
and basic conditions; here an attempt is made to employ force to block up l
the wells of force; here physiological well-being itsell is viewed askfmce, a(ld
especially the outward expression of this well-being, beauly,.and Joys while
Pleasure is felt and sought in ill-constitutedness, decay, pain, mischance,
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ugliness, voluntary deprivation, self-mortification, selfzflagellation, self-sac-
rifice. All this is in the highest degree paradoxical: we stand before a dis.
cord that wanis to be discordant, that enjoys itself in this suffering and even
grows more self-confident and wriumphant the more its own presupposition,
its physiological capacity for life, decreases. (G 11718, 381)

This paradoxical, self-contradictory, self-lacerating phenomenon is not
the worst; it is still a perverse form of strength. The ultimate degradation
arises when this perverse form of will, a will turned against itself. dissipates
— the calamity of a nihilism in which there is no longer fear, but only
nausea and pity.” “What is most to be feared, what has a more calami-
tous effect than any other calamity, is that man should inspire not pro-
found fear but profound nausea, also not great fear but great pify. Suppose
these two were one day to unite, they would inevitably beget one of the
uncanniest monsters: the ‘last will’ of man, his will to nothingness, nihil-
ism” (G 122; 386). Nietzsche sounds his warning: this meaningless nihilism
would not only be the greatest calamity, it & the most likely fate of Euro-
pean culture. Nietzsche’s hyperholical contrast between the healthy affir-
mation of life and the self-contradictory laceration of ascetic priests who
minister to the sick herd reaches an almost deafening crescendo in his
third essay.

I have already indicated Nietzsche's finale. The last section of his third
essay is not only a direct answer to the question, “What is the meaning of
ascetic ideals?” but also the grand finale to the three acts, or movements,
of the Genealogy - a concluding crescendo that integrates the motifs of the
first two essays, and brings us back to his preface/overture. | now want to
show this in detail by citing this finale in its entirety, and commenting on
It paragraph by paragraph. 2

Apart from the ascetic ideal, man, the human ammal, had no meaning so

far. ]:lis existence on earth contained no goal: “why man at all?” was a
question without an answer, the @il for man and earth was lacking; behind
every great human destiny there sounded as a refrain a yet greater “in
vam}" This is precisely what the ascetic ideal means: that i\'nm‘(:lhi"?; Was
‘bzc.‘:{ng, that man was surrounded by a fearful void - he did not know how to
Jusul‘y., to account for, 1o affirm himself, he suffered from the problem of his
mean.mg. He also suffered otherwise, he was in the main a sickly animal;
bul. his prob!cm was nol suffering itself, but that there was no answer to the
€IyIng question, “why do [ suffer2” (G 162; 429)

Waoan ﬁn.a lly grasp the meaning of the ascetic ideal — that is, its hidden,
latent meanming. Nietzsche’s ex :

suspicion, has brought forth

egesis, his experiment in the hermencutics of
what has thus far been concealed, Ascetic
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ideals have served the function of giving meaning to human suffering; they
have provided man with a goal in the face of “a fearful void,” something
he desperately needs in order to endure suffering. For it is not suffering
that man f(inds unbearable, but meaningless suffering. Ascetic ideals are
reactive “inventions” that serve to “justify” suffering. What is striking
about this opening paragraph — and indeed the entire final section — is
that there is no mention of the aristocratic nobles and their good/bad
cthic. Nietzsche is not advocating a nostalgic return to some golden era.
That would distort the directional temporality - the pointing to the future
- that is evident on almost every page of the Genealogy. Nietzsche’s primary
ohjective, his primary aim, is a critique of present morality for the sake of
moving beyond it — opening us to new fufure possibilities.

Man the bravest of animals the one most accustomed to suflering, does not
repudiate sullering as such; he desires it, he even seeks it out, provided he is
shown a meaning for it, a purpoese of suffering. The meaninglessness of suffer-
ing, not suffering itsell, was the curse that lay over mankind so far — and the
ascefic ideal offered man meaning! It was the only meaning offered so far; any
meaning is better than none at all; the ascetic ideal was in every sensc the
“faute de miewx” par excellence so far, In it, suffering was nterpreted, the tremen-
dous void scemed to have been [illed; the door was closed to any kind of
suicidal nihilism. ‘This interpretation — there is no doubt of it = brought
fresh suflering with it, deeper, more inward, more poisonous, more life-
destructive suffering: it placed all suffering under the perspective of guill. (G
162; 429)

This paragraph shows why it is so important to approach Nietzsche as a
dialectical thinker, and why he is not one of those metaphysicians who has
a “faith in opposite values.” Nietzsche ironically brings forth the positive
contribution of what he is criticizing. This passage brings out the double
significance of Nietzsche’s frequent references to danger (Gefahr) - dangcr
as both threat and opportunity. We will not understand our present mora‘hty,
a morality based on ressentiment, unless we see how it became a “creative”
force — how it saved man from “suicidal nihilism.” Man can endure
suffering as long as he can give meaning to, and interpret, this suﬂ'cring =
even if this interpretation is a self-destructive onc. This is what the priestly
class accomplished; this is what their transvaluation of values achieved. Up
to now, the invention of a severe judge, the Judeo-Christian God, l'hc
basis of the religious ascetic ideal has been the only viable interpretive
scheme that has been available to man. It has saved man from suicidal
nihilism, .
The claim that man is the “bravest of animals” may scem to be in
conflict with Nietzsche's many references to the nausea he feels at the
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sight of man. But there is no real contradiction here. Nietzsche is con
temptuous of the domesticated animal that man has become, and h
warns against the triumph of the “last man.” But, at the same time, he i
projecting a future possibility - an ideal of what man (at least, a few rare
free spirits) may yet become — the “redeemers” of a degenerate humanity,

But all this notwithstanding — man was saved thereby, he possessed a mean-
ing, he was hencelorth no longer like a leal in the wind, a plaything of
nonsense — the “sense-less” ~ he could now will something; no matter at

first to what end, why, with what he willed: the will wself was saved (G 162;
429)

Ironically, this is what the priests have always claimed — that they (and
their God) have saved man. Nietzsche does not dispute this. They are
right, absolutely right! Indeed, their great positive contribution has been
to save the will - without which there would be no possibility of overcom-

ing the morality of good and evil. But now we must reveal the hidden aim
of saving this will.

We can no longer conceal from ourselves what is expressed by all that
willing which has taken its direction from the ascetic ideal: this hatred of
the human, and even more of the animal, and more still of the material,
this horror of the senses, of reason itself, this fear of happiness and beauty,
this longing to get away from all appearance, change, becoming death,
WiShin,g’ from longing itself - all this mcans - let us dare 1o grasp it — a will
to nothingness, an aversion to life, a rebellion against the most fundamental
P'l'csupp!osi[inn of life; but it is and remains a will ... and (o repeat in
conclusion what I said in the beginning: man would rather will nothingness

than not will {Licher will noch der Mensch das Nichts wollen, als nicht wollen. (G
162-3; 430)

Nietzsche succinctly expresses his grand dialectical inversion in these final
words of his concluding essay. I want to underscore the strong cognitive
claims of these final remarks. Recall the opening lines of his preface. “We
arc unknown to ourselves, we men of knowledge — and with good reason.
We have never sought ourselves” (G 15; 259). The Genealogy is an experi-

:‘ncm In perspectival knowing directed towards knowing who we are. We
re Creatur;s shaped by a self-lacemling, self contradictory morality based
upon a poisonous ress

has been saved is a 'Trﬁmm. \f'\’hen e aﬂ'mn.s th.a_: e \-:riil Lh?:l
{5910 e a:'l to nothingness, h.e sums up his critique of moral-
the value of our m :lflswer 0 the question raised in the preface: what s
the answer is d o ‘“y of good and evil? But we have discovered that

15 double-cdged. The value of morality is that it has saved the
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will, but the will that has been saved is “a will to nothingness, an aversion
[Widerwillen] to life, a rebellion against the most fundamental presupposi-
tions of life.”

Note, however, that Nietzsche immediately adds, “but it is and remains
a will’ (G 163; 430). This is the most consequential “but” in the entire
Genealogy, because without such a will, we would have already succumbed
to “suicidal nihilism.” All would be lost! Without this saving of the will,
there would be no possibility at all of passing beyond good and evil, no
hope at all for humanity. Nietzsche does not affirm that this possibility will
be realized. There is no grand dialectical synthesis, no Hegelian Aufhebung,
in his ironic dialectic. He leaves us with only a possibility, but one accom-
panied by a decpened knowledge of what the transvaluation of values, the
movement beyond good and evil, requires. He repeats what he said at the
beginning: that “man would rather will nothingness than not will.” We
also heard it at the beginning of the final movement, the beginning of the
third essay: “That the ascetic ideal has meant so many things to man,
however, is an expression of the basic fact of the human will, its horror
vacur: i needs a goal — and it will rather will nothingness than not will” (G 97;
357). But we first heard this motil in the preface.

It was precisely here that I saw the great danger to mankind, its sublimest
enticement and seduction - and to what? to nothingness? it was precisely
here that | saw the beginning of the end, the dead stop, a retrospective
weariness, the will turning agamst life, the wender and sorrowful signs of the
ultimate illness: 1 understood the ever spreading morality of pity that had
seized even on philosophers and made them ill, as the most sinister symp-
tom of a European culture that had itself become sinister, perhaps as its by-
pass to a new Buddhism? To a Buddhism for Europeans? To — nikilism? (G
19; 264)

What we learn_from Nietzsche about evil

[ want to return to the question that initiated my inquiry: what can we
learn about evil from Nietzsche’s critique of morality? Consider once
again the meaning of “Beyond Good and Evil.” It is, of course obvious
(because Nietzsche explicitly tells us) that “this does not mean ‘Beyond
Good and Bad™ (G 55; 302). Yet there is a sense in which "chqnd Good
and Evil” is “Beyond Good and Bad.” The value polarity good/evil emerges
En reaction to, and consequently presupposes, a good/bad ethic. So pass-
ing beyond good and evil entails passing beyond a naive rﬂl""f’“o_f the
aristocratic noble ethic. The “beyond” in “Beyond GUOCF and Evil" s not
a transcendent beyond, but an immanent one, a beyond achievable only by a
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few extraordinanily gifted and healthy individuals. The transcendent by
yond is an invention of ascetic priests that is used to justify human suffer
ing (and thereby also to increase it) — an “invention” that serves thy
purpose of blocking the path to suicidal nihilism. Nietzsche’s “beyond” i
a beyond that can be achieved only by dialectically passing through anc
beyond the morality of good and evil; honestly confronting the knowledg,
that the will that has been saved is a self-contradictory will, a will «
nothingness; and finally transforming this will into a creative, life-affirm.
ing will. The slave revolt - the only “historical” example of the transvalu.
ation of values that Nietzsche has examined in detail - shows the fire
strength, and violence required to create a new transvaluation of values.

At this point, we must face a problem that confronts every interpreter
of Nietzsche, sometimes with disastrous results, How are we to interpret
the substantive content of this beyond? Is it intended as a prophecy about
the future? A promise of the coming of the overman (Ubermensch)? A telos
for which we should strive? A myth or noble lie invented to encourage us
10 engage in individual projects of self-creation and self-overcoming? A

Justification for a master race? A sign that Nietzsche has not escaped from

metaphysics, but is the last metaphysician? (These do not exhaust the
possibilities; nor is this a set of exclusive alternatives.) Unfortunately, with
a certain amount of Judicious (or malicious) selectivity, one can find tex-
tual evidence in Nietzsche’s corpus to support or falsify any of these pro-
posed interpretations. One must also give some account of how these
alternative interpretations of the movement beyond good and evil are
f:OInPaliIJIc with the doctrine of eternal return. In the context of my
nquiry, I want to insist upon only two points that any adequate interpre-
tation of Nietzsche must take into account,

First, Nietzsche understands the movement heyond good and evil as
only a Pass_ibiligy ~ and indeed, not even the most likely possibilicy. What is
‘f‘a.r o h,%‘t‘l)’ is.lhc complete dissipation of the will — the triumph of the

last man.” I this respect, Nietzsche is the gadfather of all those prophets
of d?qm who lament (hay everything is going downhill, becoming bland,
;‘;Ullnlzed, and meaningless. 1y is because Nietzsche sees this as the most
liygzrt(:gltii{_nsﬁtoz 2:]1'; mogcrn morality that his polemic is ”“.S‘ﬁd“"flf’f:g
aia destiny, . ir:m(;ar?bcr prophets of .doom, E\]I‘(‘IZS{:"]C .rc[u.st"s to L' ‘"vs
ok nfa 3 éc or necessary. Nietzsche’s ironic dmleru.c eschev :
i essary development. There are anly contingent pos

Secondly, althoy
of the Genealogy, th
preted. Itis noy 4
a rhetoriea) trope

gh I have underscored the future-oriented temporality
8 emphasis on fugure possibilities must not be misinter-
Predietion or 2 prophecy about the future, rather, it is
used by Nietzsehe in hig polemic and critique of our
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. present morality of good and evil. It is intended to make his critique of the
F present as sharp, as vivid, and as devastating as possible. Nictzsche shocks

# us into the realization that a dangerous, poisonous ressentiment underlies
$ and pervades modern morality. (This is also the basis of his critique of
i democracy.) Just as Nietzsche creatively invents a fiction of an age of

: noble aristocrats to heighten our awareness of the character of our good/
evil morality, so he imaginatively projects an idealized future possibility 1o
enable us to discern the “suicidal nihilism” that lies at the heart of our
present morality. In short, Nietzsche uses his construction of the past and
the future for the purposes of his critique of the present.

[n answer to the question of what we can learn about evil from his
critique of morality, it is nat primarily to be found in the description of
what evil means for the priestly class and the slave revolt. If we take
Nietzsche's claims for “perspectival knowing” seriously, this conception of
evil arises within and from the perspective of the great haters — the ascetic
priests. But what is evil from Nietzsche’s perspective, from the perspective
of Nietzsche’s final vocabulary, with its polarity between what is life-
affirming and what is life-denying? Or, to be even more precise, how does
evil look from the perspective of the dialectical narrator of the Genealogy?
Evil from this perspective is not be confused with its meaning as used by
the priests. When the narrator of the Genealogy declares that the priests
are the most evil enemies because of their impotence, he is asserting that
evil is the violent manifestation of ressentiment — the most pervasive and
dangerous feature of our modern morality. Even here we must be sensi-
tive to Nietzsche as a dialectical ironist. Ressentiment as expressed in the
ascetic ideals of the religious and secular priests serves the function of
preserving the will, and thereby blocking the way to suicidal nihilism. But
this very ressentiment — if left unchecked — is ultimately a vicious, self-
destructive force. .

In his second essay, Nietzsche declares that i psychologists “would like
to study ressentiment close up for once” (G 73; 325), then they S]'l(l?lld turn
to where this plant blooms today, in anti-Semites. This passage is by no
means an aberration in Nietzsche’s writings (even though it has been
ignored or deliberately suppressed by those who want to use him to “jus-
ufy” their anti-Semitism). Nietzsche uses his most barbed rhetorical weap-
ons to condemn this vicious form of ressentiment. Consider his devastating
portrait of anti-Semites as men of ressentiment.

This hoarse, indignant barking of sick dogs, this rabid mendaciousness and
rage of “noble” Pharisees, penetrates even the hallowed halls of science (1
again remind readers who have ears for such things of that Berlin apostle of
revenge, Eugen Diihring, who employs moral mumbo-jumbo more inde-
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cently and repulsively than anyone else in Germany today: Dihring, the
foremost moral bigmouth today — unexcelled among his own ilk, the ang-
Semites.)

They are all men of ressentiment, physiologically unfortunate and worm-
caten, a whole tremulous realm of subterranean revenge, inexhaustible and
insatiable in outbursts against the fortunate and happy [die Glicklichen] and
in masquerades of revenge and pretexts for revenge: when would they
achieve the ultimate, subtlest, sublimest triumph of revenge? (7 123-4; 388)

Or again:

I'also do not like these latest speculators in idealism, the anti-Semites, who
today roll their eyes in a Chrisian-Aryan-hourgeois manner and exhaust
one’s patience by trying to rouse up all the horned-beast elements in the

people by a brazen abuse of the cheapest of all agitator’s tricks, moral
attitudizing. (G 158; 425)

Itis a bitter irony, in light of the anti-Semitic distortion of his texts by his
sister, Elizabeth Forster-Nietzsche, and the use the Nazis made of him,
that Nietzsche should single out the anti-Semite as the exemplar of the most
vicious form of ressentiment. Nictzsche has a profound understanding of the
psychological dynamics of ressentiment, how it is internalized, grows, fcs‘_".s’
and explodes in vicious and destructive ways. It is the basic concept of hus
moral psychology. It is, of course, true that Nietzsche says that ifrfssmt{mﬂfl
should appear in the noble aristocrat, it consummates and exhausts itsell
in its immediate reaction, and “therefore does not poison” (G 39; 287)
and Nietzsche also suggests that those individuals who are beyond good
and evil will no longer suffer from the poisonous effects of rej.smtimeﬂ!-_B“‘
these possibilities are far less persuasive than Nietzsche's account of lh.c
ever-present danger of venomous outbursts of this form of evil. Nictzschc. -
not solely concerned with ressentiment in the individual psyche. It has social,
political, and cultural manifestations. He is deeply suspicious of So_cal!cd
modernization processes in society and politics, and all talk of progressive
developments. Furthermore, he is insightful about the explosive dangers
of modern nationalisms. He has an acute sense of the dark underside of
these processes — where ressentiment festers, and then bursts forth in an orgy
of vicious destruction.

In my discussion of Schelling, 1 indicated that he was aware of the

psychological power of evil, how it is always latent, and always poses

threat. Schelling opened a pathway that was pursued by Nietzsche. This is
not to suggest that Schelling influc

full nced Niewzsche directly. Nictzsche lOI‘CF'
ully asked new sorts of questions about evil, and transformed the dis-
course of evil by probing its moral psychological complexities more deeply
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than any previous thinker. Twentieth-century thinkers have returned over
and over again to Nictzsche, because of his insight into the psychological
dynamics of ressentiment, the ways in which it is related to envy, jealousy,
and hatred; the multifarious individual, social, political, and cultural forms
it can take; its poisonous festering, and its ever-present dangerous con-
sequences. We may not be fully convinced by Nietzsche’s vivid “re-
descriptions.” We may criticize him for his exaggerations and rhetorical
excesses. We may question his fictional histories. We may question the
myths and masks he creates. We may think that there is something exces-
sive in the way in which Nietzsche views ressentiment as the sole basis and
key for understanding Judeo-Christian morality, and for his relentless
criticism of modern European culture. But if we read Nietzsche as graphi-
cally portraying the psychological dynamics and dangers of ressentiment; if
we read him as posing hard questions, as warning us about the dark side
of modern morality and modern socialization processes, then I think we
must conclude that he has made a major contribution to the ongoing

discourse of evil ™
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understanding of human nature, and in particular the human psyche, that
will enable us to understand why human beings make the choices they
do? There is nothing in Kant’s moral philosophy that rules out the possi-
hility of such an investigation, as long as we are clear about its limits. It
may seem, especially if we restrict our understanding of Kant’s moral
philosophy to the Groundwork and the Criligue of Practical Reason, that the
study of nature (including human nature) cannot teach us anything about
freedom and morality. But such an inference would be unwarranted. We
have seen how, in the Religion, Kant introduces a concept of human na-
ture that softens the dichotomy between nature and freedom without
denying the distinction. When Kant declares that man is evil by nature,
he is not using “nature” in the same sense as in the Critique of Pure Reason.
Strictly speaking, moral predicates (good or evil, right or wrong) do not
apply to nature in the restricted sense ~ nature as phenomenal. Further-
more, the very introduction of radical evil as a propensity (Hang) is in-
tended to indicate how we are affected by this characteristic of our human
nature. We have also seen how Hegel, Schelling, and Nietzsche (although
in very different ways) call into question any sharp dichotomy between
nature and freedom. Nevertheless, they do not think that the continuity
between nature and freedom diminishes our capacity to choose frecly.
Indeed, in all three, we discern the beginnings of a more complex and
ambivalent understanding of human nature — one that moves beyond
Kant’s stark opposition of self-love and rational will. Even Hegel, who
Places so much emphasis on the ultimate triumph of reason (Vernunf)), has
a subtle understanding of the forces of irrationality. The Phenomenology is a
“highway of despair.” Over and over again we undergo the experience of
pain, frustration, and despair because just when we think we have achieved
a true rational comprehension of who and what we are, we discover that
we are mistaken and self-deceived. This is the very character of our expe-
rience (£rfakrung), and is integral to our formation (Bildung). Schelling an‘d
Nietzsche press this point to its extreme. Recall that Nietzsche begins his
Gmeaiqgv by declaring that we are not only unknown to ourselves, but we
must misunderstand ourselves. Schelling and Nietzsche open up the terrain
by questioning the psychological complexities of human beings, and the
way in which evil erupts in human beings. A

Freud is certainly not a traditional moral philosopher. He is not con;
cemed with analyzing the meanings “good and evil,” or “right f"_‘d g
Nor does he deal with justification of moral judgments. The phllosop,hlral
(and theological or aﬁti-theologica]) issues that are so central for lxan,t,
Hegel, Schelling, and Nietzsche are not Freud’s primary concern. Freud's
skepticism regarding philosophy and traditional accounts of morality s

well known, although he certainly thinks that philosophers have some-
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times had important insights into the human psyche. Yet, the picture of
the dynamics of the human psyche that emerges from Freud’s investiga-
tions has fundamentally altered our understanding of why we make the
choices and decisions we do, how moral conscience arises and develops,
what role reason does and does not play in making choices, and the
ineradicability of evil. Freud does have, as Philip Riefl has so eloquently
demonstrated, “the mind of a moralist.” He advocates (and practices) a
demanding “cthic of honesty” — that bears a close resemblance to the
ethic preached by that other great immoralist, Nictzsche”

In this chapter I want to show that, despite Freud's skepticism ahout
philosophy (including moral philosophy), he illuminates questions con-
cerning evil that have not been adequately addressed by moral philoso-
phers. Pursuing a theme that was already anticipated by Nietzsche, Freud
enables us to understand better the powerful eruptions of evil in civilized
societies; the constant threats that it poses; and the reason why evil is
ineradicable.

1 want to begin the investigation of Freud’s moral psychology by turn-
ing to one of his most controversial and provocative books, Totem and
Taboo, a book that continued to have special significance for Freud untl
the end of his life.* In a letter to Sandor Ferenczi (May 4, 1913), he
declared: “T am now writing about the totem with the feeling that it is my
greatest, best, and perhaps my last good thing. Inner certainties tell me
that I am right.” A few days later, he wrote again: “I haven’t written
anylh.ing with so much conviction since The Interpretation of Dreams.™
Despite Freud’s own doubts about the scientific status of his speculative
hYPOthCSCS, and despite the sharp, severe criticism he received concerning
his use of anthropological and cthnological evidence, Freud repeatedly
returned to the hypotheses that he advanced in the book.” In Group Py-
cha[o:gy. (1921), he again takes up the theme of the primal horde and the
pfunudc of the band of brothers. In his 1922 paper “A Seventeenth-
(‘cmPW Demonological Neurosis,” he explains how the Devil becomes 2
substitute for the loved father by referring back to the ambivalence expe-
:lenced by the brothers when they murder the primal father. He writes,
Dh dOCS not need much analytic perspicacity to guess that God and the
Pt il ool e i o i
Qo eiion Ppolflt::) am;lbules AT hu_s the father, 1t seemb,cI
selidony 45 bcle:r ine’l;”pc ob] th God and the Devil. But we_sh_o.uld cxptal
father was a bein oi‘: lefﬂ e mar.ks . lh'c S lhat st pn-m'l"
(SE XIX, 86) 'lghc n lml}ed‘e‘wl = a being less like God ttu_m the De \'llj
found in’lhe l.:m boor:();l i ASG Tl and Taboo'is 10 gc
He explicitly says that l' o5 PUblmhe(.l’ Moses and Monatheism (1939

It represents a continuation of the themes he set
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forth “twenty-five years ago in Totem and Taboo” (SE XXIII, 53). Once
again he repeats the story of the murder of the primal father by the band
of brothers, and he claims that the murder of Moses in the desert is a
repetition of this “original murder.” Moreover, he defends his construc-
tion against the “violent reproaches” of his critics.®

The ambivalence of the band of brothers

Totem and Taboo consists of four essays, but it is best known for the final
essay, “The Return of Totemism in Childhood,” in which Freud, in his
search for a psychoanalytic account of the origin of totemism, tells the
story of how the despotic father of the primal horde appropriates all the
females for himself and exiles the younger males, including his own sons.
The brothers have powerful, ambivalent feelings toward their tyrannical
father; he is at once loved and honored, but also feared and hated. The
brothers rise up, murder their father, and then in a totem meal devour
him. Here is Freud's account.

One day the brothers who had been driven out came together, killed and
devoured their father and so made an end of the patriarchal horde. United,
they had the courage to do so and succeeded in doing what would have
been impossible for them individually . . . . Cannibal savages as they were,
it goes without saying that they devoured their victim as well as killing him.
The violent primal father had doubtless been the feared and envied model
of each of the company of brothers: and in the act of devouring him they
accomplished their identification with him, and cach of them acquired a
portion of his strength. The totem meal, which is perhaps mankind’s earli-
est festival, would thus be a repetition and commemoration of this memo-
rable and criminal deed, which was the beginning of so many things — of
social organization, of moral restrictions, and of religion. (SE XIII, 141 2)

The final sentence indicates why this narrative — this “scientific myth” ~is
50 important for Freud. Totem and Taboo was one of Freud’s first systematic
attempts to apply the findings of psychoanalysis to the origins of ’so(:lal
organization, morality, politics, and religion. We find here Frcud: ac-
count of the origin of the moral imperative, “Thou shalt not murder” — a
command that, paradoxically, is based upon the primal vno!cnt ".mrc.'cr of
the father.® Afier this murder, the brothers band together in solidarity to

Buarantee the security of their lives.

the brothers were declaring that |
was treated by

In thus guaranteeing one another’s lives, )
no one of them must be treated by another as their father
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them all jointly. They were precluding the possibility of a repetition of thejr
father’s fate. To the religiously-based prohibition agains killing the totem
was now added the socially based prohibition against fratricide. It was not
until long afierwards that the prohibition ceased to be limited to members
of the clan and assumed the simple form: “Thou shalt do no murder.’ The
patriarchal horde was replaced in the first instance by the fraternal clan,
whose existence was assured by the blood tie. Society was now based on
complicity in the common crime; religion was based on the sense of guilt
and remorse attaching to it; while morality was based partly on the exigen-
cies of this society and partly on the penance demanded by the sense of

guilt. (SE X111, 146)"

But how does the story of the primal horde bear on the question of evil?
To anticipate, Freud uses this story to show the deep ambivalence that
marks the human psyche - an ambivalence in which murderous impulses
are internalized and repressed, but are never completely eradicated. In
order to see how this unfolds, and how the myth of the primal horde is
used to explain the origin of social organization, religion, and morality,
we need to probe some of the key claims that Freud makes about taboo
and totemism ~ themes that he explores in the first three essays.

Freud appeals to the psychoanalytic understanding of obsessional neu-
rotics and children {our primitives) in order to aid our understanding of
the anthropological phenomena of totemism, exogamy, and taboo.'” Draw-
ing upon J. G. Frazer’s Totemism and Exogamy (1910) and Andrew Lang's
The Secret of the Totem (1905}, Freud focuses on the close connection be-
tween totemism and exogamy. In primitive societics (Freud’s example is
the Australian Aborigines) the entire social organization scems designed to
avoid incestuous sexual relationships. Freud rejects the claim that there is
a natural aversion to incest. On the contrary, it is the natural lemplation to
mccsl‘uous relations that is the key to understanding the role that taboos
play. "N preventing incest. We learn from psychoanalysis that “a boy’s
carliest choice of objects for his love is incestuous and that those objects
are forbidden ones — his mother and his sister.™ As a child develops, he is
hbcr.alcd from incestuons attractions, but in neurotics these “incestuous
!ixamns ol" libido continue 1o play (or begin once more to play) the prin-
cipal part in his unconscious mental life” (SE XIII, 17). Actually, one is
ncz;:ni:mﬁﬁfg] sll?;zmg ﬁ't:im Incestuous .allracliun; it ts .rcprcsscd ;H:)dr
Incest,” by telling us: .“]tr'ﬂul mlﬁt‘hldcs his first vl g Hurﬂ‘) are
able to show thay lhc:;«c ’ i g g et e th to
Sy i i asame'mccstuous wishes, which are later ficstme"

> are still regarded by savage peoples as immediate

perils against which th sev " defence st be en-
forced” (SE Xlll, |7)_“e most severe measures of defence must be €
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But how does this horror of incest and its strict prohibition shed any
light on the phenomenon of totemism? To understand this, we have to
consider the meaning and function of taboo.

The meaning of ‘taboo’, as we see it, diverges in two contrary directions.
To us it means, on the one hand, ‘sacred’, ‘consecrated’; and on the other
hand ‘uncanny’ [unheimlich|, ‘dangerous’, ‘forbidden’, ‘unclean’. The con-
verse of ‘taboo’ in Polynesian is ‘noa’, which means ‘common’ or ‘generally
accessible’. Thus ‘taboo’ has about it a sense of something unapproachable,
and is principally expressed in prohibitions and restrictions. (SE XIII, 18)

Taboos are more primitive phenomena than religious and moral prohibi-
tions, for they appear to “have no grounds and are of unknown origin”
(SE XIII, 18), yet the traces of these primitive taboos enable us to account
for the psychic power of more developed religious and moral prohibi-
tions.'? Freud's major point is that with the persistence of taboos, there is
also the persistence of the original desires to do what is prohibited. In this
respect, taboos are similar to obsessional neurotic prohibitions. It is this
pesistence of taboos lagether with the persistence of the original prohibited
desires that accounts for the ambivalent attitude towards taboos. “In their
unconscious there is nothing they would like more than to violate them, !
but they are afraid to do so; they are afraid precisely because they would |
like to, and the fear is stronger than the desire. The desire is unconscious,
however, in every individual member of the tribe just as it is in neurotics”
(SE X1II, 31). '
We can discern the logic of Freud’s psychoanalytic account of the origin |
of tahoos, especially the taboo against incest — a taboo that is based on the
Oedipus complex — “the nuclear complex of the neuroses” (SE XIII, 129).
Contrary to the belief that the horror of incest is some sort of natural
instinet, Freud claims that the incestuous desire by the male child for his .
mother is what is psychologically primitive. This desire does not com-
pletely disappear; it is repressed and becomes unconscious. Conscqucqtly,
there is an ambivalent attitude toward taboos, especially the taboo against
incest. There is a strong desire to violate the taboo and a fear and horror
of doing so. ;

Thus far, we have been speaking about the incestuous dCSII'.C !'or the | I
mother, but the Oedipus complex is primarily about a male child’s rela- ‘
tion to his father.

(
morals, society and art
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neuroses, so far as our present knowledge goes. It scems to me a most
su risin'g discovery that the problems of social psychology too, s.hould
prgrc soluble on the basis of one single concrete point — man’s relation to
his father. (SE XIII, 156)

analysis of taboo, which has led us to t'hc Ocdipus (-um}fh'rx,' enallb_le us 1‘(3
- understand the phenomenon of mtcml.:;m.’ 'T_‘hc totemic Lfr.nma .lSl (::1%16
| nally a substitute for the father. When Freud intrc ulu(-c-:: llllh';rlquLa. I ':)'V
in his account of totemism, he tells us that he is repeating what Prlmn ¢
| men themselves say. They “describe the totem as ll.u'tr c"umm:)ln .?tlcehsit_ulr.
it |j and primal father” (SE XIII, 131). If the totemic zmun;_:l isa ~tsu )s}llfuu:d cl)u
! the father, then we can understand the (-nmlmnu'] 2ll]'lbl\'}l|t‘l.l( e((.hr't-ﬂf -
the totem, and why it is the object of lfn‘l:(nt_1§. I'hf' lu[rrmf lni‘\ma
repetition of the devouring of, and identification with, the father.

| .
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for the father; and this tallies with the mmmr.hm'nr:\ I.l'li th_.n._ l .mu-g“ s
killing of the animal is as a rule forbidden, yet ils—k_llhng is a festiv l.. occa !

Lt = with the fact that it is killed and yet mourned. The am:lm‘allcnt L"?”'[;g

‘ h.w‘i ' attitude, which to this day characterizes the father-complex in our chi l‘l:l’l1

I i and which often persists into adult life, seems to extend to the totem anima

in its capacity as substitute for the father. (SE X111, 141)

Let us pause and reflect on what Freud dcscrihu.? asa “[;uuast‘lc' tasllc-
‘i" We may admire (or condemn) Freud for his audacity, but how seriou (3;
li;‘! are we to take this speculative account of incest, taboo, totemism, ag’s
= - the murder of the primal father? How seriously are we 1o take 'Fr't:uﬂd
| I claim that we find here the origin of social organization, n‘u_)r_ahq'.,'a s
religion? And, the key question for us is: What does any u!_ lh]S' hd\eml
do with evil? Let me anticipate what Freud is showing in In_s ;1110 .
psychology. The very core of human life is ambivalent — an ambivalen

; that penetrates the decpest layers of our unconscious. Ambivalence in
' psychoanalysis is not a vague general te
. flict. It has a much mor
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They also point out that the “Oedipal conflict, in its instinctual root, is
conceived of as a conflict of ambivalence (ambwalenz honflict), one of whose
principal dimensions is ‘a well grounded love and a no less justifiable
hatred towards one and the same person’.”"* This psychic ambivalence is
ineradicable and universal. “In almost every case where there is an in-
tense emotional attachment to a particular person we find that behind the
tender love there is a concealed hostility in the unconscious. This is the
classical example, the prototype, of the ambivalence of human emotions.
This ambivalence is present to a greater or less amount in the innate
disposition of everyone” (SE XIII, 60). We never completely succeed in
overcoming this ambivalence. And because it is located in the recesses of
our unconscious, we never completely control it. It is probable “that the
pochical impulses of primitie peoples were characterized by a higher amount of am-
bivalence than is to be found in modern civilized man. It is to be supposed that as this
ambiwalence diminished. taboo (a symplom of the ambivalence and a compromise be-
lween the two conflicting impulses) slowely disappeared”(SE XIII, 66). But Freud
stresses that this ambivalence, and the traces of taboo, never disappear
fully. The traces of primitive taboo throw light on the nature and origin of
conscience, “It is possible, without any stretching of the sense of the terms,
0 speak of taboo conscience or, after a taboo has been violated, of a
|ﬂb90 sense of guilt. Taboo conscience is probably the earliest form in
which the phenomenon of conscience is met with” (SE X111, 67).

Cﬂnscience is the internal perception of the rejection of a parlicula_r ““h
operating within us. The stress, however, is upon the fact that this rejection
haf 1o need 1o appeal to anything else for support, that it is quite ‘certain
of itsell’, This is even clearer in the consciousness of guilt — the perception
of the internal condemnation of an act by which we have carried out a
Particular wish. To put forward any reason for this would seem superflu-
ous: anyone who has a conscience must feel within him the justification for
the condemnation, must feel the self-reproach for the act that has been
carnied out. This same characteristic is to be seen in the savage’s auitud_c
towards taboo. It is a command issued by conscience; any violation of it
Produces a fearful sense of guilt which follows as a matter of course and of
which the origin is unknown. (S£ XIII, 68)

Ifevil is characterized as the violation of moral prohibitions, as a wolaflon

of the dictates of moral conscience, then the temptation to evil is ineradica-

ble. An ethic of honesty demands that we recognize this as a constitutive
ressing up In a

feature of our ic ki i hat Freud is d

psychic lives. It might scem that I're -
Modern psychoanalytic fashion the old Hob of man in the
State of nature, But Freud is far more radical an i
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postulate) about the psychological character of human beings in a state of
nature. But this is what Freud is denying. We have to learn to live with
this deep, ineradicable ambivalence; we cannot contain or adequately
rationally control it. We cannot eliminate our unconscious desires to vio-
late moral prohibitions. It is also a serious distortion to think that Freud's
doctrine is a secular version of the Christian doctrine of original sin. The
powerful psychic ambivalence that we experience is not the result of some
fall or act of a free will. It is certainly not freely chosen. Consequently, it
would be totally irrational to blame or morally judge human beings for
this psychic ambivalence that is ineradicable and universal.

There is still a fundamental perplexity that we have to confront in this
story of primal patricide. There seems to be a curious circularity to Freud’s
account. On first reading, it seems that he is giving us a historical account
of the origin of social organization, religion, and morality, drawing on his
psychoanalytic experience with neurotics and children. But the more closely
we examine what Freud is actually doing, the more evident it becomes
that this is not the deep logic of his narrative construction. Suppose once
again, we go over Freud’s narrative. Consider the state of aflairs before the
sons rise up and murder the father, The father has taken possession of the
females in the horde (including his own daughters) for his own sexual
satisfaction. But there is no suggestion in Freud's tale that the father
expeniences a “horror of incest.” Furthermore, since the father threatens
to murder or castrate his sons if they infringe upon his female possessions,
there doesn’t seem to be any taboo against murder. Does this mean that
the father does not experience “emotional ambivalence”? But if psychic
ambivalence is universal, why doesn’t the father (who himself was once a
son) expcri?nce it? Presumably, Freud’s story of the primal horde is sup-
E"fed to give an account of the origin of taboo. But in order for this

historical” account to work, to explain what it purports to explain, Freud
has to presuppose that the sons experience a psychic ambivalence that is not

experienced by the father. But why do the

: SOnNs experience psychic am-
bivalence whe

n the father doesn’t? There is a crucial gap in his narrative.
Let us bracket this difficulty for the moment, and consider what hap-
pens afler the brothers kill and devour the father. The reason why Freud
plat':cs so much emphasis on the cannibalistic devouring of the father (the
b for the totemic festival) is because he interprets this act as a form of
i’rsyf-‘hl,c wentification with the father. But this inference is itself based on
. reud’s PS_YChOHHa!yﬂC understanding of the dynamics of the unconscious.
n short, it looks like Freud is already presupposing what he is trying t©
band of brothers experience a sense of
“criminal” act. But why? And in what
act, especially if the prohibition against murder

cxplain. What happens next? The
guilt and remorse because of their
sense is this a “criminal”
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does not yet exist? Freud says:

We need only suppose that the tumultuous mob of brothers were filled with
the same contradictory feelings which we can see at work in the ambivalent
father-complexes of our children and of our neurotic patients. They hated
their father, who presented such a formidable obstacle to their craving for
power and their sexual desires; but they loved and admired him too. After
they got rid of him, had satisfied their hatred and had put into efect their
wish to identify themselves with him, the aflection which had all this time
been pushed under was bound to make itself felt. It did so in the form of
remorse. A sense of guilt made its appearance which in this instance coin-
cided with the remorse felt by the whole group. The dead father became
stronger than the living one had been — for events ok the course we olien
see them [ollow in human aflairs to this day. What had up to then been
prevented by his actual existence was thence forward prohibited by the sons
themselves, in accordance with the psychological procedure so familiar to
us in psycho-analysis under the name of ‘deferred obedience’. They re-
voked their deed by forbidding the killing of their totem, the substitute for
their father; and they renounced its fruits by resigning their claim to the
women who had now been set free. They thus created out of their filial
sense of guilt the two fundamental taboos of totemism, which for that very
reason inevitably corresponded to the two repressed wishes of the Oedipus
complex. Whoever contravened those taboos became guilty of the only two
crimes with which primitive society concerned itself. (S£ XIII, 143)

I have cited this passage at length because it makes it eminently clear that
the story of the primal horde does not explain the origin of the psychic
ambivalence that is characteristic of taboo, totemism, and conscience.
Rather, Freud presupposes that primitive men experience the same psychic
dynamics as the children and neurotics whom he has clinically observed.
What Freud has actually done is to create a historical myth — one lhzft
purports to explain the origin of social organization, morality, “"fj reli-
gion — which presupposes our present psychoanalytic understar)dmg of
ambivalence, identification, guilt, the Oedipal complex, repression, and
the psychic dynamics of the unconscious. We can now more fully appre-
ciate the perspicacity of Lévi-Strauss’s remark: “With Totem and Taboo,
Freud constructed a myth, and a very beautiful myth too. But like all
myths, it doesn’t tell us how things really happened. It tells us how men
need to imagine things happened so as to try to overcome contradic-
tions,” 1

In emphasizing that the story of the pri
tation of the psychological truth that Freu
human beings, my intention is not to criticize Frev !
he is actually doing when he appeals to our archaic herita

mal horde is a mythic represen-
d takes to be characteristic of

Freud, but to clarify what
ge. There is a
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striking similarity here between Freud’s constructions of the past and
Nietzsche’s gencalogy. Both thinkers appeal to the past in order to pro-
vide — to use Foucault’s phrase — “a history of the present.” And like
Nietzsche with his genealogical forays, Freud secks to shed light on our
present moral prohibitions. Freud differs significantly from Nietzsche in
his conviction that the basic psychic dynamics of human beings are uni-
versal and ahistorical. The dynamics of ambivalence, repression, guil,
and remorse do not change; only their manifestations change in the course
of human history. It is, of course true that psychoanalysis is always appeal-
ing to past infantile and childhood experiences in order to account for
present neuroses. But even this conception of human psychological devel-
opment is presumably characteristic of all human beings.

In Moses and Monotheism, where we find a similar genealogical logic at
work, Freud introduces a distinction between what he calls “matenial
truth” and “historical truth.” By “material truth” he means a kind of
literal truth than can be supported by objective evidence. Freud, the
godless Jew, who was critical of the explicit cognitive claims of all reli-
gions, steadfastly maintained that they are materially false. But when prop-
erly deciphered, it is possible to uncover the “historical truth” of a religion.
But by “historical truth” Freud does nof mean what we ordinarily mean
when we use this term; it is not a material truth about the past. Rather,
“historical truth” {which might more perspicuously be called “psychologi-
cal truth” or “psychoanalytic truth”) is the truth that psychoanalysis ena-
bles us to discover in the historical origins of religion. Using Freud's
distinction between material and historical truth, I am claiming that -
despite occasional comments to the contrary — the story of the primal
horde does not express the material truth about the archaic past. Itis a
constructed myth intended to express the historical truth — that is, the
psychological truth that is concealed and repressed, but which can be
recovered by psychoanalytic investigation. '

Although Freud is not - and should not be judged as — a moral philoso-
pht‘l: since he is not concerned primarily with the meaning and the justi-
lication of moral judgments, he is the most significant and disturbing moral
P{)’Cffalt)gm of the twentieth century. His claims about the ambivalent con-
lradlctor? unconscious desires of the human psyche — unconscious desires
:Ir:j ::;::'i::'(;:: ::la' a(;"*' never completely susceptible o rational cq:llrtil[;
speak shaut el lnyra cquate account of fml. Freud was not hesitan e
First World “’Bl.' he isponsc to the d:s:l!uswn.rm'm that r_csulu-d 1‘1.’0"‘1 -
Wa and Dcalh’,’ I glg‘;“’_ an essay, entitled “Thoughts for th.c 1 I_m'-i e
“thte brutality shows b ’i '3. \f;llch he confronted .ll}e trou.blmg‘ l;%uhcst
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iour.” He explicitly rejects the idea that we can eradicate “evil human
tendencies and, under the influence of education and a civilized environ-
ment, [replace] them by good ones” (SE XIV, 280-1).

In reality, there is no such thing as ‘eradicating’ evil. Psychological - or,
more strictly speaking, psycho-analytic — investigation shows instead that
the deepest essence of human nature consists of instinctual impulses which
are of an elementary nature, which are similar in all men and which aim at
the satisfaction of certain primal needs, These impulses in themselves are
neither good nor bad. We classify them and their expressions in that way,
according to their relation to the needs and demands of the human com-
munity. It must be granted that all the impulses which society condemns as
evil = let us take as representative the selfish and the eruel ones — are of this

primitive kind. (SE XIV, 281)

Freud consistently warns against the temptation to be seduced by oppos-
ing extremes: attaching too much rigidity to the “innate part” of human
nature, and “overestimating the total susceptibility to culture in compari-
son with the portion of instinctual life which has remained primitive” (SE
X1V, 283). The ethic of honesty demands that we acknowledge that “be-
lief in the ‘goodness’ of human nature is one of those evil illusions by which
mankind expect their lives to be beautified and made easier while in
reality they only cause damage” (SE XXII, 104; emphasis added). This
ethic also demands that we avoid the opposing extreme — of thinking that
human nature is inherently and irredeemably depraved. Some commen-
tators have thought that Freud’s basic message is a pessimistic one, and
that he completely abandons any Enlightenment hope regarding the efli-
cacy of reason. But this is unwarranted. Freud seeks an honest enlighten-
ment about reason itself, and urges us to become more realistic about its
frag'ility and limitations. Not pessimism, but a certain realism in the face
of uncontrollable contingencies, and an honest appraisal of the
ineradicability of evil, constitute the dominant message of Freud's psycho-

analytic investigations.

The theory of instincls

If we are to understand why Freud thinks that there is no such thing as
eradicating evil, then we need to probe his late theory of instincts. In 1915,
when he wrote his essay on war and death, he had not yet advanced this

I!f'?f”')’ = that of the struggle be
(Triebe): between Eros and Thanatos.

tween the life and the death insfin_cls |
V7 It is only in Beyond the Pleasure Principle |
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|‘ - a book that many believe represents a decisive turning point in Freud’s

development — that this thesis is speculatively advanced. But what does
;‘, Freud mean by Trieb? '* In Instincts and their Vicissitudes (Triebe und
| * Triebschicksale), Freud describes Trieb as “a concept on the frontier between
\

| the mental and the somatic . . . the psychical representative of the stimuli
‘ I originating from within the organism and reaching the mind, as a meas-
"": ure of the demand made upon the mind for the work in consequence of
il its connection with the body™ (SE X1V, 121-2)."
il There is also another sense in which Trieb is a border, or frontier,
\ (il concept. It not only marks a frontier concept between the somatic and the
il mental, but also a border between the unconscious and the conscious. To
e l indicate this in-between status, Freud coins the technical expression Reprdsentan;
(representation), and speaks of “psychical representations.” Trebe, grounded
‘I in our biological nature, can have different “psychical representations.”
||l |: | This is what enables us to speak of their vicissitudes.” This turns out to be
l 'lE especially important for understanding how the life instincts and death

il instincts have varied psychical representations.”!

! Prior 10 Freud's speculative introduction of the new dualism of the life
| and death instincts in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, he had distinguished
between sexual instincts and ego instincts. But Freud tells us that the
“compulsion to repeat” painful traumas that he observed clinically in the
dreams of patients who suffered from traumatic neurosis compelled him
to revise his understanding of the workings of the pleasure and reality
PanCipltS, as well as his theory of instincts. Laplanche and Pontalis de-
scribe what is new in the dualism of instincts that Freud introduced in
1920, and which he steadfastly maintained until the end of his life.

The new instinctual dualism introduced in Beyond the Pleasure Prnciple con-
trasts the life instincts and the death instincts, modifying the function and
location of the instincts in the conflict. '
a. The topographical conflict (between the defensive agency and the re-
pressed agency) no longer coincides with instinctual conflict: the id is pic-
tured as an instinctual reservoir containing both types of instinct. The energy
i used by the ego is drawn from this common fund, particularly in the form
of “desexualized and sublimated™ energy. .
b. The two great classes of instincts are postulated in this last theory less
a: the concrete motive forces of the actual functioning of the organism
i :_oan as ,l"?ndamcmal principlc.s which ultimately regulate its activity: “The
\' I rrcl:s s S assume 1o exist behind the tensions caused by the needs
1?3 “lﬁ;': id are called instincts,” Tl.uis shift of emphasis is especially clear in a
1ar statement of Freud’s; “The theory of the instincts is so to say our

mythology i . pi o 3 1 - .
il nc).v,.s kel Instincts are mythical entities, magnificent in their indefimite-
{ 1 .
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At the conclusion of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud (in a final footnote)
gives his own description of the shift that has taken place with his new

speculative hypothesis.”

We came to know what the ‘sexual instincts’ were from their relation to the
sexes and to the reproductive function. We retained this name after we had
been obliged by the lindings of psycho-analysis to connect them less closely
with reproduction. With the hypothesis of narcissistic libido and the extension
of the concept of libido to the individual cells, the sexual instinct was trans-
formed for us into Eros, which seeks to force together and hold together the
portions of living substance. YWhat are commonly called the sexual instincts
are looked upon by us as part of Eros which is directed towards objects. Our
speculations have suggested that Eros operates from the beginning of life and
appears as a ‘life instinct’ in opposition to the ‘death instinct’ which was
brought into being by the coming to life of inorganic substance. These specu-
lations seck to solve the riddle of life by supposing that these two instincts
were struggling with each other from the very first. (£ XVIII, 60-1)

It may appear that Freud is backing into a psychological version of
Manichaeism, where our lives are caught in the battle and struggle of two
opposing cosmic forces. But any identification of Eros with a cosmological
principle of the good, and the death instincts with a principle of cvil is
simplistic and grossly misleading. It is certainly true that when Freud
speculates about the battle between the life and death instincts, he claims
that their scope is far wider than the human psyche. The aim of the death
instincts is a return to the inorganic (a thesis that fascinated Thomas
Mann), whereas the aim of the life instincts is to combine more and more
living substance into ever greater unities. He closely associates the death
instincts with the tendency to sell-destructiveness. In the Naw Introductory

Lectures, he advances the following speculation:

IFit is true that - at some immeasurably remote time and in a manner we
cannot conceive — life once proceeded out of inorganic matter, then, ac-
cording to our presumnption, an instinct must have arisen which sought to
do away with life once more and to reestablish the inorganic state. If we
recognize in this instinct the self-destructiveness of our hypothesis, we may
regard the self-destructiveness as an expression of a ‘death instinct’” which
cannot fail 10 be present in every vital process. And now the instincts l]:lal
we believe in divide themselves into two groups — the erotic instincts, W}'I!(‘h
seek to combine more and more living substance into ever greater uniies,
and the death instincts, which oppose this effort and lead ‘-*:h"“ i .Ilwng
back into an inorganic state. From the concurrent and opposing action of
these two proceed the phenomena of life which are brought to an end by

death. (SE XXI1, 107)
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Freud is certainly aware of the objection that he is engaging in wild
speculation — speculation that goes far beyond what clinical observation
warrants. But he responds by declaring: “You may perhaps shrug your
shoulders and say: “That isn’t natural science, it’s Schopenhauer’s philoso-
phy!” But, Ladies and Gentlemen, why should not a bold thinker have
guessed something that is afterwards confirmed by sober and painstaking
detailed research?” (SE XXII, 107).%*

Despite the fact that during his lifetime (and up until the present) many
critics, and even Freud's most sympathetic defenders, have strongly ob-
jected to his speculative hypothesis about the dualism of life and death
instincts, Freud himself never hesitated in advocating his late theory of
instinets.”® The most important feature of this duality is Freud’s insistence
on the inextricable fusion (Vermischung) and mingling of these opposing
instincts and their psychical representations. We never encounter either of
these in its “pure” form, although for analytical purposes we characterize
them as if they are distinguishable. This means that we never find the
psychical representative of the life instincts without also discovering the
psychical representative of the death instincts. It is this fusion of these basic
instincts that is the source of Freud's conviction that evil is ineradicahle.
From Freud's psychoanalytic perspective, it is impossible to think that
there can be Eros without Thanatos (or Thanatos without Eros) — although
the psychical representation of these instinets, and the dominance of one
of them over the other, may vary.

Actually the extent of the fusion of the life and death instincts is even
more intricate and complex than has yet been indicated. If we analyze
CI_C‘SCIY Freud's initial description of the life and death instincts, and follow
his subsequent formulations, we discover a subtle, but consequential, shift
of emphasis. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, when Freud introduces his new
dualism of instincts, he stresses that the aim of Eros is to create and
maintain ever-greater unities; it is the binding instinct. This is why Eros is
so vital for the creation of civilized communities. In his final formulation
of the theory of instincts presented in An Outline of Psycho-Analysis (written
in 1938, but published posthumously in 1940), he declares:

After long hesitancies and vacillations we have decided to assume the exist-
ence of only two basic instinets, Eros and the destructive instinct . . . . The aim
of the first of these instinets is to establish ever greater unities and to
pl:‘escwe them thus - in short, to bind together; the aim of the second is, o0
:h: (Cit;;trrary., 2 u"_do connections and so to destroy things. In the case c‘:f

uetive Instinct we may suppose that its final aim is to lead what is

living into an inorganic state, For thi 4 -
b e, F i tincl.
(SE XXII1, 148) or this reason we also call it the death s
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But in many places, and especially in Civilization and its Discontents, Freud
also describes how sexual love (one of the manifestations of Eros) is disrup-
tive of the binding force of civilizing processes. “On the one hand love
comes into opposition to the interests of civilization; on the other, civiliza-
tion threatens love with substantial restrictions” (SE XXI, 103). Ers in
one of its psychical representations is a binding force for greater and
greater unities, but in another of its psychical representations, it is vio-
lently disruptive of civilizing processes. Consequently, there is not only a
dualism between life and death instincts, but also a duality intninsic to Eros
itself. This basic instinct can have contradictory psychical representations.
The same is true of the death instincts. Just as Eros is essential for the
creation of civilization, but can also be disruptive and destructive, so the
death instincts are not simply destructive, but can also be creative. Onc of
the primary manifestations of the aggressive energy of the death instincts
is work. Without work, there would be no civilization. And human work
can harness this aggressive energy in a nondestructive way. If one deprives
the tendency toward aggression of the possibility of manifesting itsell’ in
“creative” external ways, there is a danger that this aggressive energy will
turn against the self in a neurotic and self-destructive manner. But the
death instincts also pose a threat to civilization. They can explode into a
fury of destruction and self-destruction. There is also an intrinsic duality
within the death instincts. Consequently there is not only a warring dual-
ity between Eros and Thanatos; there is an intrinsic duality (ambivalence)
within the life and death instincts. Both are at once absolutely necessary
for the creation and preservation of civilization, and both pose the greatest
dangers and threats to civilization.

In order to draw out the full significance of Freud’s understanding of
the ambivalence that is intrinsic to the basic instincts of Eros and Thanatos
for our inquiry into evil, I want to turn to one of the most disturbing and
thought-provoking discussions of Freud’s late theory of instincts — the
discussion in Civilization and its Discontents. He begins the sixth section ol the
hook by “confessing” that he has a strong feeling that what he has said so
far (in the first five sections of the book) is common knowledge and St?lll
cevident. He now turns to explore how a “special, independent aggressive
instinct means an alteration of the psycho-analytic theory of the i_nslincls“
(S£ XXI, 117). He acknowledges that his introduction of the duality of the
life and death instincts has met with resistance even in analytic circles. But
he informs us that in the ten years since he first put forth the hypothesis of
the duality of the life and death instincts, “they have gained such a hold
upon me that I can no longer think in any other way” (SE XXI, 119). The
phenomena of sadism and masochism had been important for psycho-
analysis long hefore the introduction of the late theory of instincts, but
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in the human species, This struggle is what life essentially consists of, and
the evolution of civilization may therefore be simply described as the strug-
gle for life of the human species. And it is this battle of the giants that our
nurse-maids try to appease with their lullaby about Heaven. (SE XXI, 122)

[ want to draw out the consequences of this understanding of the battle
between Eros and Thanatos for the moral psychology of evil. Although
Freud does occasionally speak about “good” and “evil” impulses, or even
instincts, in his more careful formulations he makes it clear that the 1d -
the pimary source of instincts — is nonmoral. “From the point of view of
instinctual control, of morality, it may be said of the id that it is totally
nonmoral, of the ego that it strives to be moral, and of the super-ego that
it can be super-moral and then become as cruel as only the id can be” (SE
XIX, 54). Moral predicates are applicable to the ego and the superego,
but not to the id. Morality itself, as we have seen, is a cultural invention
that comes into existence with the “criminal deed” of the murder and
devouring of the primal father by the band of brothers. It is not only that
the id is the source of nonmoral instincts, but that these instincts are
contradictory and ambivalent: it is smpossible to satisfy all our instinctual
desires. Our instinctual drives are at once the source of moral prohibitions
and always stand ready to disrupt moral prohibitions. Civilization is the
site of the never-ending struggle between Eros and Thanatos. The key term
here is strugole — a struggle that can take many different forms, but such
that there is never a final, permanent reconciliation or stabilization. At
times, Freud entertains the possibility that we may neutralize our native
aggressiveness. Indeed, if there is to be any civilization, we must be able to
control and redirect our aggressiveness so that it is not totally destructive.
But this attempt is never completely successful or stable. Even though
there are complex psychic mechanisms for repressing and sublimating our
basic instincts, their primal energy is never really diminished. They can
break out with renewed power in the most unexpected circumstances in
the development of an individual or a civilization. There is no way to
eliminate the psychic ambivalence which is intrinsic to our human nature
and which is manifested in the struggle of our basic instincts.

Freud died on the eve of the Second World War, but he had already
witnessed the cruelty and barbarity of the Nazis. He certainly wloultl not
have been shocked by the subsequent genocide and exterminations that
occurred, or by the massacres that have occurred (and continue (o oceur)
since the end of the Second World War throughout the world under the
most diverse conditions. We have already seen that in “Thoughts for_ the
Times on War and Death” he noted the tendency of highly Civ‘:hZCd
societies o regress to extreme forms of cruelty and unrestrained orgies of
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destructiveness. There are those who think that by keeping alive the memo-
ries of barbaric horrors we can prevent them from occurring again. Freud
would agree that it is important to keep these memories alive, but not
because this can prevent such horrors from happening again. What is far
more important is that we remember that the destructive power of our
instinctual nature is never obliterated. All talk of some final reconciliation
or harmony is nursery talk. Our most violent primitive instinctual im-
pulses coexist with the very development of moral codes and prohibitions.
We may desperately want to believe that there is something we can do,
some institutionalization of the memory of horrors, some politcal ar-
rangement that can be brought about, that will finally and successfully
contain the aggressive and destructive capacities of human beings. To
succumb to such a wish fulfillment is to succumb to a dangerous illusion,
Freud is in the best tradition of the Aufkldrung insofar as his ecthic of
honesty demands “telling it as it is,” even when this requires challenging
Enlightenment prejudices about the goodness, malleability, or rationality
of human nature. What we must never forget is that our so-called primi-
tive instinctual impulses (including our aggressive and destructive impulses)
coexist alongside the development of moral codes and prohibitions and
the development of civilization.

The earlier mental state may not have manifested itsell for years, but none
the less it is so far present that it may at any time again become the mode
of expression of the forces in the mind, and indeed the only one, as though
all later developments had been annulled or undone. This extraordinary
plasticity of mental developments is not unrestricted as regards direction; it
may bc described as a special capacity for involution — for regression -
since it may well happen that a later and higher stage of development, once
abandoned, cannot be reached again. But the primitive stages can always
be re-establishied; the primitive mind is, in the fullest meaning of the word,

imperishable. (SE XIV, 285-6)

To complete my analysis of the relevance of Freud’s moral psychology
for the problem of evil, I want to examine his genetic account of con-
science .a.nd the sense of guilt, the character of human responsibility, and
the fragility of reason. In so doing we will see both the similarities and the

striking differences with Nietzsche. Let us begin by recalling what Freud

l.cllls us about the genesis of conscience in Totem and Taboo. Taboo com-
science is the most pri

more highly deve r‘;lill‘ive form of F(_m&('imc‘c, and it is lh(‘. basis I"t‘)é l}:‘
N 2 ol OPCI orms 91' religious and moral conscience. Qh
operating widi emal pereeption of the rejection of a par-uculal' wis
cis & - (SE X111, 68). It is closely associated with the con-
sniess of guilt and the remorse experienced by the band of brothers
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when they murdered the tyrannical father whom they revered and honored
but also feared and hated. We lind traces of taboo conscience in civilized
moral conscience. Thus, Freud concludes, “it seems probable that con-
science arose on a basis of emotional ambivalence . . . that it arose under
the conditions which we have shown to apply in the case of taboo and of
obsessional neurosis — namely, that one of the opposing feelings involved
shall be unconscious and kept under repression by the compulsive domi-
nation of the other” (SE XIII, 68). Freud frequently refined his views on
the origin of conscience. After he introduced his model of the id, ego, and
superego in 1923, he enriched and revised his understanding of the origin
and formation of conscience.”

In his relatively late New I[ntroductory Lectures (1933), he describes con-
science as arising from the splitting of the ego, where one part observes
and judges the other part. Just as the ego arises from the id, so the
superego arises from the splitting of the ego. Freud identifies conscience
with the superego — or, more accurately, with the tension that arises be-
tween the ego and the superego. He even refers to Kant’s famous state-
ment about the moral law (which Freud associates with moral conscience)
in the Critigue of Practical Reason.

Following a well-known pronouncement of Kant's which couples the con-
science within us with the starry Heavens, a pious man might well be
tempted 1o honour these two things as the masterpieces of creation. The
stars are indeed magnificent, but as regards conscience God has done an
uneven and careless piece of work, for a large majority of men have brought
along with them only a modest amount of it or scarcely enough to be worth
mentoning . . . . Even if conscience is something ‘within us’, yet it is not so

from the first. (S£ XXII, 61)*

Just as Freud denies that there is an innate or original aversion to incest or
murder, so he does not think that there is any original or innate con-
science. This is why we must give a genetic account of the prohibitio_n
against incest, murder, and the origin of conscience. Let us see how this
unfolds.

The id is the mental province in which the logical laws of thoug.ht
(including the law of contradiction) do not apply. “Contrary impulses cxist
side by side, without cancelling each other out or diminishing carh'mhcr
-« . There is nothing in the id that could be compared with negation
.. There is nothing in the id that corresponds to the idea of lim-c; there is
no recognition of the passage of time, and . . . no altcr?\tion in its mental
processes is produced by the passage of time .. . . The id of course knows
no judgements of value: no good and evil, no morality” (SE XXII, 73-4).
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|
Ll
\ It There is an ambiguity in this characterization of the id that Freud

i1 clears up elsewhere. One may wonder whether if it even makes sense 1o
| speak of contrary impulses standing side by side if there is nothing in the
' id that can be compared with negation. When Freud says that there are
contrary impulses in the id, he is already speaking from the perspective of
the ego, for which the concept of negation and “contrary impulses”
make sense. In The Question of Lay Analysis (1926), Freud describes the id
as follows: “In the id there are no conflicts; contradictions and antitheses
persist side by side in it unconcernedly, and are often adjusted by the
formation of compromises. In similar circumstances the ego feels a con-
flict which must be decided; and the decision lies in one urge being
abandoned in favour of the other. The ego is an organization character-
ized by a very remarkable trend toward unification, towards synthesis,
This characteristic is lacking in the id; it is, as we might say, ‘all to
pieces’; its different urges pursue their own purposes independently and
regardless of one another” (SE XX, 196). If we restrict our discussion to
the id - or, as we might say, the id in itself — there is, strictly speaking, no
conflict, ambivalence, contradiction, or negation. Conflict and ambiva-
lence emerge only with the development of the ego, and with the mani-
festation in the ego of urges that have their original locus in the id. With
the formation of the ego, there is no escape from conflict and ambiva-
lence.

Despite Freud'’s admiration for Kant, he radically departs from Kant.
Unlike Kant, he does not think that the source of the moral law and
moral conscience is to be found in practical reason. For Kant it makes
no sense to speak of the psychological origins of the moral law, but only
of the psychological origins of our becoming aware of this law. But for
Freud the origin of the moral law and moral conscience is to be traced
back to the psychic ambivalence that is the basis for taboos. Moral
conscience comes into existence from the tension between the superego
and the ego. What fascinated Freud about primitive taboos originally is
that l_hcre did not seem to be any explanation for their existence. The
question of the “justification™ of taboos does not even arise for those
primitives who experience them. This is why Freud secks a psychoana-
Iytic account of their origin. Just as he thinks that the origin of totem
conscience has nothing to do with reason, so he regards this as just as
true of its more civilized derivative, moral conscience. To give an ad-
e o o e oo o iy, o o b e
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ental authority. But the development of conscience and the sense of guilt
are more complicated than this. The very aggressiveness that is rooted
in the id hecomes an additional, and more threatening, source of the
energy and harshness for the superego.

In Civilization and its Discontents, Freud explains how this introjection is the
source of the severity and threatening power of the superego.

His aggressiveness is introjected, internalized; it is, in point of fact, sent
back to where it came from — that is, it is directed towards his own ego.
There it is taken over by a portion of the ego, which sets itself over against
the rest of the ego as the super-ego, and which now, in the form of ‘con-
science’, is ready to put into action against the ego the same harsh aggres-
siveness that the ego would have liked to satisfy upon the other, extraneous
individuals. The tension between the harsh super-ego and the ego that is
subjected to it, is called by us the sense of guilt; it expresses itself as a need
for punishment. Civilization, therefore, obtains mastery over the individu-
al’s dangerous desire for aggression by weakening and disarming it and by
setting up an agency within him to watch over it, like a garrison in a
conquered city, (SE XXI, 123-4)%

Consequently, there is a three-stage model in the genesis of moral con-
science, “First comes renunciation of instinct owing to fear of aggression
of extemal authority.” Then “comes the erection of an intemal authority,
and the renunciation of instinct owing to the fear of conscience
[Gewissenangsi].” Finally, there is the “double bind” of conscience.

And here at last an idea comes in which belongs entirely to psycho-analysis,
and which is foreign to people’s ordinary way of thinking. This idca is of a
sort which enables us to understand why the subject-matter was bound to
seem so confused and obscure to us. For it tells us that conscience (or more
correctly, the anxiety which later becomes conscience) is indeed the cause
of instinctual renunciation to begin with, but that later the relationship is
reversed. Every renunciation of instinct now becomes a dynamic source of
conscience and every fresh renunciation increases the latter’s severity and

intolerance. (SE XXI, 128-9)

There is another extremely important consequence of F reud’s ge'.-":ﬁc
account of the formation of conscience. The formation of conscience is, of
course essential for the development of morality. Without conscience there
is no morality, no control over “evil impulses.” But there is no guarantee
that conscience will function in a normal way. Freud entertains 'he. i
pothesis that there are social circumstances in which there can be a disap-
pearance of conscience. In Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, Freud

elaborates this possibility.
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For us it would be enough to say that in a group the individual is brought
under conditions which allow him to throw ofl the repressions of his uncon-
scious instinctual impulses. The apparently new characteristics which he
then displays are in fact the manifestations of this unconscious, in which all
that is evil in the human mind is contained as a predisposition. We can find
no difficulty in understanding the disappearance ol conscience or of a sense
of responsibility in these circumstances. (SE XVIII, 74)

Freud here opens up a frightening possibility that he never systematically
explored — that there are social circumstances in which there is a “disap-
pearance of conscience” and no repression of “all that is evil in the human
mind.” Although Hannah Arendt was deeply suspicious of psychoanalysis,
and rarely ever mentions Freud, she was nevertheless concerned with the
phenomenon of the disappearance of conscience in totalitarian regimes -
or rather, the ways in which it could be so ecasily manipulated. This
became a major theme in Eichmann in Jerusalem.

And just as the law in civilized countries assumes that the voice of con-
science tells everybody “Thou shalt not kill,” even though man’s natural
desires and inclinations may at times be murderous, so the law in Hitler's
land demanded that the voice of conscience tell everybody “Thou shalt
kill," although the organizers of massacres knew full well that murder is
against the normal desires and inclinations of most people. Evil in the

Third Reich had lost the quality by which most people recognize it = the
quality of temptation, ™

! suspect that Freud might well agree with Arendt, but with one very
important caveat. It is only in a manifest sense that “murder is against the
normal desires and inclinations of most people.” Psychoanalysis teaches us
that murderous desires are “normal” and ineradicable. This is precisely
Vf'hy.rhc. renunciation of instincts, and especially the repression of aggres-
SIVE Insuncts, are so vital for the development of civilization. It is also why
“.lc. development of conscience and morality is so important for sustaining
civilization. And finally, this is why “disappearance of conscience” is such
a dangerous (albeit all 100 real) possibility that threatens civilization with
outhursts of unrestrained aggressiveness and destruction.

Nietzsche and Freud

The similarity between Nietzsche’
of conscience and Fre
logic of Nietzsche’s

s genealogical account of the formation
ud’s genetic account is striking initially. The very
Genealogy of Morals seems to anticipate Freud. In
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Nietzsche's account of the formation of conscience, there is a movement
from external social circumstances to intemalization. But the more closely we
compare Nictzsche and Freud, the more their fundamental differences
emerge. Nietzsche describes the origin of bad conscience as a dialectical
development in his genealogical narrative — a stage that is situated be-
tween the myth of the aristocratic noble ethic of good and bad and the
(possible) movement beyond good and evil. But the primary thrust of Freud's
thinking is to challenge any such dialectical interpretation of the renuncia-
tion of the instincts, as well as the internalization that gives rise to con-
science. The function of Freud'’s mythological narrative of the murder of
the primal father is the very opposite of Nietzsche’s gencalogical account.
Itis intended to show that ever since brothers first killed and devoured the
primal father, there has been no fundamental change in the psychic dy-
namics of the formation of conscience and the expenence of guilt and
remorse. Ineradicable ambivalence is not a dialectical stage in the devel-
opment of humanity: it is a permanent feature of the psychic life of humans. From
a depth-psychological (or psychoanalytical) perspective, there is no funda-
mental difference between the emotional life of so-called primitive men
and that of contemporary civilized men. Moreover, it is an illusion to
think that we can overcome or transform this ambivalence. The vicissi-
tudes of our psychic dynamics (including repression, guilt, and conscience)
take place within a very limited range.?' The ethic of honesty demands
that we learn to live with this. Freud would be suspicious of the hypothesis
that there was a time when aristocratic nobles did not expenience guilt,
remorse and bad conscience. Although Freud affirms that aggressive in-
stincts can express themselves creatively in ways that are essential for
civilization (for example, productive work), he would challenge the claim
that the external discharge of these instincts can eltmunate psychic ambiva-
lence. There cannot be any final, or even stable, “solution” to the warring
between Eros and Thanatos. To believe that there can be such a solution is
to underestimate the depth of irreconcilable instinctual conflicts. Freud is
scornful of those who think that there can be some sort of utopian solution
to this fundamental psychic ambivalence. And he would be just as scorn-
ful of any talk of a transvaluation of values, or a movement beyond good
and evil that suggests that men (even only a few gifted free spirits) can
achieve an aesthetic harmony that somehow transforms or reconciles these
fundamental instinctual conflicts. Freud might even accuse Nietzsche, the
great critic of morality, of being infected by the moralism that he <_ie-
plores. Nietzsche's critique of morality is performed from the pqmpth\f,C
of a demand for a higher ethic. The passion and intensity of N:clﬂzsghe s
critique of morality, his analysis and ultimate condemnation of the will to
nothingness,” derive from his demand for a new transvaluation of values,




156 The Moral Psychology of Euil

a new higher ethic. But for Freud, this “higher ethic” is a dangerous
illusion, because it seduces us into thinking that we can change what
cannot be altered — our unconscious instinctual life, which is marked by
the perpetual struggle of the life and death instincts.

It is, of course true that both Nietzsche and Freud warn us about what
can happen when the aggressive instincts that are bottled up and internal-
ized explode into a fury of destruction. Indeed, they were both prophetic
about a possibility, which has become all too real in the twentieth century.
Neither of them would be surprised by the massacres, sadistic orgies of
destruction, and genocides of our time. But the consequences of their
thinking concerning the problem of evil are very different. The evil that
most concerns Nietzsche is that which results from the triumph of ressentiment,
the nihilism that is the consequence of the will to nothingness. Only the
transvaluation of values achieved by Nietzsche’s overman (Ubermensch) can
“redeem” humanity. But Freud is far more cautious and modest in his
aims. We must learn to live with the fact that there are no final solutions
for the struggle between the life and death instincts, that there is no way
to eliminate latent human aggressiveness and ambivalence. Their conse-
quences can be modulated only within a very limited range. We cannot
climinate our “evil impulses.” Freud’s primary message is deflationary of
utopian hopes, but it is not a doctrine of pessimism. It is, rather, a doc-
trine of psychological realism whose intent is to disabuse us of misguided
illusions about who we are and who we may become. The ethic of hon-

esty demands constant vigilance against the outbursts of unrestrained ag-
gressiveness.

Responsibility for evil

I want to conclude my interrogation of Freud’s moral psychology by
exploring human responsibility for evil and the modest, but crucial, role of
reason. Because the id is the locus of instincts that are beyond our con-
scious rauonal control, it might seem that the very idea of moral respon-
sibility is undermined. Furthermore, there has been a great deal of loose
v qu-d 's psychological determinism, which would seem to under-
r];nne any Ppositive conception of human freedom and rcsponsibilil)"-
Ful lahls is a false, d_istoncd picture of Freud {and psychoanalysis), for

o Pr?‘!‘des us with a more complex and subtle account of human
;::EODSIbth- It is, of course true that we are not responsible for our
encer.lc;{uicf)tgwmcm' or for the psychic ambivalence that we expert
ti - T, We are not responsible for the many unpredictable con-

ngencies that can have such a dramatic effect on the formation and the
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severity of conscience. The ego, which is the primary locus of responsibil-
ity, is always in a precarious position, for it must defend itself from three
sources — the id, the superego, and external reality, Philip Rieff states this
succinctly when he notes that Freud tended to envisage the ego as in
permanent crisis where it is “goaded on by the id, hemmed in by the
super-cgo and rebuffed by reality.”* The ethic of honesty demands an
appreciation of the various factors that condition human responsibility —
not abandonment of responsibility. Freud is quite explicit about this. In a
little-known note that he intended to add to later editions of The Interpreta-
tion of Dreams, he raised the question of our responsibility for the latent
content of our dreams.” He says, “one must hold oneself responsible for
the evil impulses of one’s dreams. What else is one to do with them? . . . .
If I seek to classify the impulses that are present in me according to social
standards into good and bad, I must assume responsibility for both sorts;
and il in defence, I say that what is unknown, unconscious and repressed
in me is not my ‘ego,’ then I shall not be basing my position upon psycho-
analysis” (SE XIX, 133). Freud is aware of the objection that “this bad
repressed content” belongs to the id, not to the ego, but he reminds us
that “this ego developed out of the id, it forms with it a single biological
unit, it is only a specially modified peripheral portion of it, and it is subject
to the influences and obeys the suggestions that arise from the id. For any
vital purpose a scparation of the ego from the id would be a hopeless
undertaking” (SE XIX, 133). To drive home his point about responsibil-
ity, he says:

Moreover, if T were to give way to my moral pride and tried to decree that
for the purposes of moral valuation I might disregard the evil in the id and
need not make my ego responsible for it, what use would that be to me?
Experience shows me that I nevertheless do take responsibility, that I am
somehow compelled to do so. (SE XIX, 133)

It may be objected that Freud is here dealing with the psychological fact
that individuals feel responsible for their “evil impulses,” but lha.t this
psychological observation is not to be confused with the moral question of
whether they ought to assume responsibility for these impulses. This o_chc~
tion fails to appreciate the extent to which F reud is calling into unsllon a
categorical divide between “is” and “ought.” Freud docs recogmze that
there are pathological conditions in which individuals suffer pamﬁl.l!y.from
a sense of guilt over which they have no control. But he is_jus! as U?SIS“"“
m affirming that there is a proper, essential role for conscience, guilt, :nd
? i%]ensc of responsibility. He continues the passage I have just quoted as
Ollows:
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Psycho-analysis has made us familiar with a pathological condition, obsessional
neurosis, in which the poor ego feels itself responsible for all sorts of evil
impulses ol which it knows nothing, impulses which are brought up against
it in consciousness but which it is unable to acknowledge. Something of this is
present in every normal person. It is a remarkable fact that the more moral he is
the more sensitive is his ‘conscience’. It is just as though we could say that
the healthier a man is, the more liable he is to contagions and to the effects
of injuries. This is no doubt because conscience is itself a reaction-forma-
tion against the evil that is perceived in the id. The more strongly the Jatter
is suppressed, the more active is the conscience, (SE XIX, 133 4; emphasis

added)

We can now appreciate the meaning of the famous statement that is
frequently quoted (and just as frequently misunderstood). “Where id was,
there ego shall be” (Wo Es war, soll Ich werden). Freud makes this statement
in his Nao Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1933), where he warns us
about making the distinction between id, ego, and superego too rigid. We
must allow them to merge together like “areas of colour melting into onc
another as they are presented by modern artists” (SE XXII, 79). Freud
declares that the aim of psychoanalytic therapy is to strengthen the ego. He
writes: “Its intention is, indeed, to strengthen the ego, to make it more
independent of the super-ego, to widen its ficld of perception and enlarge
its organization, so that it can appropriate fresh portions of the id. Where
id was, there ego shall be. 1t is a work of culture — not unlike the draining
of the Zuider Zee” (SE XXII, 80).

When we consider Freud’s analysis of conscience, the sense of guilt, the
superego, morality, and responsibility, we realize how strikingly he de-
parts from the Kantian tradition that virtually identifies morality with
;?raaical rationality. Conscience — the heart of everyday morality — has
little to do with rationality. Its genesis is to be explained as a vestige of
taboo'conscicnce. As Philip Rieff notes, “The aim of reason may be cither
(1) to introduce or to buttress super-ego controls for purposes of efliciency,
or (2) to break down rigid and superfluous moral controls . . . - Con-
science, not passion, emerges as the last enemy of reason. True self-aware-
ness is impossible until the moralizing voice is restrained, or at least
controlled.” Freud neither deni
son plays in our liv
the power and au

grates nor exaggerates the role that rea-
es. Against some of the grandiose claims made about
. tonomy of reason, Freud is the great debunker. -
certainly exposes What he considers the misguided claim that reason is o
E:‘:)::i tl)ll; i:]nko:‘;:tyFand moral conscience. _Bm it wou'ld be the gﬁll'v;ﬂ
rational ['uncticml ;"—'Ud i Ui Rt bt m}P(mancv : [i
Aty s of the ego. It is only by strengthening ke T

8 Of the ego that we can ever hope to restrain the potential disas-
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trous destructive consequences of our “evil impulses.” At times, Freud
expresses skepticism about how much success can be achieved in strength-
ening the ego, and in cultivating a healthy sense of moral responsibility.
But at other times, he is cautiously optimistic. In The Future of an lllusion, he
writes: “We may insist as often as we like that man’s intellect is powerless
in comparison with his instinctual life, and we may be right in this. Nev-
ertheless, there is something about this weakness. The voice of the intel-
lect is a soft one, but it does not rest till it has gained a hearing. Finally,
after a countless succession of rebufls, it succeeds” (SE XXI, 53).% When
Freud speaks in this manner (as he frequently does), he identifies himsell
explicitly with the Enlightenment’s commitment to reason and science -
to logos.” But he stands in that tradition which demands that Enlighten-
ment itsell must be subjected to critique, and that we be honest about the
fragility and precariousness of reason, There is not any inconsistency in
these opposing emphases; they bring forth the nuances of Freud’s posi-
tion. We must be sensitive to the fragility and limits of reason, but vigilant
in strengthening the rational functions of the ego. We must be realistic
about the conflicting nature and dynamics of our basic instincts, but aware
of the responsibility we bear when we allow our aggressive instincts to
manifest themselves in destructive ways.

Yet, despite Freud’s skepticism regarding Kantian claims about the
significance and role of practical rationality in accounting for morality,
there is a sense in which Freud vindicates Kant’s doctrine of radical evil.
Let us recall that the primary meaning of “radical” for Kant is the etymo-
logical sense in which it literally refers to the root of things. When Kant
aflirms, that “man is evil by nature,” he is asserting that human beings, in
their very roots, are evil. Ironically, it is Freud who, in his moral psycho-
logy, provides grounds for this thesis. Freud, in his analysis of psychic
ambivalence, in his myth of the primal horde, in his late theory of in-
stinets, teaches us that there are powerful evil propensitics. He provides
the psychoanalytic evidence that warrants the key claim made by Kant,
but which is never adequately justified by him.

Recently, Freud has come in for a great deal of criticism. Indeed “F rcpd‘
bashing” has become an industry. Psychoanalysis as a therapy for curing
or alleviating pathological conditions has come under severe attack, and‘ls
being rapidly displaced by other forms of therapy. But a]pngsnde this,
psychoanalysis as a source of insight and fertile speculation in such l.iek?s
as film studies, feminism, cultural criticism, and even Holocaust stuc.hrs s
flourishing. 1 have already indicated how even the most sympathetic de-
fenders of Freud reject his speculation about the death instinct. And dis-
putes about the epistemnological status of psychoanalysis as a :':c:enllﬁc
discipline continue to rage just as they did during Freud’s lifetime. But
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even as we subject Freud to the most rigorous criticism, and reject many
of his specific claims, I believe that Freud has significantly altered our
understanding of human nature and the dynamics of the psyche. This has
the utmost significance for our understanding of the human capacity for
evil. Freud teaches us that, “in reality, there is no eradicating of evil.” We
must never underestimate the power and energy of our basic drives and
instincts, and the depth of psychic ambivalence. We must never delude
ourselves into thinking that our instinctual destructive capacity can be
completely tamed or controlled. We must never forget that all sorts of
unexpected contingencies can unleash “barbarous” outbursts of aggres-
sion and destruction. This is true for individuals, groups, and societies.
Unfortunately, the evidence of the massacres and genocides of the twen-
ticth century, which have occurred under the most diverse conditions,
“confirms” Freud’s warning. Freud's ethic of honesty demands that we
learn to recognize and live with this reality without succumbing to ineffec-
tual moralizing. Regression and barbarism can never be laid to rest. This
does not mean that we must impotently resign ourselves to them. While
recognizing the fragility and limits of reason, we must seck to strengthen
those rational ego functions that enable us to mitigate the destructive
consequences of our aggressive impulses. The sobering moral to be drawn
from Freud is that there are no (and cannot be any) “final solutions” to
the problem of evil. The drama of our individual and collective lives is
always being played out against a background of ineradicable psychic
ambivalence, where “evil impulses” may temporarily be held in check,
suppressed, and repressed, but never permanently eliminated.




Part III

After Auschwitz







Prologue

Arendt: You know, what was decisive was not the year 1933, at least not for
me. What was decisive was the day we learned about Auschwitz.

Gaus: When was that?

Arendt: That was in 1943. At first we didn’t believe it — although my hus-
band and I always said that we expected anything from that bunch. But we
didn’t believe this because militarily it was unnecessary and uncalled for. . . .
And then a half-year later we believed it after all, because we had the prool.
That was the real shock. Before that we said: Well, one has enemies? That
is entirely natural. Why shouldn’t people have enemies? But this was difler-
ent. It was really as il an abyss had opened. Because we had the idea that
amends could somehow be made for everything else, as amends can be
made for just about everything at some point in politics. But not for this.
This ought not to have happened. And 1 don't mean just the number of victims.
I mean the method, the fabrication of corpses and so on - I don’t need to
go into that. This should not have happened. Something happened there to
which we cannot reconcile ourselves. None of us ever can.'

This exchange took place on October 28, 1964, in a television interview
between Giinter Gaus and Hannah Arendt that was broadcast on West
German television. But many survivors and witnesses of the Shoah have
reiterated the sentiment that Arendt expresses in such a straightforward
manner - that it was as if an abyss had opened, that something h‘ad
happened to which we cannot reconcile ourselves. The Shoah, and in-
deed the entire Nazi era, have been studied with greater intensity f““d
more detailed scholarship than any other period in history. The fascina-
tion, sometimes bordering on obsession, with investigating the minutest
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details of what happened (and did not happen) shows 1o signs of dimin-
ishing. Yet Arendt’s initial shock and judgment still remain. The same
judgment has been expressed by Saul Friedlander, the eminent Israeli
historian of the Nazis and the Jews, and by Jurgen Habermas, one of
Germany’s outstanding philosophers and social theorists.

What turns the “Final Solution” into an event at the limits is the very fact
that it is the most radical form of genocide encountered in history: the
willful, systematic, industrially organized, largely successful attempt totally
to exterminate an entire group within twentieth-century Western society. In
Jiirgen Habermas” words: “There [in Auschwitz] something happened, that
up to now nobody considered even possible. There one touched on some-
thing which represents the deep layer of solidarity among all that wears a
human face: not withstanding all the usual acts of beastliness of human
history, the integrity of this common layer had been taken lor granted . . .
Auschwitz has changed the basis for the continuity of the conditions of life
within history.”?

In this part of the book I want to explore the reflections of three think-
ers who were profoundly affected by the Shoah, and who took it to be an
exemplar of the most radical evil. They experienced the shock that Arendt
describes. They struggled to comprehend its significance and consequences,
and to face up to the fundamental philosophical and religious issues that
it posed: Emmanuel Levinas, Hans Jonas, and Hannah Arendt. They
have a great deal in common, although — as we shall see — there are
fundamental differences among them. Because cach of their lives was
shaped and transformed by the events of the Nazi period, their biogra-
phies are relevant to their confrontation with this evil. They were roughly
- the same age. Levinas and Arendt were both born in 1906, Jonas in 1903.
All three were Jewish. Arendt and Jonas were born in Germany; Levinas
Brew up in Kovno, Lithuania. As university students, each of them was
initiated into the Husserlian phenomenological movement and studied
with Ma"i" Heidegger, who had a profound influence upon their intellec-
wal lives. Arendt and Jonas first encountered Heidegger at Marburg in
th? early “?205, before he moved 1o Freiburg, and before he publishcd
S“", "”d <eit. In 1923, Levinas left Kovno to study philosophy at the
University of Strasbourg, and in 1928-9 went to Freiburg to further his
study of phenomenology and listen to Heidegger. It was Levinas who was
primarily responsible for introducing the phenomenology of Husserl and
Heidegger into France, He eventually became a French citizen and fought
in the Second World War. Because he was a French soldier, his life was

s / i :
(E:ancd uhe'n the Germans captured him. He spent several years m @
crman pnsoner of war camp,
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Both Arendt and Jonas fled Germany in 1933. Arendt made her way to
Paris, where she remained until 1941, when she managed to flee to New
York. Jonas, who had identified himself with the Zionists, escaped to
Palestine in 1935. Subsequently, he fought in the famous Jewish Brigade
of the British Army. For both Levinas and Jonas, Auschwitz was not only
a symbol of the Nazi horror; their closest relatives were exterminated in
Auschwitz. Although Arendt managed to escape from Germany with her
mother, she herself came close to being shipped to Auschwitz. Shortly
before the Nazis invaded France, she was interned (as a German émigré) in
the French detention camp at Gurs. In the confusion that arose when the
Germans marched into France, she managed to escape. But many of the
women who remained in Gurs were eventually shipped to Auschwitz to
be exterminated. Jonas returned to Palestine in 1945 and saw combat
once again in the Israeli War of Independence. But in 1949, desiring to
continue his philosophical career, he accepted a fellowship at McGill
University in Canada. In 1955, he was invited to join the graduate faculty
of the New School for Social Research. A decade later, Hannah Arendt
became his collcague at the New School. Jonas and Arendt were well
acquainted with each other’s work, but there is little evidence that either
of them had more than a superficial acquaintance with Levinas’s work.
And although Levinas mentions Arendt in a few places, he never engaged
in a serious encounter with her work or with that of Jonas.

In this final part of my study, I plan to proceed in a slightly different
manner than in the two previous parts. I want to compare and contrast
the distinctive understandings and responses to the evil witnessed by Levinas,
Jonas, and Arendt. Collectively, their attempts to confront the evils of the
twentieth century are even more powerful than their individual voices.
Each of them also reopens the question: What does responsibility mean
today? I shall begin with Levinas, because he presents the fundamental
problem that all three thinkers address - how to think about evil when we
no longer have any confidence in traditional theodicies, when lhe. vc'ry
idea of secking to “justify” evil is obscene, and when there is no possibility
of reconciling ourselves (o the brute existence of evil.




6

Levinas: Evil and the Temptation of
Theodicy

The metaphor that best captures the movement of Levinas’s thinking is
the one used by Derrida when he compares it to a wave crashing on a
beach: always the “same” wave returning and repeating its movement
with a deeper insistence. ! Regardless of what theme we follow - the
meaning of ethics, responsibility, the alterity of the other (Vautrui), sub-
Jectivity, substitution — there is a profound sense that the “same” wave is
crashing. This is just as true when we focus on those moments in phi-
losophy that indicate that there is “something” more {and something
more important) than being and ontology. Levinas keeps returning to
Plato’s suggestion thar the Good is beyond Being, and to the moment in
Descartes’s Meditations when he discovers that the ideatum of infinity posi-
tively exceeds its idea, that infinity transcends any idea of finite sub-
Stances. Or, to switch metaphors, no matter which of the many pathways
We take, pathways that seern 1o lead off i radically different directions,
we always end up in the “same” place, the “same” clearing. This is not
the clearing of Being, but rather the place where ethics ruptures Being. But
even when (he outlines of Levinas's thinking come into sharper focus,
our perplexity and puzzlement increase. We want to know how he ar-
nyesat his radical and Startling claims. What are the considerations that
lead hm:l w0 insist on our asymmetrical and nonreciprocal relation to the
Ether (lautrui), and our infinite vesponsibility to and for the other? Some
o g P e i i o e
dialogue Wilhg},i‘:ild the way in which Levinas is in a continuous mhack
to Franz Roscnzwc;:g'g% g o S tl-]m AL elg’s
critique of philoso hg s“ S of Redemption, especially o Rosm_lzw‘ |‘g
Phy (*from Iona to Jena”) and the very idea of totality
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that permeates so much of Western philosophy. Still others have
argued that the primary source of Levinas’s understanding of ethics is to
be found in his interpretation of the Hebrew Bible and the Jewish rab-
binic tradition of commentary on the Torah, There is something right
about all these suggestions (which are not incompatible), but frankly,
they do not go deep enough. They do not answer the question: Why
does Levinas interpret and use these sources in such a distinctive, unique
manner? The thesis I want to advance and defend is that the primary
thrust of Levinas’s thought is to be understood as his response to the
horror of evil that erupted in the twentieth century. Levinas's entire
philosophical project can best be understood as an ethical response to evil
- and to the problem of evil that we must confront after the “end of
theodicy.”

At first glance such a thesis seems paradoxical, because Levinas does
not thematize evil in any of his major works. In the extensive secondary
literature dealing with Levinas, evil (mal) is barely even mentioned. Yet,
like an ever-present, ominous specter, evil casts its shadow over everything
he has ever written. It is no exaggeration to assert that Levinas’s confron-
tation with the “unspeakable™ evil of the twentieth century — where
Auschwitz is the very paradigm of this evil — has not only elicited his
fundamental ethical response, but has led him directly to his distinctive
understanding of ethics.

I can illustrate what I mean by turning to the opening provocative
sentence of Totality and Infinity:? “Everyone will readily agree that it is of
the highest importance 1o know whether we are not duped by morality.”
(On conviendra aisément qu'il importe au plus haut point de savoir si l'on n'est pas le
dupe de Ia morale.) (1T 21; p. ix). What does it mean to be duped by moral-
ity? In the paragraphs that follow this dramatic opening, Levinas speaks
of politics, war, and violence, and introduces the theme of totality, “War
(!()cs not manifest exteriority and the other as other; it destroys the iden-
tity of the same. The visage of being that shows itself in war is fixed in the
concept of totality, which dominates Western philosopby” (77 21; p. ix).
But the possibility of being duped by morality means more than Ll?is.
Consider Levinas’s response to a question about the Greek and Jewish
elements in his thinking that he was asked in an interview.! He insists that
his }ht)ughl is Greek (that is, philosophical): “[E]verything that I say about
Justice comes from Greek thought, and Greek politics as well. But what I
say, quite simply, is that it is ultimately based on the relationship to the
other, on the ethics without which I would not have sought justice. Justice
15 the way in which I respond to the fact that I am not alone in the .worl_d
with the other” (PM 174). But what about the Jewish moment in his
thinking? He tells us:




168 After Auschuntz

If there is an explicidy Jewish moment in my thought, it is the reference 10
Auschwitz, where God let the Nazis do what they wanted. Consequently,
what remains? Either this means that there is no reason for morality and
hence it can be concluded that everyone should act like the Nazis, or the
moral law maintains its authority. Here is freedom; this choice is the mo-
ment of freedom.

It still cannot be concluded that afier Auschwitz there is no longer a
moral law, as if the moral or ethical law were impossible, without promise,
Before the twentieth century, all religion begins with the promise. It begins
with the “Happy End.” (PM 175-6)

It is not a rhetorical question to ask whether we can still believe in moral-
ity after Auschwitz. It is the most serious question to be asked. “The
essential problem is: can we speak of an absolute commandment after
Auschwitz? Can we speak of morality after the failure of morality” (PM
176)? Perhaps we really have been duped by morality. Arendt and Jonas
both raise similar questions — and were troubled by the same anxiety.
Nihilism - the type of nihilism that questions the very possibility of ethics
and morality — is no longer just a philosophical or theoretical issue.
Auschwitz makes the question of nihilism all too real and concrete. Arendt
(like Levinas) believes that the evil that burst forth in the Nazi period
indicates a rupture with tradition, and reveals the inadequacy of tradi-
tional accounts of morals and ethics to deal with evil. She declares, “We
have witnessed the total collapse of all established moral standards in
public and private life during the thirties and forties.” “Without much
notice all this collapsed almost overnight and then it was as though moral-
ity suddenly stood revealed . . . as a set of mores, customs and manners
yvhich could be exchanged for another set with hardly more trouble than
it woyld take to change the table manners of an individual or a peOple-"5
And in her posthumously published The Life of the Mind, she says “The fact
fhat. i usual'ly treat matters of good and evil in courses in ‘morals’ and
ethics” may indicate how little we know about them, for morals comes
from mores and ethics from ethos, the Latin and the Greek words for cus-
toms and habit, the Latin word being associated with rules of hehavior,
whereas the Greek is derived from habitat, like our habits.”™

The end of theodicy

T;: que’jﬁf’“ raised _b)' Levinas is one not only about morality, but also
;uﬂ‘l: .ml';g,“;':'c__ SPeClﬁCa.Uy, the question of theodicy. In his essay “Usc_lf’_“‘
h :;:g’ vinas explicitly takes up the question of theodicy, and it 1s

ere that he declares that we are now living in a time after “the end of
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theodicy.”” “Perhaps the most revolutionary fact of our twentieth century
consciousness . . . is that of the destruction of all balance between explicit
and implicit theodicy of Western thought and the forms of suffering and
its evil take in the very unfolding of this century” (US 161). But what does
Levinas mean by theodicy, and in what sense are we now living in a time
after “the end of theodicy”? When Levinas speaks of theodicy, he is not
only referring to the specific sense of theodicy introduced by Leibniz in
1710. Theodicy, in its broad sense, is “as old as a certain reading of the
Bible.” Levinas speaks of theodicy as a temptation. This seductive tempta-
tion consists “in making God innocent, or in saving morality in the name
of faith, or in making suffering — and this is the true intention of the
thought that has recourse to theodicy — bearable” (US 161).

Theodiey in this broad sense is not only evidenced in the Christian
doctrine of original sin, but is already implicit in the Jewish Bible, “where
the drama of the Diaspora reflects the sins of Israel” (US 161). Lest we
think that theodicy is restricted to religious faith, Levinas emphasizes that,
in a secular age, theodicy has persisted “in a watered-down form at the
core of atheist progressivism which was confident, nonctheless, in the
efficacy of the Good which is immanent to being, called to visible triumph
by the simple play of natural and historical laws of injustice, war, misery,
and illness” (US 161). In short, theodicy, in both its theological and secu-
lar forms, is the temptation to find some sort of justification, some way to
reconcile ourselves to useless, unbearable suffering and evil. But intellec-
twal honesty demands that we recognize that theodicy — in this broad
sense — is over. “The philosophical problem then, which is posed by the
useless pain (mal) which appears in its fundamental malignancy across the
events of the twentieth century, concerns the meaning that religiosity and
the human morality of goodness can still retain after the end of theodicy”
(US 163).

_Wc can appreciate the radicalness of Levinas’s claim by comparing him
with Kant. The latter criticized theodicy as a theoretical problem, because it
Presupposes that we can have some knowledge (no matter how partial or
madv;:quatt} of God’s attributes (for example, that God is — or is not -
bmmpotent, omniscient and beneficent). But such theoretical knowledge
5 impossible. Furthermore, Kant begins his Religion within the Limils of
Reason Alone by categorically affirming that morality “stands in necd nei-
ther of the idea of another Being over him, for him to apprehend his duty,
nor of an incentive other than the law itself, for him to do his duty . . . .
Hc‘fc" for its own sake morality does not need religion at all.™ Yet, from

Vinas’s perspective, Kant does not resist the temptation of theodicy. He
alims a practical need to postulate a beneficent God. Lurking in the
background here is still the idea of reconciliation; the “promise” of being

o 4—_4
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worthy of what Levinas calls “the Happy End.” This is what we must now
give up. The phenomenon of Auschwitz demands (if we are not duped by
morality) that we conceive of “the moral law independently of the Happy
End.”

Auschwitz (where most of Levinas’s family were murdered) is the “para-
digm of gratuitous human suffering, where evil appears in its diabolical
horror” (US 162). But it is not exclusively the Jewish catastrophe that
Levinas singles out. Levinas is explicit about this.

This is the century that in thirty years has known two world wars, the
totalitarianisms of right and left, Hitlerism and Stalinism, Hiroshima, the
Gulag, and the genocides of Auschwitz and Cambodia. This is a century
which is drawing to a close in the haunting memory of the return of every-
thing signified by these barbaric names: suffering and evil are deliberately
imposed, yet no reason sets limits to the exasperation of a reason become
political and detached from all ethics. (US 162)

He also says, “I think that all the dead of the Gulag and all the other
places of torture in our political century are present when one speaks of
Auschwitz” (US 167). His emphasis on Auschwitz as an exemplar of the
evil that has burst forth in the twentieth century enables us to under-
stand better the interweaving of Greck and Jewish elements in Levinas's
thinking. Sometimes the contrast between the Greek and the Jew is
overdrawn (even by Levinas himself). I have already quoted the passage
in which Levinas insists that his philosophical thought is essentially Greek.
(To assert that philosophical thought is Greek is redundant.) But it is just
as important to realize that when Levinas weaves “Jewish” elements into

his thinking, he is primarily concerned to highlight their universal signifi-
cance.

I do not preach for the Jewish religion. 1 always speak of the Bible, not the
Jewish religion. The Bible, including the Old Testament, is for me a human
fact., of the human order, and entirely universal. What I have said about
ethics, about the universality of the commandment in the face, of the com-
mandment which is valid even if it doesn’t bring salvation, even if there s
no reward, is valid independently of any religion. (PM 177; emphasis added)

For all the distinctiveness of the evils of the twentieth century, we can also
hc_ar the voices of Nietzsche and Dostoevsky speaking through Levinas.
Nle,fthe o the most brilliant diagnostician of the human need to “jus-
uly” suffering. And it was Nietzsche who radically criticized theodicy in

the very sense in which Levinas intends it — where the aim is to “justify”
unbearable suffering.
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What really arouses indignation against sulfering is not suffering as such but
the senselessness of suffering: but neither for the Christian, who has inter-
preted a whole mysterious machinery of salvation into suffering, nor for the
naive man of more ancient times, who understood all suflering in relation
to the spectator of it or the causer of it, was there any such thing as senseless
suffering. So as to abolish hidden, undetected, unwitnessed suffering from
the world and honestly to deny it, one was in the past virtually compelled to
invent gods and genii of all the heights and depths . . . . For it was with the
aid of such inventions that life knew how to work the trick which it has
always known how to work, that of justifying itself; of justifying its “evil.””

There is a similar theme in Dostoevsky. Levinas tells us that his first
introduction to philosophy came from reading Russian novels when he
was an adolescent in Kovno. When he speaks about our essentially asym-
metrical relation with the other, and the responsibility that we have to the
other, he frequently cites the famous statement of Aloysa Karamazov:
“Everyone is guilty [responsible] in front of everyone else and me more
than all the others.” That is the idea of dissymmetry. The relationship
between me and the other is unsurpassable” (PM 179). But we can also
hear the voice of Ivan Karamazov’s diatribe against the suffering of inno-
cent children. When Levinas speaks about the scandal of uscless suffering,
he sounds as if he is uttering the very words of Ivan.

Western Humanity has none the less sought for the meaning of this scandal
by invoking the proper sense of a metaphysical order, an ethics, which is
invisible in the immediate lessons of moral consciousness. This is the king-
dom of transcendent ends, willed by a benevolent wisdom, by the absolute
goodness of a God who is in some way defined by this supernatural good-
ness; or a widespread, invisible goodness in Nature and History, where it
would command the paths which are, to be sure painful, but which lead to
the Good. Pain [mal] is henceforth meaningful, subordinated in one way or
another to the metaphysical finality envisaged by faith or by a bf.‘lle.m
progress. These beliefs are presupposed by theodiey! . . . The evil which fills
the earth would be explained in a ‘plan of the whole': it would be ca.lird
upon to atone for a sin, or it would announce, to the ontologically limited
consciousness, compensation or recompense at the end of time. (US 160 1)

Levinas’s response to useless suffering is neither that of Nietzsche, who
calls for the “transvaluation of values,” nor the sclf-laccration of Ivan
Karamazov, who refuses to accept a world in which there is useless suffer-
ing of innocent children, Levinass response is an ethical responsc — one
that leads to his distinetive understanding of the asymmetrical, nonreciprocal
responsibility to and for the other, a response to the su
(lautrui), my neighbor.

ffering of the other
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But does not this end of theodicy, which obtrudes itsell in the face of this
century's inordinate distress, at the same time in a more general way reveal
the unjustifiable character of suffering in the other person, the scandal
which would occur by my justifying my neighbor’s suftering? So that the
very phenomenon of suffering in its uselessness is, in principle, the pain of
the Other. For an ethical sensibility — confirming itself, in the inhumanity
of our time, against this inhumanity — the justification of the neighbor’s
pain is certainly the source of all immorality. (US 163)

We see why Levinas’s understanding of our ethical relation and responsi-
bility to the other (autrui) is so demanding, and yet so appealing. When
confronted with those exemplars of extreme evil in the twentieth century,
we tend to focus on the actions of the perpetrators and the suffering of the
victims, We are much more uneasy and ambivalent about the responsibil-
ity of the so-called bystanders, by those who allow such actions to take
place, and who justify their complicity by excusing themselves from any
direct responsibility. Despite the voluminous literature about the Nazi era,
and the many explanations offered, this still remains one of the most
troublesome unresolved questions. How are we to account for the fact
that so many people, who were for the most part decent, law-abiding
citizens, could be unmoved when their neighbors and even friends were
sulfering, disappearing, being deported, brutalized, and murdered? Of
course, one cannot underestimate blatant anti-Semitism or the effective-
ness of Nazi terror and propaganda. The most insignificant gesture of
support for the victims could lead to incarceration, torture, or death.
Although it may sound hyperbolical to assert, that “the justification of the
neighbor’s pain is certainly the source of all immorality,” think how differ-
ent the history of the twentieth century might have been if more individu-
als had felt responsible for the suffering of their neighbors and fellow
h‘uman beings. Levinas's understanding of ethics and “the infinite respon-
sibility” that we bear fo and Jor other persons is poignantly illustrated by a
passage from Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in]mualebz. She tells the story of
Anton Schmidt, whose name was brought up in the course of the tnal by
the prosecution. Anton Schmidt was a German soldier in charge of a
patrol in Poland that collected German soldiers who were cut off from
their units. For five months, from October 1941 until March 1942, Schmidt
helped Jewish partisans by supplying them with forged papers and trucks.
He was then arrested by the Germans and quickly executed. That’s al-
most all we know about Anton Schmidt, except that “He did not do it for

» Y 1) .
ey When Anton Schmidt’s story was told in the Jerusalem court, It
was as if’ those present obseryed a two-

0 . minute silence in honor of this
rerman soldier who saved Jewish lives.

Arendt’s comment is certainly 1
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the spirit of Levinas's understanding of ethics and responsibility for the
sulfering of one’s fellow human beings.

And in those two minutes, which were like a sudden burst of light in the
midst of impenetrable unfathomable darkness, a single thought stood out
clearly, irrefutable, beyond question — how utterly different everything would
be today in this courtroom, in Israel, in Germany, in all of Europe, and
perhaps in all countries of the world, if only more such stories could have

been told."

Hans Jonas tells a very different story, but one that also makes the point
that Levinas stresses. On January 30, 1993, just six days before his death,
Jonas gave a talk in the Italian town of Udine. He was there to receive the
Premio Nonino, an award honoring the Italian translation of The Imperatuwe
of Responsibility. Udine had a special significance for Jonas, a town that
“denotes a milestone in my life and enshrines one of its most unforgettable
memories.”"! In the early summer of 1945, Jonas, who was still a soldier,
went to Udine. During the previous five years, he had fought in the Jewish
Brigade. In defiance of the Nazis, the Jewish Brigade was proud to display
the Star of David on their uniforms. Consequcnlly, as they marched through
ltaly, Jewish survivors frequently sought them out. One day in Udine, two
elderly Austrian-Jewish sisters from Tneste approachcd Jonas to tell their
story. When the Germans were rounding up Jews in Trieste for deporta-
tion, the sisters managed to escape and to find their way to Udine as a place
of refuge “where nobody knew them and they knew nobody.” Shortly after
they armived, a van stopped in front of the house where they had an attic
apartment and delivered two beds with 2 message from the local archbishop

who had heard of their situation and wished to make them more comfort-

able. In the succeeding months they survived by selling off their jewelry to
angers, they had

buy food on the black market because, as nonregistered str
no ration cards. They told Jonas about an incident that occurred when l!u:y
purchased a kilogram of lard from a black-marketer at an exorbitant price.

It is what happened next that so moved Jonas.

Late at night that same day, there was a knock at their door. Fearfully they
opened it — and there stood the hard-boiled black-market operator who
said, “Forgive me, please. I didn’t know who you were when ] sold you that
lard this morning. 1 was told later and have come (0 apologize. From you
I will take no money.” He thrust an envelope stuffed with their banknotes
into their hands, turned, and fled down the stairs.”

»
hout his life, “Jike a sacred trust,
ill not have

«[ncidentally, you W!

Jonas carried this story with him throug
and he concludes his tale by saying,
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missed the lovely irony in the reassuring phrase, ‘Nobody knows us here.’
Many, it seems, knew of them without their knowing it, and it is to the
lasting glory of Udine that this did not imperil them but, on the contrary,
protected them.”"* This story beautifully illustrates Levinas’s understand-
ing of one’s responsibility to the other (lautrut).

The phenomenology of evil

But let us return to the question of how Levinas understands evil “after
the end of theodicy.” One of the few places in which he deals directly with
evil is in his article “Transcendence and Evil.”'* The occasion for writing
it was the appearance of Philippe Nemo’s Job et ['excés du mal, a philosophi-
cal meditation on the question of evil in the book of Job. Levinas is
primarily concerned with the “philosophical perspective opened by this
work” (TE 157). He focuses on three moments of the phenomenology of
evil: evil as excess, evil as intention, and the hatred or horror of evil

Ewil as excess initially suggests an excess of its quantitative intensity, “of
a degree surpassing measure.” But Levinas stresses how “evil is an excess
in its very quiddity” (TE 158). Evil is not an excess because suffering can
be terrible and unendurable. “The break with the normal and the norma-
tive, with order, with synthesis, with the world, already constitutes its
qualitative essence” (TE 158). Levinas is not simply calling attention to
the unbearable torture and suffering that evil deeds inflict, he wants t
underscore that we cannot “synthesize” evil; it cannot be integrated into
our categorics of understanding or reason.

Itis as though to synthesis, even the purely formal synthesis of the Kantian
“1 think,” capable of uniting the data however heterogeneous they may be,
there would be opposcd, in the form of evil, the nonsynthesizable, still more
htlmmm than all heterogeneity subject 1o being grasped by the for-
mal, which exposes heterogeneity in its very malignancy . . . . In the ap-
pearing of evil, in its original phenomenality, in its quality, is announced a
modality, a manner: not finding a place, the refusal of all accommodation

with ~ a counternature, a monstrosity, which is disturbing and foreign of
itself. And in this sense transcendence! (TE 158)

! want to bring out the nuances of Levinas’s meaning when he speaks of
the “transcendence” of evil, and the sense in which jt cannot be synthe-
sized. He seeks to describe how evil is experienced. But phrasing the issuc in
this way suggests that there is something paradoxical about the excess, the
transcendence of evil. If we think of experience in a Kantian way, it is
precisely what can be synthesized. There is no experience without synthe-
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sis. And if “something” is literally beyond experience or transcends expe-
rience, then we cannot know it. But against this Kantian understanding of
experience and transcendence, Levinas indicates that the malignancy of
evil is experienced as “something” that cannot be synthesized, as something
that is at once experienced and yet defies categorization, as something that
is more heterogencous than the heterogeneity that can be grasped by
formal synthesis. We would misinterpret Levinas if we thought he was
claiming that we can have no knowledge or understanding of evil. Alter
all, he is telling us a great deal about what he takes to be the distinguish-
ing marks of evil. But, at the same time, he wants to emphasize that there
is something about evil that eludes tolal comprehension. He also wants to
claim that this transcendence of evil is experienced directly and intimately.
Although Levinas makes his point with reference to the Kantian idea of
synthesis, the experience of the transcendence of the excess of evil can be
approached in other ways. What Levinas seeks to show us is closely re-
lated to what Arendt intends when she speaks about comprehension at the
beginning of 7he Origins of Totalitarianism:

Comprehension does not mean denying the outrageous, deducing the un-
precedented from precedents, or explaining phenomena by such analogies
and generalities that the impact of reality and the shock of experience are
no longer felt. It means, rather, examining and bearing consciously the
burden which our century has placed on us — neither denying its existence
nor submitting meekly to its weight. Comprehension, in short, means the
unpremeditated, attentive facing up to, and resisting of, reality — what ever
it may be,"

Ironically — or perhaps not so ironically — Levinas’s claims about the
excess of evil and its transcendence parallel some of the claims that Kant
makes about the sublime in the Critique of Judgment. Kant too is attempting
to articulate the awareness that we can have of “something” that d‘cl'ics
our categories of understanding and comprehension. The maj(?r (llﬂCl:-
ence, Levinas might argue, is that ultimately Kant treats the s.ul)hmc as _|f
it can be integrated with ideas of reason (Vemunfi). But for Levinas, “evil is
not only nonintegratable, it is also the nonintegratability nf‘ the non-
integratable” (TE 158). Evil, we might say, is a malignant sublime.
When evil is understood as “an excess in its very quiddity,” then we can
better understand why it not only resists all forms of lheud_icy, but opposes
theodicy. Theodicy, whether in its religious or secular form, is based on th_e
presupposition that there is some way of integrating the ca.usfc.n(_:c.of evil
within a coherent, comprehensible economy of good and evil. lh!s is what
is required if we are to reconcile ourselves to the appearance or €Xistence of
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evil. What is so striking about | ¢ in[fgn“able
excess is the way in which his reasoning parallels his critique of totality ang
his critique of the dialectic of the same and the other. Just as infinity Tuptures
totality, so too does evil. Just as the dialec tic of the same and the other js
disrupted because of the nonintegratable excess of the otherness of the other
(Pautna)), so comprehension and synthesis are disrupted by the transceng-
ence of evil. I do not think that this formal parallel is accidental, Op the
contrary, it is because of the transcendence of evil, because it cannot be
integrated or totally comprehended, that the only adequate response to the
malignancy of evil is a response that is “commensurate” with this transcend-
ence of evil, This js precisely the ethical response which recognizes thar the
otherness of the other can never he totally comprehended, that I am infi-
nitely responsible for and 1o the other person, whose suffering is ethically
more important than my own suffering,

The second momen i, this phenomenology is the intentionality of evi,
“Evil reaches me as though it sought me our: evil strikes me as though

there were an aim behind the ill lot that pursues me, as though someone

were set against me, a5 though there were malice. as though there were
someone” (TE |59 60). E

Vil is not just some misfortune that happens to
me. I am a pictim of evil thar js directed to me. Even if we consider a
natural disaster such a5 the Lishon earthquake, it is not the carthquakepq
se that is taken 1o be evil, It js taken to be an example of natural evil
because (explicitly or implicitly) it is assumed that a supreme being ak
lowed it to happen, or caused it 1o hupp«'n. Or if we consider Job’s l.ul, it
IS not just because terriple things happen o him, but because he bf'!"'?""’s
that it is withip God's power 14 have prevented them from llappcnltlg-
f God. It is because of the intentionality of evil
I reaches me as though it sought me out and
lice ~ that the temptation to theodicy arises.
518 the poing tha, Nietzsche understood so well when he declared,
wh ation against suffering is not suffering as such
elessness of suffering.” Byt we must resist the temptation of

theodicy; we Must resist the Imptation to justify useless suffering. Itis the
transcendence of ey that le

. ads us 1o recognize that the first mctapllYSi_C"[
question (pgee L.e:bniz and Heidegger) is not “Why is there some!h}ﬂg
rather than nothing?” g “Why is there evil rather than good?” (TE 160)

This second momen iy ghye Phenomenology of evil provides a glimpse of
what is beyond

Being, beyor o ical difference is
Preceded by the 8 beyond ontology. “The ontological di

difference of 800d and evil” (TE 160). There is a prionity

[ the Ontological; the ontologica ; the ethical.
oo ogical presupposes
Once again it is eyq] that leads ' i el

: i i hy, to the
Primacy of the ¢ thical Us o ethics as first philosophy

'vinas's discussion of evil as nop
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Throughout Levinas’s discussion of the phenomenology of evil there is
a subtext: his ongoing quarrel with Heidegger. Levinas’s thinking, as he
himself frequently acknowledges, would not be possible without Heidegger.
It is Heidegger’s understanding of fundamental ontology that is Levinas’s
starting point. But when Levinas objects to Heidegger’s understanding of
Being as the ultimate horizon, when in the language of Totahty and Infinity
he claims that ontology itself is dependent upon, and presupposes, ethics
as first philosophy, he is criticizing Heidegger for his failure to confront
evil, and for his failure to appreciate what is distinctive about the ethical
response to evil. This criticism is reflected even in the terms that Levinas
uses to make his point. Heidegger uses the term “metaphysics” (especially
in his late philosophy) to name the forgetfulness of Being, to indicate the
way in which the tradition has confused the ontic with the ontological.
For Heidegger, it is metaphysics that at once presupposes and obscures
fundamental ontology. But when Levinas contrasts ontology with meta-
physics and asserts the primacy of metaphysics, he does so in order to
show that there is “something” beyond Heidegger’s fundamental onto-
logy, “something™ beyond the horizon of Being. Levinas’s ethical thinking
rejects “ontological imperialism” (impénalisme ontologique) (T1 44; 15). Levinas's
fundamental claim, that “Western philosophy [including Heidegger’s phi-
losophy] has most often been an ontology: a reduction of the other to the
same by interposition of a middle and neutral term that ensures the com-
prehension of being” (77 43; 13). The logic and economy of this reduc-
tion, this assimilation of the other to the same, is the logic of imperialism
that seeks to colonize the nonintegratable integrity of the other. When
Levinas speaks of “ontological imperialism,” he is not using a “dead” ‘
metaphor. For at the core of what we normally call imperialism — whcth(.:r '
political or economic imperialism — the same “logic” is at work: the logic ‘_
of colonizing what is foreign, different, and other.'® “Metaphysics, tran-
scendence, the welcoming of the other by the same, of the Other by me,
is concretely produced as the calling into question ol the same by the :
other, that is as the ethics that accomplishes the critical essence of know- ‘
ledge. And as critique precedes dogmatism, metaphysics.prcccd-es onto-
logy” (7143; 13). Levinas’s critique of Heidegger is primarily 2 Philosophical |
critique.'” Heidegger's ontological thinking lacks lhe‘ resources to deal .
with evil and the ethical response to evil. Despite Heidegger’s strenuous !
efforts to distinguish his thinking from that of his predecessors, he ncver
escapes {rom the limitations of ontology.

Levinas’s third moment is the hatred or horror
source of the greatest temptation to ontologize evil, ] seck an
reconciliation with evil, and at the same time the occasion I'f)r 0
the ethical relation with another person: “Evil strikes me in my

of evil. This is at once the
(impossible)
pening us o
horror of
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evil, and thus reveals — or is already — my association with the Good. The
excess of evil by which it is a surplus in the world is also our impossibility of
accepting it” (TE 161). Everything depends on precisely how one interprets
this horror of evil. If I interpret it as meaning that there is an economy
whereby evil must be counterbalanced by good, then once again I am being
seduced by the temptation of theodicy. I am still operating in a framework
where there is an economy of relationships that are symmetrical. I am sl
thinking that good is the dialectical negation of evil, and/or evil is the
dialectical negation of good. But Levinas categorically asserts, “There can
be no question of a passage from Evil to the Good through the attraction of
contraries. That would make but one more theodicy” (TE 161).

But there is another way (the Levinasian way) of interpreting how the
“horror of evil” leads to the intimation of the Good — the Good that is
beyond Being. The horror of evil opens me up and invites an ethical
response to evil. The excess of evil, its malignancy that resists integration,
solicits a transcendence that shines “forth in the face of the other man: an
alterity of the nonintegratable, of what cannot be assembled into a total-
ity” (TE 163). The following passage eloquently summarizes the move-
ment of Levinas’s thinking (the “same” wave that keeps breaking with
renewed insistence).

This is no longer a transcendence absorbed by my knowing. The face puts
into question the sufficiency of my identity as an ego; it binds me to an
infinite responsibility with regard to the other. The original transcendence
signifies in the concreteness, from the first ethical, of the face. That in the
evil that pursues me, the evil suffered by the other man afflicts me, that it
touches me, as though from the first the other was calling to me, putting
into question my resting on myself and my conafus essendi, as though before
lamenting over my evil here below, 1 had to answer for the other — is not
that a breakthrough of the Good in the “intention” of which I am in my
woe so exclusively aimed ai? . . . The horror of the evil that aims at me
becomes horror over the evil in the other man. Here is a breakthrough of
the Good which is not a simple inversion of Evil but an elevation. This
Good does not please, but commands and prescribes. (TE 163-4)

~ We deepen our understanding of Levinas's phenomenological descrip-

tion of _ evil by considering what he means by the conatus essend. This
expression is taken from Spinoza, but it has a much more general signifi-
cance for Levinas. The conatus essendi is the “law of being.‘:

Al being is Snmt‘lhing that is attached to being, to its own being, which is
dlways a persistence of being. That is Darwin’s idea. The being of animals
is ¢ . : ; : ; £t

@ struggle for life. A struggle without ethics. It is a question of might.
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Heidegger says at the beginning of Being and Time that Dasein is a being who
in his being is concerned for this being itsell. That's Darwin’s idea: the
living being struggles for life. The aim of being is being itsell. (PM 172)

Whatever we may think of this association of Heidegger with Darwin,
Levinas's point is clear. The law of being, the conatus essend, is the drive of
being to preserve itsell. We as human beings are, of course, beings. Con-
sequently, qua beings, this law is also our law. But — and this is the crucial
point — we are not exclusively beings. We are not exclusively what Heidegger
calls Dasein (being there). We are human beings. Levinas declares that “the
human breaks with pure being, which is always a persistence in being.
This is my principal thesis” (PM 172). Levinas — as if he were summing up
his philosophy in a single sentence — tells us: “However, with the appear-
ance of the human — and this is my entire philosophy — there is something
more important than my life, and that is the life of the other” (PM 172).
He is fully aware that there is something “unreasonable” about this, for it
is reasonable to look after oneself — to follow the law of one's being. “But
we cannot not admire saintliness. Not the sacred, but saintliness: that is,
the person who in his being is more attached to the being of the other
than to his own, I believe that it is in saintliness that the human begins;
not in the accomplishment of saintliness, but in the value. It is the first
value, an undeniable value” (PM 172-3).

We can clarify Levinas’s meaning by pursuing a formal analogy with
Kant. Just as Kant argues (counterfactually) that if we were exclusively
natural beings, there would be no categorical imperative, and consequently
no morality, so Levinas argues that if we were exclusively beings, there
would be no ethical imperative. And just as Kant claims that nature has i.ls
own laws, so Levinas claims that being has its own law. For Kant, there is
nothing intrinsically good or evil about the laws of nature; for Levinas the
law of being is itsell neither good nor evil. According to Kant, to acknow-
ledge the moral law does not mean that we always follow it. chcrthclcsf.
we can obey the moral law; we can recognize its authority and dn' what it
requires. So too for Levinas, to acknowledge the supreme cthical impera-
tive does not mean that we always follow it; but we can obey this com-
mand. Ethics presupposes saintliness not as an accomplishment, by aa:A
value or an ideal. I can always act in such a manner as will give cthical
Priority to the life of the other (Pautrui). 1 stress that this analogy is
“formal” analogy, because, unlike Kant, Levinas does not think that mor-

ality is “grounded” in practical reason. Kantian autonomy and responsi-
ereby 1 am responsible

bility presuppose a more primordial heteronomy wh : S,

t and for the other. “The presence of the Other [d’Autrui], a privilege
. o ST

h(‘tcronomy does not clash with freedom but invests it i

7 88; 60).
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But how do these reflections about being, the law of being, and the
conatus essendi further our understanding of evil> We are told, “It is in the
human being that a rupture is produced with being’s own law, with the
law of being. The law of evil is the law of being. Evil is, in this sense, very
powerful” (PM 175). The categories of good and evil do not apply to all
beings, but only to human beings — to those beings who are capable of
responding to ethical imperatives. It is because we, as human beings, are
aware of the suffering of others that we can respond in an ethical manner,
Il we fail to respond to the suffering of others, then we are succumbing to
the law of evil, the law of being. For Kant, evil arises when we willfully
disregard the moral law and succumb to the temptations of self-love. For
Levinas, evil arises when we deliberately violate the ethical imperative
that binds us to the other (Lautrui)

In the conatus essendi, which is the effort lo exist, existence is the supreme
law. However, with the appearance of the lace on the inter-personal level,
the commandment “Thou shalt not kil emerges as a limitation of the
conalus essendy. It is not a rational limit. Consequently, interpreting it neces-
sitates thinking it in moral terms, in ethical terms. It must be thought of
outside the idea of force. (PM 175)

There is no evil (or good) in a world of pure being. This is why there is
not, and cannot be, any place for ethics in a philosophy whose ultimate
horizon is Being. Heidegger treats humanism as if it were limited to the
horizon of (what Heidegger calls) “metaphysics” — a metaphysics that
conceals the horizon of being. But from Levinas's perspective, Heidegger
fails to realize that a true humanism — an ethical humanism — requires a
rupture with Being and the law of being, the conatus essendi. To become

human is to transcend my own law of being, and to respond ethically to
the evil that afflicis my neighbor.

Infinite responsibility

To complete my discussion of the transcendence of evil and the ethical
response to evil, I want to conside

appcals. to infinity, and what he
responsibility, Levinas departs fro

r the distinctive way in which Levin_as
means when he speaks of our infinite
m the way in which Kant and Hegel
appeal to the notion of infinity. Both Kant and Hegel — and Levinas
vyouid‘ Say most Western philosc;phcrs ~ have (‘xpli(‘itl}" or implicitly iden-
tified m.ﬁ_mty with totality, In Kant, infinity names a type of totality ol the
unconditioned that we may think, but cannot knowe. This is what Hegel
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called the bad infinite (die schlechte Unendlichkeil). The true infinite lies be-
yond this bad infinite; it overcomes the dichotomy between the finite and
the bad infinite. Hegel brings out the hidden dialectic of the same and the
other, the dialectic that culminates in the identification of totality with
infinity. Levinas’s philosophical starting point is that neither Kant nor
Hegel (nor even Heidegger) fully appreciate that infinity cannot be inte-
grated into totality or being. Concerning the Kantian idea of infinity,
Levinas tells us: “The Kantian notion of infinity figures as an ideal of
reason, the projection of its exigencies in a beyond, the ideal completion
of what is given incomplete — but without the incomplete being con-
fronted with a privileged experience of infinity, without it drawing limits of
its finitude from such a confrontation” (77 196; 170). Concerning the
Hegelian idea of infinity, Levinas tell us: “[Hegel] posits the infinite as the
exclusion of every ‘other’ that might maintain a relation with the infinite
and thereby limit it. The infinite can only encompass all relations. Like
the god of Aristotle it refers only to itself, though now at the term of a
history” (T 196; 170).

For Levinas, the infinite is what ruptures totality and being; what is beyond
totality and being, what opens the space for the ethical relation to the
other that resists and opposes any assimilation to totality and being. It is
just this nonintegratable, radically heterogencous infinite that is the war-
rant for Levinas to speak of our “infinite responsibility” to and for the.
other. “Infimite responsibility™ is not to be understood in a Kantian manner
as a type of responsibility that is an idea of reason, a regulative idea that
can never be realized fully. Nor is it 10 be understood in a Hegelian
manner as the infinity that is truly and actually realized in a ln:ali%y.
Rather, it is the type of responsibility that precedes, and is more primordial
than, my own autonomous freedom. I can never totally fulfill my respon-
sibilities to the other (Cautruz). But this is neither a doctrine of despair nor
an ethic of heroism. It is an ethic of everyday life, because in the simplest
act or gesture of welcoming I can act in an ethically responsible way.
Levinas was once asked how he would respond to the objection that l-us
notion of infinite ethical responsibility is “cntirely utopian and unrealis-
tic.” This is how he responded:

“Where did you ever see the

This is the great objection to my thought. : .
I reply that its being utopian

ethical relation practised?” people say to me. :
does not prevent it from investing our everyday actions of generosity or
goodwill towards the other: even the smallest and most commonplace ges-
the dinner table or walk through
tn for the other remains
) in this world,

tures, such as saying ‘after you’ as we sit at
a door, hear witness to the ethical. The conce
utopian in the sense that it is always out of place (u-topo:
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always other than the ‘ways of the world’; but there are many examples of
it in the world. I remember meeting once with a group of Latin American
students, well versed in the terminology of Marxist liberation and terribly
concerned by the suffering and unhappiness of their people in Argentina.
They asked me rather impatiently if’ I had ever actually witnessed the
utopian rapport with the other which my ethical philosophy speaks of. 1
replied: “Yes, indeed, here in this room.""

In his essay, entitled “Signature,” which begins with a brief (one para-
graph) account of his life, Levinas concludes by telling us that it has been
“dominated by the presentiment and memory of the Nazi horror.”" The
Nazi horror — symbolized by Auschwitz — is, as I have previously ob-
served, the paradigm or exemplar of the evil so characteristic of the twen-
tieth century, the evil that ruptures all categories of knowledge and
comprehension. We may well be reminded of what Levinas’s good friend
and admirer, Maurice Blanchot, said in The Writing of the Disaster. He tells
the story of the young prisoner of Auschwitz who had suffered the worst,
led his family to the crematorium, attempted to hang himself, but was
“saved” at the last minute. He was then compelled by the Nazis to hold
the heads of victims so that when the $S shot them the bullets would more
casily be lodged in their necks. “When asked how he could bear this, he is
supposed to have answered that ‘he observed the comportment of men
before death’.” But Blanchot declares: “I will not believe it . . . . His
response . . . was not a response, he could not respond.”

What remains for us to recognize in this account is that when he was faced
with an impossible question, he could find no other alibi than the scarch for
knowledge, the so-called dignity of knowledge: that ultimate propriety which
we believe will be accorded us by knowledge. And how, in fact, can on¢
accept not to know? We read books on Auschwitz. The wish of all in the

camps, the last wish: know what has happened, do not forget, and at the
same time never will you know.?’

Levinas would certainly agree with this moving and perceptive statement.
We can never adequately know or comprehend this evil, even though we
cannot give up the desire and the attempt to comprehend it. It transcends
and ruptures our categories of understanding. But this is not the tran-
scendence that signifies some “other realm.” Oxymoronically, it is an
immanent transcendence — one that we encounter in all its overwhelming
Eornhle concreteness. When Blanchot says that the survivor's answer 18
0t a response,” Levinas would agree. It is not a response, because there
15 nothing that can be said or known that would be an adequate responst.
To think that this evil can be fully grasped and known is to delude our-
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selves — to be seduced by the temptation of theodicy, the temptation to
find some explanation, some justification that is commensurate with this
evil. But we can respond — not by more refined knowledge, not by finding
out more details about Auschwitz, not by reading more books about the
Shoah, but in the only way that 18 commensurate with the excess of evil that
we encounter. This is the ethical response in which I recognize my infinite
responsibility for the unjustifiable suffering of others, for the evil they
suffer. The same wave keeps breaking with renewed and deafening insist-
ence. The only response to the ewvil that has erupted in the twenticth
century is to acknowledge “my responsibility for the other person, without
coucern for reciprocity, in my call to help him gratuitously, in the asym-
metry of the relation one to the other” (US 165).
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Jonas: A New Ethic of Responsibility

Hans Jonas shares many of the concerns and .m.»fivri(-s of I.'c\'mas. -H:: al;z
studied with, and was deeply influenced by, H r‘ulrgw.-r. I,nl_u' lr\.:]nas. #
thought that the great failing of Heidegger was most evident in H'nl C%El‘us
inability to provide any basis for ethics, Heidegger '{l"llf(-'f“l’]}_'ca_a"d
down the path to ethical nihilism, undermining the “hlf'"“_‘-“." of any in
all moral norms, Like Levinas, Jonas draws upon :hc'_]f‘“’lﬁh_”“d"lw."l ‘
seeking to confront the evil exemplified by ;\m(‘h\\.ilz. Also like I':f_.wr;df’
Jonas insiss on the need 1o distinguish philosophical ;ll‘gllll.l('nl.l.l]()l’ic-
EVen in its speculative mode - from religious faith and :hynln@"dl "?li‘al-
tions. Jonas too had little patience with philosophical and theologica
temps to explain away or justify evil,

: ;s ; WA e iics and
Yet, when We examine the way in which Jonas conceives of etl

its relation 1o ontology, we find that his approach not only differs gr?ﬂ
that of Levinas, bt appears flatly o contradict it. Jonas does ao! l:um
that ethics s somehow beyond ontology and being, or that it THP do

i » what ethics requires — and what he attempts to y?
hat we mean by being, especially b 5 .al a
Y that will enable yus 1o ground a new ethic it
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om. The fundamental Levinasian themes of a

reciprocal relation o ghe other (lautrui) are [or.t‘lf:
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; dealing wi, the problem of evil. He accepls the 1
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of a personal, caring God who is beneficent, but he categorically rejects
the idea of an omnipotent God. As we shall see, Jonas claims that the very
idea of omnipotence is incoherent. Without minimizing the striking differ-
ences between Levinas and Jonas, I want to argue that, when we work
through what Jonas is saying, we see how his philosophic insights comple-
ment those of Levinas. Interweaving their philosophic strengths provides a
richer, more nuanced account of evil and responsibility “after Auschwitz.”
Let me begin with Jonas’s philosophical starting point — his encounter
with Heidegger. Jonas, like Levinas, testifies to the mesmenizing power of
Heidegger as a teacher. He acknowledges that Heidegger is “perhaps the
most important philosopher of [the twentieth] century.” Yet, after 1933
Jonas became disillusioned with Heidegger both as a person and as a
philosopher. He was shocked by Heidegger’s “infamous” 1933 rector’s
address delivered at Freiburg under the Nazi regime. Unlike Hannah
Arendt, who thought that Heidegger’s ten-month term as rector was an
“error” from which he quickly recovered, Jonas came to a very different
conclusion.” When asked whether he thought there was a connection
between Heidegger “the magnificent thinker” and the person who ac-
tively supported the Nazis, Jonas did not hesitate to answer affirmatively -
although he admitted that it had taken him a long time to realize this.

In 1933, when he gave that infamous rectoral address, justifiably called
treacherous in a philosophical sense and actually deeply shameful for phi-
losophy, I was simply appalled and spoke with friends about it and said:
“That from Heidegger, the most important thinker of our time.” Where-
upon I heard the reply: “Why are you so surprised? It was hidden in there.
Somehow it could already be inferred from his way of thinking.” That was
when I realized, for the first time, certain traits in Heidegger’s thinking and
I hit myself on the forehead and said: “Yes, 1 missed something there

before. ™

Jonas came to the conclusion that the very abstractness of the Hcfdegigcrinn
concepts of resoluteness (Entschlossenheif) and authenticity (Eigenlichhef) was
what enabled Heidegger to endorse the Nazis enthusiastically. The char-
acteristic of authenticity, which Heidegger distinguishes from the anony-
mous “One™ (Das Man), is resoluteness. “Resoluteness as such, not for what
Or against what one resolves oneself, but that one resolves onesell becomes
the authentic signature ol authentic Dasein. Opportunities to resolve oneself
are, however, offered by historicity.” With a sad bitterness, Jonas adds:

hen the moment had arrived, history of-

In any case, in January 1933, w P
fered the opportunity for resoluteness. One should throw oneself nto this

new destiny. One should finally take the leap way from the whole compro-
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mising, weak, civilized, subdued negotiations of the intellect
universities (particularly in philosophy but also in general),
the events of a new beginning, Suddenly the tremendous questionability of
Heidegger's entire approach indeed became clear o me o)
But in Hitler and in National Socialism and in the new departure, in the
will to begin a new Reich, even a thousand-year Reich, he saw something
he welcomed . . . . He identified the decisiveness as such (of the Fiihrer and
the Party) with the principle of decisiveness and resoluteness as such. When
I realized, appalled, that this was not only Heidegger's personal error but
also somehow set up in his thinking, the questionability of existentialism as
such became apparent to me: namely, the nihilistic element that lies in it,
That went together with what I had recognized
the Gnostic agitation at the beginning of the
contained a strongly nihilistic element.’

at the Genman
and leap into

as an essential feature of
Christian age, which also

These allusions to the nihilism of Gnosticism
basis for understanding Jonas’s philosophic
student of Heidegger, but also a student of the great theologian Rudolf
Bultmann. It was under their mutual influence and with their mutual
encouragement that he was led to undertake his path-breaking study of
Gnosticism. Jonas eventually came to realize that there is a very close
affinity between the nihilistic dualism of the Gnostic tradition and the
nihilism so characteristic of existentialism, especially that of Heidegger. In
his essay “Gnosticism, Existentialism and Nihilism,” Jonas explores the
affinity between these two disparate movements, separated by centuries in
historical time.® He tells us that in Gnosticism, “the subversion of the idea
of law, of nomos, leads to cthical consequences in which the nihilistic impli-
cations of Gnostic acosmism . . . become even more obvious than in the
cosmological aspect” (GEN 224). Both Guosticism and existentialism deny
ll‘.le existence of any objective moral norms. There are, of course, vastly
different grounds for this denial. The “antinomian Gnosis appears crude
and.nai'vc in comparison with the conceptual subtlety and historical re-
flection of its modern counterpart” (GEN 224). This nihilism is intimately
related o a dualism whereby there is an ontological split between “man
and physus.” ‘.‘Gnostic man is thrown into an am:igonislic, antidivine, and
g'geforc anuhur.na.){x t.laturc,.mod.crn man into an indifferent one” (GEN
)- Modern nihilistic dualism is far more radical and desperate than
Gnostic dualism. According o Gnosticism, nature is hostile, antagonistic,

;nd demomc.'Bm modern nihilism no longer thinks of nature as hostile,
ut rather as indifferent 1o human concerns,

and existentialism provide a
al project. Jonas was not only a

TI;hls makcs‘» mpdem nihilism infinitely more radical and more desperate
than Gnostic nihilism ever could be for all jis panic terror of the world and
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its defiant contempt of its laws. That nature does not care, one way or the
other, is the true abyss. That only man cares, in his finitude facing nothing
but death, alone with his contingency and the objective meaningless of his
projecting meanings, is a truly unprecedented situation. (GEN 233)

The response to nihilism

Jonas combats this modern nihilism — a nihilism that is the ineluctable
consequence of Heidegger’s philosophy. Jonas’s entire philosophy, includ-
ing his reflections on the phenomenon of life and his defense of a new
ethic and a new imperative of responsibility, and his theological specula-
tions about the concept of God after Auschwitz are his response to this
radical nihilism.” In contemporary philosophy there has been an oscilla-
tion between a reductionist naturalism that would abolish the idea of man
as man and a conception of isolated selfhood that is at once groundless,
rootless, and stripped of any moral mooring. The primary philosophical
problem of our time is to escape the twin disasters of this Scylla and
Charybdis — to find a “third way”, one whereby “the dualistic rift can be
avoided and yet enough of the dualistic insight saved to uphold the hu-
manity of man” (GEN 234).

Before turning to what Jonas means by this “third way,” | want (o
consider the similarities between Jonas’s and Levinas’s understanding of
our contemporary predicament. Levinas is not concerned with the affinity
between Gnosticism and existentialism. Nor does he speak of “nihilistic
dualism.” Nevertheless, there is a basic agreement between Levinas and
Jonas in their understanding of our modern predicament. They both ar-
gue that the most pressing philosophical task of our time is to probe the
meaning of ethics and responsibility in the face of the unprecedented f:wl
of the twentieth century. The reason why Levinas is so critical of a Phll(?'
sophical orientation that is limited to the horizon of Being and ontology is
because he thinks that in such a world there is no legitimate place for
ethics. It is the ethical nihilism implicit in the ontological tradiinU that so
disturbs and provokes him. To assert that “it is of the highest importance
to know whether we are not duped by morality” is another \fay of_Sﬂ’l“S
that we must inquire whether there is an cscape from ethical .mh|hsn'1.
Levinas agrees with Jonas that there is no place for ethics ip Hcldc_gg_ers
Philosophy. Heidegger’s failure is not a localized philosophical (’,""ssmf}'
If ethical nihilism prevails, then there is no basis for condc.mnmg evil.
There is no basis for condemning what happened at f\usc}':mlz.w s

The responses of Levinas and Jonas to cthical nihilism differ. We avcf:_
seen that for Levinas ethical nihilism is a consequence of ontology, ©
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taking Being as the ultimate horizon, of failing to appreciate the trap.
scendence of ethics as first philosophy. A rupture with being is required in
the ethical relation to the other ({'autrui). But the primary issue for Jonas is
to rethink our ontology in such a manner that we can ultimately provide a
metaphysical ground for a new ethical imperative, a new ethics of respon-
sibility. Jonas is concerned not only with the dualism implicit in Gnost-
cism and existentalism, but also with the dualism that has been so dominant
in modern philosophy. He argues that once we accept the Cartesian di-
chotomy of res extensa and res cogitans, or the dichotomy between body and
mind, there is no escape from nihilism. The problem is not just dualism,
but the entire framework of thinking that a dualism spawns. Even materi-
alists and idealists are operating in a framework that accepts this mode of
dichotomous thinking, though they differ in which extreme of this binary
opposition they deny. So if one is to meet the challenge posed by ethical
nihilism, one must critique the ontological and episternological dualism
that underlies it.

This is precisely what Jonas does in The Phenamenon of Life, his rethinking
of the meaning of organic life. He realizes that his philosophical project
goes against many of the deeply embedded prejudices and dogmas of
contemporary philosophy. He challenges two well-entrenched dogmas:
that there is no metaphysical truth, and that there is no path from the “is”
to the “ought”. To escape from ethical nihilism, we must show that there
is a metaphysical ground of ethics, an objective basis for value and pur-
pose in being itself. These are strong claims; and, needless to say, they are
extremely controversial. In defense of Jonas, it should be said that he
approaches this task with both boldness and intellectual modesty. He
frequently acknowledges that he cannot “prove” his claims, but he cer-
tainly believes that his “premises” do “more justice to the total phenom-
enon of man and Being in general” than the prevailing dualist or reductionist
a!temativcs. “But in the last analysis my argument can do no more than
give a rational grounding to an option it presents as a choice for a thought-
rf‘l person — an option that of course has its own inner power of persua-
sion. Unfortunately I have nothing better to offer. Perhaps a future
metaphysics will be able to do more.™

To_ appl:cciatc how Jonas’s philosophical project unfolds, we need to
exammne his philosophical interpretation of life. This is the starting point
of his gr ounding of a new imperative of responsibility. It also provides the
context for !us speculations concerning evil. In the foreword to The Phe
nomenon of Life, Jonas gives a succinct statement of his aim.

Put at its briefest, this volume offers an *

; existential” interpretation of bio-
logical facts. Contemporary existentialis

m, obsessed with man alone, is in
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the habit of claiming as his unique privilege and predicament much of what
is rooted in organic existence as such: in so doing, it withholds from the
organic world the insights to be learned from the awareness of self. On its
part, scientific biology, by its rules confined to the physical, outward facts,
must ignore the dimension ol inwardness that belongs to life: in so doing, it
submerges the distinction of “animate” and “inanimate.” A new reading of
the biological record may recover the inner dimension - that which we
know best — for the understanding of things organic and so reclaim for
psycho-physical unity of life that place in the theoretical scheme which it
had lost through the divorce of the material and the mental since Descartes.

(PL, p. ix)

Jonas, in his existential interpretation of bios, pursues “this underlying
theme of all of life in its development through the ascending order of
organic powers and functions: metabolism, moving and desiring, sensing
and perceiving, imagination, art, and mind — a progressive scale of free-
dom and peril, culminating in man, who may understand his uniqueness
anew when he no longer sees himself in metaphysical isolation” (PL, p. ix).
The way in which Jonas phrases this theme recalls the Aristotelian ap-
proach to bios, and it is clear that Aristotle is a major influence on Jonas.
There is an even closer affinity with the philosophy of nature that Schelling
sought to elaborate in the nincteenth century. Schelling (like many post-
Kantian German thinkers) was troubled by the same fundamental di-
chotomy that undetlies the problem for Jonas. The dichotomy that Kant
introduced between the realm of “disenchanted” nature and the realm of
freedom leads to untenable antinomies. Jonas differs from both Aristqtlc
and Schelling in taking into account Darwin and contemporary scientific
biology. A proper philosophical understanding of biology must always be
compatible with the scientific facts. But at the same time, it must also root
out misguided materialistic and reductionist inlerpretations of those b.iolog1-
cal facts. In this respect, Jonas’s naturalism bears a strong aflinity with the
evolutionary naturalism of Peirce and Dewey. At the same time, Jonas is
deeply skeptical of any theory of evolutionary biology that introduces
mysterious “vital forces” or neglects the contingencics and perils of evolu-

tionary development.? ' 1
Jonas seeks 10 show “that it is in the dark stirrings of P“"‘“"‘_ml orga;:c
s:b-“aﬂcc that a principle of freedom shines forth for the first ll;nlf ‘t‘)quoz:;
the vast necessi i iverse” (PL 3). Freedom, 1n this
necessity of the physical universe” (PL 3) oo it reaches down

Sense, is not identified exclusively with human freed
edom
bt : . ic life, and up to the type of free
irst glimmerings of organic life P hess 4 Objccu?’dy
existence, distnc-

bers but by no

manifested by human beings. “‘Freedom’ must d
discernible mode of being, i.c., a manner of cxecuting
tve of the organic per se and thus shared by all mem
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nonmembers of the class: an ontologically descriptive term which can
apply to mere physical evidence at first” (PL 3). This coming into being of
freedom is not just a success story. “The privilege of freedom carries the
burden of need and means precarious being” (PL 4). It is with biological
metabolism that this principle of freedom first arises. Jonas goes “so far as
to maintain that mefabolism, the basic stratum of all organic existence,
already displays freedom — indeed that it is the first form freedom takes,”
With “metabolism - its power and its need — not-being made its appear-
ance in the world as an alternative embodied in being itsell; and thereby
being itself first assumes an emphatic sense: intrinsically qualified by the
threat of its negative it must aflirm itself, and existence affirmed is exist-
ence as a concern” (PL 4). This broad, ontological understanding of free-
dom as a characteristic of all organic life serves Jonas as “an Ariadne’s
thread through the interpretation of Lite” (PL 3).

The way in which Jonas enlarges our understanding of freedom is
indicative of his primary argumentative strategy. He expands and reinter-
prets categories that are normally applied exclusively to human beings so
that we can see that they identify objectively discernible modes of being
characteristic of everything animate. Even imwardness, and incipient forms
of self, reach down to the simplest forms of organic life.'' Now it may seem
as if Jonas is guilty of anthropomorphism, of projecting what is distine-
tively human onto the entire domain of living beings. He is acutely aware
of this sort of objection, but he argues that even the idea of anthropomor-
phism must be rethought.'* We distort Jonas’s philosophy of life if we
think that he is projecting human characteristics onto the nonhuman ani-
mate world. Earlier I quoted the passage in which Jonas speaks of a “third
way” - “one by which the dualistic rift can be avoided and yet enough of
the dualistic insight saved to uphold the humanity of man” (GEN 234).
We avoid the “dualistic rift” by showing that there is genuine continuity
of organic life, and that such categories as freedom, inwardness, and
sel[hood apply to everything that is animate. These categories designate
objective modes of being. But we preserve “enough dualistic insight” when
WC recognize that freedom, inwardness, and selfhood manifest themselves
= hur!'aan beings in a distinctive manner. I do not want to suggest that
Jonas is successful in carrying out this ambitious program. He is aware of
the tentativeness and fallibility of his claims, but he presents us with an

““dﬂ?landmg of animate beings such that we can discern both continuity
and difference. '3

!t should now be clear tha
philosaphy of the organism or
cal facts. His goal is nothin
standing of being,

t Jonas is not limiting himself to a rcgiﬂm_‘l
a new “existential” interpretation of biolog-
g less than 10 provide a new metaphysical under-
a new ontology. And he is quite explicit about this.
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Our reflections [are| intended to show in what sense the problem of life,
and with it that of the body, ought to stand in the center of ontology and,
to some extent, also ol epistemology. . . . The central position of the prob-
lem of life means not only that it must be accorded a decisive voice in
judging any given ontology but also that any treatment of itself must sum-
mon the whole of ontology. (PL 25

The philosophical divide between Levinas and Jonas appears to be enor-
mous. For Levinas, as long as we restrict ourselves to the horizon of Being
and to ontology (no matter how broadly these are conceived), there is no
place for ethics, and no answer to ethical nihilism. For Jonas, by contrast,
unless we can enlarge our understanding of ontology in such a manner as
would provide an objective grounding for value and purpose within na-
ture, there is no way to answer the challenge of ethical nihilism. But
despite this initial appearance of extreme opposition, there is a way of
interpreting Jonas and Levinas that lessens the gap between them. In
Levinasian terminology, we can say that_Jonas shows that there is a way of
understanding ontology and the living body that does justice to the
nonreducible alterity of the other (lautrur)."

Still, we might ask how Jonas’s “existential” interpretation of biological
facts and the new ontology he is proposing can provide a metaphysical
grounding for a new ethics. Jonas criticizes the philosophical prejudice
that there is no place in nature for values, purposes, and ends. Just as he
maintains that freedom, inwardness, and selfhood are objective modc.s of
being, so he argues that values and ends are objective modes of being.
There is a basic value inkerent in organic being, a basic affirmation, “The
fch‘ of Life” (IR 81)."® “The self-affirmation of being becomes cmphzfuc
i the opposition of life to death. Life is the explicit confrontation of being
with not-being. . . . The ‘yes’ of all striving is here sharpened by ﬂ"" aciive
no’ to not-being” (/R 81-2). Furthermore — and this is ‘the crucml_ point
ror_JOﬂaS ~ this affirmation of life that is in all organic being has a binding
obligatory force upon human beings.
rce in the seeing freedom
’s purposive labor is no
btained from know-

This blindly self-enacting “yes” gains obligating fo
of man, who as the supreme outcome of naturc
longer its automatic executor but, with the power o

ledge, can become its destroyer as well. He must adopt the “ch'r s h}s
will and impose the “no” to not-being on his POVIEE, But precisely l]'ll:
transition from willing to obligation is the critical point of moral theory a
which attempts at laying a foundation for it come 50
does now, in man, that become a duty which hitherto
care of through all individual willings? (/R 82)

easily to grief. Why
.tbcl‘ng“ iu;clf |00k




192 After Auschunt;

We discover here the transition from “is” to “ought” — from the self-
affirmation of life to the binding obfigation of human beings to preserve life
not only for the present but also for the future. But why do we need a naw
ethics? The subtitle of The Imperative of Responsibility — In Search of an Ethics
Jor the Technological Age — indicates why we need a new ethics. Modemn
technology has transformed the nature and consequences of human ac-
tion so radically that the underlying premises of traditional ethics are no
longer valid. For the first time in history human beings possess the know-
ledge and the power to destroy life on this planet, including human life.
Not only is there the new possibility of total nuclear disaster; there are the
even more invidious and threatening possibilities that result from the un-
constrained use of technologies that can destroy the environment required
for life. The major transformation brought about by modern technology is
that the consequences of our actions frequently exceed by far anything we
can envision. Jonas was one of the first philosophers to warn us about the
unprecedented cthical and political problems that arise with the rapid
development of biotechnology. He claimed that this was happening at a
time when there was an “ethical vacuum,” when there did not seem to be
any effective ethical principles to limit or guide our ethical decisions. In
the name of scientific and technological “progress,” there is a relentless
pressure to adopt a stance where virtually anything is permissible, includ-
ing transforming the genetic structure of human beings, as long as it is
“freely chosen.” We nced, Jonas argued, a new categorical imperative
that might be formulated as follows:

“Act so that the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence
of genuine human life”; or expressed negatively: “Act so that the effects of
your action are not destructive of the future possibility of such a life™; or
simply: “Do not compromise the conditions for an indefinite continuation
of humanity on carth”; or again turned positive: “In your present choices,
include the future wholeness of Man among the objects of your will." (IR

1)

Even if we are in sympathy with Jonas’s plea for a new imperative, we
must unders_tand that the need for such an imperative does not mean that
it can be rationally justified. Furthermore, we must understand what Jonas
means by.lhe imperative of responsibiluty.

Jonas distinguishes between two widely differing senses of I‘C-“P“"Sihﬂiw:
formal responsibility and substantive responsibility. Formal responsibility
means “responsibility as being accountable “for’ one’s deeds, whatever
they‘ are”; whereas substantive responsibility means “responsibility ik
particular objects that commits an agent to particular deeds concerning
them” (/R 90). Substantive responsibility presupposes formal responsibil-
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ity, but the heart of Jonas’s cthics concerns our new substantive responsi-
bility. Like Levinas, Jonas emphasizes that a substantive responsibility
involves a “nonreciprocal relation” (/R 94). The nonreciprocal, “vertical”
caning refation of parent and child 1s a paradigm for substantive responsi-
bility. The parent has a responsibility and an obligation to care for the
well-being of the child. Our new technological situation demands that we
extend the scope of our substantive responsibility. We, as human beings,
have a responsibility for preserving the conditions for life, especially hu-

man life, for the indefinite future.

Man'’s distinction that he alone can have responsibility means also that he
must have it for others of his like ~ that is, for such that are themselves
potential bearers of responsibility - and that in one or another respect he,
in fact, always has it . . . . In this sense an “ought” is concretely given with
the very existence of man . . . . Put epigrammatically: the possibility of there
being responsibility in the world, which is bound to the existence of men, is
of all objects of responsibility the first. (IR 99)'°

There are many questions that can be raised about Jonas's argumentation
and the adequacy of his understanding of our collective responsibility for
the preservation of those (human) beings that are capable of responsibility,
but we can now grasp the overall structure of his philosophical project.'”
Nihilism, especially the ethical nihilism so prevalent in the contemporary
world, is the problem for Jonas. It has created an “ethical vacuum.” The
mihilism that most concerns him is not the nihilism of philosophers, but
the nihilism of everyday life - such that there is no longer any confidence
that there are any secure objective norms to guide our decisions and
actions. What makes this situation potentially disastrous is the new lcc}E-
l'fOlogi.;;,] age. Human agents are capable of destroying the very condi-
tions for the possibility of life on this planet. It is not the failure of technology,
but its fantastic success, that makes this situation so threatening. There s
a relentless pressure to develop and apply ever-new technologics that
affect the very conditions of life itself, (Long before the recent siehajes
about cloning and stem cell research, Jonas anticipated the troublesome
ethical and political issues that would arise with technologies that Ease

) The philosophical
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radically the conditions of living orga ontideit vivid and lucid

task in this potentially catastrophic situation is to 5
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exist in the future. Because there are no limits to this new responsibility,
Jonas might well have said - following Levinas — that this is an “infinite
responsibility.” A theory of responsibility must have its objective and sub-
jective sides.

But the wo sides are mutually complementary and both are integral to
ethics itself. Without our being, at least by disposition, responsive to the call
of duty in terms of feeling, the most cogent demonstration of its right, even
when compelling theoretical assent, would be powerless to make it a moti-
vating force. Conversely, without some credentials of its right, our de facto
responsiveness to appeals of this kind would remain at the mercy of fortui-
tous predilections (variously preconditioned themselves), and the options
made by it would lack justification. (IR 85)

Evil and our apocalyptic situation

Like a specter, the theme of evil hovers in the background of Jonas’s
scarch for a new ethics - just as it does with Levinas. “We live in an
apocalyptic situation, that is under the threat of a universal catastrophe if
we let things take their present course” (IR 140). If Jonas had been in
dialogue with Levinas, he might have said: “Without a new ethic of re-
sponsibility, a new ethic for the future, the very possibility of the contin-
ued existence of those others for whom we are responsible is itself threatened.”
Jonas echoes Levinas's phenomenological description of evil when he writes:

The perception of the malum is infinitely easier to us than the perception of
‘h‘? bonum; it is more direct, more compelling, less given to differences of
OPinion and taste, and, most of all, obtruding itsell without our looking for
it. An evil forces its perception on us by its mere presence, whereas the
beneficial can be present unobtrusively and remain unperceived, unless we
reflect on it. . . . We are not unsure about evil when it comes our way, but
of the good we become sure only via the experience of its opposite. (IR 27)

This observation - that an evil forces itself upon us — provides a transition
{0 Jonas’s confrontation with the evil epitomized by “Auschwitz.” In words
that virtually repeat what Levinas wrote, Jonas speaks of himself as “one
who had gone through the horrors of the thirties and forties and had to
o the rest of his days under the shadow of Auschwitz,"# I 1984, when
Jonas was all‘eady Past his eighticth birthday, he delivered a remarkable
Auschwitz: AJCK?VI(J:::I:?:?W’ entiled “The Concept of God after

Jonas consistenly acknowledged that he could not offer any proof for his
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metaphysical speculations, or for his attempt to ground a new ethic of
responsibility in the ontological sell-affirmation of living beings. But, as a
philosopher, he sought to give the strongest reasons to support his claims.
When he speculates about theology, he is even more tentative. He de-
scribes himself as engaged in “a piece of [rankly speculative theology.” He
accepts the Kantian warning that in this domain one cannot claim know-
ledge.”® But Jonas poses the following questions,

What did Auschwitz add to that which one could always have known about
humans and from tirnes immemorial have done? And what has it added in
particular to what is familiar to us Jews from a millennial history of suffer-
ing and forms so essential a part of our collective memory? The question of
Job has always been the main question of theodicy — of general theodicy
because of the existence of evil as such in the world, and of particular
theodicy in its sharpening by the riddle of election, of the purported cov-
enant between Israel and its God. (CGA 132)

The reference to theodicy should not mislead us, because Jonas is just as
critical of traditional (religious or secular) theodicies as Levinas is. No
theodicy is adequate if it secks to deny, “explain away,” or justify the
brute reality of evil of Auschwitz. These questions are even more poignant
for a Jew than a Christian, because “to the Jew, who sees in ‘this” world
the locus of divine creation, justice, and redemption, God is eminently the
Lord of hastory, and in this respect ‘Auschwitz’ calls, even for the believer,
the whole traditional concept of God into question. . . . What God could
let it happen?” (CGA 133).

In order to deal with these emotionally charged questions, Jonas elabo-
rates a myth of his own — “that vehicle of imaginative but credible conjee-
ture that Plato allowed for the sphere beyond the knowable” (CGA 134)!
The details of this myth are at once moving and cloquent, but let me
present a condensed version. N

In the beginning the Divine, the ground of being, “chose to give itself
over 10 the chance and risk and endless varicty of becoming.” But once
the world has been created, its laws “brook no interference,” and are not
“softencd by any extramundane providcnce.” In order for tffc wor!d o be
for itself, an immanent domain, “God renounced his bc:bng, dnfcstmg
himself of his deity - to receive it back from the odyssey of time weighted
with the chance harvest of unforeseeable temporal experience: transfig-
ured or possibly even disfigured by it.
chance and probability, there arise the
“world-accident for which the becoming ) e
its prodigal stake begins to show signs of being redeemed.” Wit

» In the course of eons of cgsmic
first stirrings of life. This is the
which
h life

deity had waited and with
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comes death, the adventure in mortality, and the beginning of the evoly-
tionary process. “The divine landscape bursts into color and the deity
comes to experience itsell.” Initially, in its simplest organic forms, this is a
world of innocence. But something new arises with the evolutionary de-
velopment of human beings. There is the “advent of knowledge and free-
dom, and with this supremely double-edged gift the innocence of the
mere subject of self-fulfilling life has given way to the charge of responsi-
bility under the disjunction of good and evil.” “With the appearance of
man, transcendence awakened to itself and henceforth accompanies his
doings and with bated breath of suspense, hoping and beckoning, rejoic-
ing and grieving, approving and frowning — and I dare say, making itself
felt to him even while not intervening in the dynamics of his worldly
scene: for can it not be that by the reflection of its own state as it wavers
with the record of man, the transcendent casts light and shadow over the
human landscape.” (See CGA, 134-6 for the complete statement of the
myth.)

This is Jonas’s myth; a myth that he confesses may appear to be “a
willful private fantasy.” But, as he draws out its consequences, it becomes
apparent that it is neither willful nor private. When Jonas first presented
it in his essay “Immortality and the Modern Temper,” he wrote: “Such is
the tentative myth which I would like to believe ‘true’ — in the sense in
which myth may happen to adumbrate a truth which of necessity is
unknowable and even, in direct concepts, ineflable, yet which, by intima-
f.ions to onr deepest experience, lays claim upon our powers of giving
indirect agcount of it in revocable, anthropomorphic images.”* _

It is the truth implicit in this myth that Jonas seeks to convey. In his
commentary on it, he stresses several important features. First, the God
that he is speaking of is a suffering God, though not in the Christian sense
of a God who allowed himself to be crucified. From the moment of
creation, and certainly from the time of the creation of human beings,
there is suffering on the part of God, Secondly, the God of Jonas’s myth
is a becoming God. “It is a God emerging in time instead of possessing
completed being that remains identical with itself throughout eternity”
(CGA 137). Jonas admits that this conception of God departs from the
Hellenic tra.dition in theology, which assigns priority to eternal being
over bccor_mng, but he thinks that the concept of divine becoming can be
?ﬁétigcj‘ggdfil?:qile?r w‘ith the portrayal of God in the Hebrew Blt::fc
Rl Mt 15 la ;ucd and mdc?d altered I?y w:hal happens n o
what we human be('m ; dcpﬁn:j Pl o l?ut (’Pd 1s_depmdﬂif g is
at stake in this uni\lr:g-s ¥ S Cadaioun de:-suny, h“ dBIhgaf um-!ou:igilis
S ll;sc to whose unkno.wmg (Ical||1.g5 he committe e

» as become the eminent repository of this suprem
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and ever betrayable trust. In a sense, he holds the fate of deity in his
hands.”® Bound up with the idea of a suffering and becoming God is a
wring God. “God’s caring about his creatures is, of course, among the
most familiar tenets of Jewish faith. But my myth stresses the less famil-
iar aspect that this caring God is not a sorcerer who in the act of caring
also provides the fulfillment of his concern: he has left something for
other agents to do and thereby has made his care dependent on them”
(CGA 138). Consequently, this is a God who is endangered and runs a

real risk.

The most significant claim in Jonas's theological speculations is his
insistence that this God is not an omnipotent God. Jonas rejects this time-
honored doctrine of absolute, unlimited power. In its place he makes a
much stronger claim: “From the very concept of power, it follows that
omnipotence is a self-contradictory, self-destructive, indeed senseless con-
cept.”® The attributes traditionally ascribed to God — “absolute goodness,

absolute power, and intelligibility” ~ form an incoherent triad. The con-

Junction of any two of these attributes excludes the third. “The question
then is: Which are truly integral to our concept of God, and which, being
of lesser force, must give way to their superior claim? Now, surely, good-
ness is inalienable from the concept of God, and not open to qualifica-
ton” (CGA 139).%

_ Despite the apparently idiosyncratic features of Jonas's myth, it is not
Just “a private willful fantasy.” Jonas himself notes that there is an affinity
between his myth and the Kabbalah.

There we mee highly original, very unorthodox speculations in whose
company mine would not appear so wayward after all. Thus, for example,
my myth at bottom only pushes further the idea of the (zimizum, that
cosmogonic center concept of the Lurianic Kabbalah. Tzimizum means
contraction, withdrawal, self-limitation. To make room for the world the
En-Sof (infinite: literally, No-End) of the beginning had to contract .h"mdr
s0 that, vacated by him, empty space could expand outside of him: the
“Nothing” in which and from which God could then create the world.

Without this retreat into himself, there could be no “other” ou(.:.ide e,
ite things from

and only his continued holding-himsell-in preserves the fini

losing their separate b?i:g I:;;;fnhil::n the d?vinc “all in all.” (CGA 142

B‘”‘ how docs this myth enable us to deal with the qucstic{n: How ;:IOlf::
God let it happen? H(;\\’ can we face the full horror of the evil of A[.M xat
and still maintain a faith in God? This is just the sort of qfsestllo?d ally
. oStoevsky might well have raised, bad he witnessed Auschwitz. 1 ?
‘L S¢ems as if Jonas is still operating within a tra v
theodicy, at least insofar as he wants to show that we ¢a
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existence of evil — even the evil of Auschwitz — with the concept of a
beneficent God. Jonas “solves™ the theological problem by affirming God's
intelligibility and his goodness, but denying his omnipotence. “But if God
is to be intelligible in some manner and to some extent (and to this we
must hold), then his goodness must be compatible with the existence of
evil, and this it is only if he is not all powerful. Only then can we uphold
that he is intelligible and good, and there is yet evil in the world” (CGA
140).

To interpret Jonas’s myth in this manner, while not incorrect, is to miss
its primary thrust. Jonas’s myth is intended to underscore man’s over-
whelming — we might even say, infinite ~ responsibility. And Jonas is just
as emphatic as Levinas in insisting that “responsibility is first and foremost
of men and for men, and this is the archetype of all responsibility” (IR 98).
Human beings — and human beings alone — are responsible for the evil
that exists in the world, and have a supreme obligation to combat it. This
responsibility transcends a “merely” human responsibility; it is our re-
sponsibility to and for the suffering, becoming, caring God. Jonas, like Levinas,
does not take “Auschwitz” to name just one place and one series of
horrendous events, but to stand for all genocides of our time. When Jonas
first introduced his myth, he asked:

What about those who never could inscribe themselves in the Book of Life
with deeds cither good or evil, great or small, because their lives were cut
off before they had a chance, or their humanity was destroyed in degrada-
tions most cruel and most thorough such as no humanity can survive? [ am
thinking of the gassed and burnt children of Auschwitz, of the defaced,
dehumanized phantoms of the camps, and of all the other, numberless victims of
the other man-made holocausts of our time. *

To dramatize h)s understanding of a suffering, becoming, caring God
whose very destiny is dependent on us, Jonas declares:

And this I like to believe: that there was weeping in the heights at the waste
f‘“‘d despoilment of humanity; that a groan answered the rising shout of
Ig‘noble suffering, and wrath - the terrible wrong done to the reality and
possibility of each life thus wantonly victimized, each one a thwarted at-
tempt of God - -+ - Should we not believe that the immense chorus of such
enics that has risen up in our lifetime now hangs over our world as a dark

and accusing cloud? that eterni | v . ps
itself and perturbed in its dcplg,gk‘ down upon us with a frown, wou

Neither providence

Ry sy nor the dialectical necessity of history is responsible
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The disgrace of Auschwitz is not to be charged to some all-powerful provi-
dence or to some dialectically wise necessity, as if it were an antithesis
demanding a synthesis or a step on the road to salvation. We human beings
have inflicted this on the deity, we who have failed in the administering of
his things. It remains on our account, and it is we who must again wash
away the disgrace from our own disfigured faces, indeed from the very

countenance of God.?’

Jonas’s “speculative expeniment™ is not merely an intellectual exercise. “I
was impelled to the view, which every doctrine of faith would probably
find heretical, that it is not God who can help us, but we who must help
God.”™ But he tells us that this heretical conception of a Jewish God
became “more valid with the confession of an actual witness, sealed with
her own life, of whom I learned much later. These words of a conlfessor
are found in the preserved diaries of Etty Hillesum, a young Jewish woman
from the Netherlands, who in 1942 voluntarily reported to the camp at
Westerbork in order to be of help there and to take part in the destiny of
her people. In 1943 she was sent to the gas chamber in Auschwitz.”!

[will go to any place on this earth where God sends me, and I am ready in
every situation and until I die to bear witness . . . that it is not God's fault
that everything has turned out this way, but our fault.

- and if God does not continue to help me, then I must help God . . .
[ will always endeavor to help God as well as I can. .

I will help you, O God, that you do not forsake me, but right from the
start | can vouch for nothing. Only this one thing becomes more and more
clear to me: that you cannot help us, but that we must help you, and in so
doing we ultimately help ourselves. That is the only thing that matters: to
save in us, O God, a piece of yoursell. Yes, my God, even you in these
creumstances seem powerless to change very much . . . . I demand no
account from you; you will later call us to account. And with almost every
heartbeat it becomes clearer to me that you cannot help s, bulnthal we
must help you and defend up to the last your dwelling within us.

“Demythologizing” Jonas’s myth

Jonas confesses that these words of Etty Hillesum, which he discovered in

1984, more than 40 years after they were written, arc cnlotloqally ?'V‘:'
whelming for him. They sum up his own heretical understanding oh ll ¢
sulfering, hecoming, caring God — a limited God whom we must B¢
Jonas does not hestitate to express his own passionately held CO“‘"‘:_"': !o.
But he, like Levinas, also believes that philosophers must a!ways sg";nusl
meet the most rigorous normns of philosophical ar gumentation, an
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not allow philosophical claims to be based on religious faith. Although
both are committed, religious Jews, they claim that the truth of what they
are saying has universal significance. So our task is to stand back and see to
what extent Jonas's myth contains claims that can be defended philo-
sophically. To do this, I want o take what might seem to be a slight
detour, but one that will actually bring us to the heart of the matter,

I have spoken of Jonas’s original attraction to, and subsequent disillu-
sionment with, Heidegger as both a person and a philosopher. But the
other great teacher who had a formative influence on Jonas was Rudolf
Bultmann. Indeed, it was a report that Jonas prepared for Bultmann’s
seminar on the New Testament that eventually led to his interest in Gnos-
ticism.”® Jonas maintained a lifelong personal and intellectual friendship
with Bultmann, a thinker he always respected. Bultmann was the only one
of Jonas's professors with whom he paid a farewell visit when he left
Germany in 1933. And Bultmann was one of the first people he visited
when he returned to Germany in 1945 as a soldier in the Jewish Brigade.
In 1977, a year after Bultmann’s death, Jonas was invited to participate in
a memorial symposium that enabled him to reflect on the philosophical
aspects of Bultmann’s work.*

Bultmann’s great theological contribution was his elaboration of the
method of demythologizing — “*a method of interpretation’ . . . ‘a herme-
neutical procedure that interrogates statements . . . about their reality
content’ . .. namely, that which concerns human existence.” According to
Bultmann, myth at once reveals and conceals. The true meaning of myth
“~in the case of Scripture at least — [is]‘to speak of the essential reality of
man’."* Jonas is at once sympathetic with, yet sharply critical of this
understanding of myth,

! want to show both the applicability — and the lmuts — of this method
of interpretation when applied to Jonas’s own myth. To begin with, em-
ploying metaphorical language, Jonas's myth is at once consistent with,
and expresses, the substance of his own understanding of the emergence
of life and the evolutionary process.* Indeed, it is consistent with the
evolutionary naturalism that he advocates in The Phenomenon of Life and
related writings — texts that employ exclusively philosophical arguments.
In his myth, Jonas eschews any suggestion of supernatural intervention in
the course of evolution. (God is not a sorcerer.) Furthermore, he acknow-
lcc!gcs that i_l was a naturalistic “world accident” when life first appeared.
\:Vllh the origins of living organisms, there was a quickening of the evolu-
tonary process. At a certain stage of this evolutionary process, human
:;e!ngs arose — beings capable ol assuming responsibility for other human
bz;;\:gst.c(ljn sc:mrt, rhc‘rf: is nothing in this part of Jonas’s my_th thal_cannof

ated adequately in nonmythological terms. Jonas’s philosophical un
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derstanding of nature, life, and the evolutionary ascent of man guide his
construction of the myth. But the myth also underscores Jonas'’s under-
standing of responsibility. Freedom, inwardness, and selfhood in its incipi-
ent forms reach down to all living creatures, but it is only with humans
that a being emerges who is capable of being responsible.

It might seem that, following out the “logic” of this procedure for
interpreting Jonas's myth, we could think of it as a vivid metaphorical way
of portraying what can be expressed and translated (without remainder) in
conceptual terms.”” But this is just the conclusion that Jonas resists. When
he introduces his myth, he cites Plato, and alludes to the subtle interplay
between mythos and logos in Plato. Mythos becomes relevant precisely when
one secks to conjecture about what cannot be known. Jonas claims that
myth cannot be “translated” or reduced to “the self-understanding of
Man” - a form of demythologizing already advocated by Feuerbach. “On
the pain of immanentism or mere anthropologism, the understanding of
God is not to be reduced to the self-understanding of man.”® This is the
limit of demythologizing.** Jonas treads a fine and delicate line. He insists
that his myth must be compatible with what can be established philo-
sophically, and that it must also be compatible with our scientific know-
ledge; but he resists the suggestion that myth is just a lively metaphorical
way of stating what can be translated in purely conceptual terms. Myth
does not lend itself to complete objectification in human discourse. What
Jonas writes in the conclusion of his essay “Heidegger and Theology” 1s
perfectly applicable to his own myth of the suffering, becoming, caring
God whom we are obligated to help.

The final paradox [of divinity] is better protected by the symbols of myth
than by the concepts of thought. Where the mystery is rightfully at home,

“we see in a glass darkly.” What does “in a glass darkly” mean? In the
shapes of myth. To keep the manifest opagueness of myth transparent for the
ineffable is in a way easier than 0 keep the seeming (ransparency of the
concept transparent for that to which it is in fact as opaque as any language
must be.

Myth taken literally is crudest objectification.

Myth taken allegorically is sophisticated objectification.

Myth taken symbolically is the glass through which we darkly see.”

Jonas and Levinas

and Levinas arc as striking as their simi-
h out their differences and under-
s — contradictory claims. Jonas
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would never accept Levinas's deep skepticism regarding the philosophical
enterprise of ontology. The task of a proper metaphysics, as Jonas under-
stands it, is to develop a more adequate understanding of being — especially
animate being — in a way that can ground ethics. Jonas would also criti-
cize Levinas’s emphasis on “ruptures” — and especially the presumed rup-
ture with being that opens the space for the good and for the ethical
relation to the other (lautrui). 1 suspect that Jonas would detect here the
vestiges of a type of dualistic thinking that he has been at great pains o
criticize and overcome. And, given the rhetorical construction of Totalily
and Infinity with its reiterated dichotomies of totality and infinity, ontology
and metaphysics, being and ethics, there is plenty of evidence of dualistic
thinking. The primary goal of Jonas — to develop a new ethic for our
technological age wherein we seck to protect the environment and or-
ganic life — is marginal to Levinas.*' Despite the poetic and ethical elo-
quence with which Levinas describes the face, the alterity of the other
(Vautrui), and our infinite responsibility to and for the other, Jonas might
see Levinas's understanding of ethics as tainted by anthropocentric bias
that he takes to be characteristic of traditional ethics. Levinas fails to
acknowledge “the altered nature of human action” that has resulted from
our contemporary technological knowledge and power.

Even these differences might well serve as the basis for a fruitful dia-
logue ~ one in which their different emphases and claims might help to
correct shortcomings in their respective philosophies. Levinas comes close
to cancaturing traditional philosophy and ontology, and he exaggeratcs
his differences with the philosophical tradition. Derrida made this point in
Ifis famous article on Levinas that brought the latter’s thought to interna-
tional attention.* Levinas does not sufficiently consider the possibility that
the ontological enterprise opens itself to the type of reform and revision
that Jonas develops. Jonas’s attempt to provide an evolutionary account of
the advent of human life that does justice to both continuity and the emer-
gence of difference — especially the differences that arise with the evolution-
ary development of human beings — shows that not all ontology can be
lmt‘t'prt‘th as committed 1o the totality that Levinas criticizes. There is 2
Bl (Eeticcy in Levinas 10 focus on the domain of ethics as if its exclusive
concern with the asymmetrical, nonreciprocal interhuman relationship
(l between the other and ourselves. Levinas might well have benefited from
: T f:l::;l;r;:';thf ”;_0!‘1’ global and cosmological concern of Jonas tl}'«ll S}t"f'-cksh

el ul:“ of how contemporary tcchnolngy alters the way mn wiil
1 ; ik about ethics. At the same time, there are lessons thalJ"‘:ms
.:‘ ;{ @‘:| nl';lght well lcgm from Levinas, Sometimes Jonas comes close to neglectng
1R *i¢ particularity and concreteness of the ethical relation that are so promi-

nent in 3 % S on
I Levinas. In Jonas's anxiety about our “endangered future, he
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sometimes neglects our ethical relationship with our contemporarics. His
concern with preserving the conditions for the possibility of a future hu-
manity becomes extremely abstract. Is our responsibility primarily to “hu-
manity” or to individual unique human beings — to the alterity of concrete i
others?

Yet, despite these tensions and conflicts, we should not underestimate
how much the two thinkers have in common in their confrontations with
the evil epitomized by Auschwitz. Both are painfully aware of the “ethical
vacuumn” and ethical nihilism that so pervade the modern age. Both seck
to address the question of whether we have been “duped by morality” =
whether it still makes sense to speak of ethical imperatives that can guide
our actions. Both categorically reject any philosophical or religious at-
tempt to “reconcile” us to evil. They would agree that we must give up
both vulgar and sophisticated forms of “the Happy End.” There is some-
thing brute, unsurpassable, and “transcendent” about evil, which chal-
lenges and defies philosophical concepts and categories. Both men speak
from the depth of their own Jewish faith and convictions. For them the
problem of evil is not just an ethical problem; it is also a religious one, and
raises the most profound questions about whether faith is still possible
afier Auschwitz — and if so, what kind of faith. They both highlight the
ethical significance of their Jewish heritage — not that Judaism can be
reduced 10 its ethical content, but rather that it can inform one’s understand-
ing of ethics and responsibility.

The most original and distinctive feature of t
way in which each seeks to rethink the very meaning and scope of respons-
ibility. At first the Levinasian idea of “infinite responsibility” secms hyper-
bolic, and even offensive — insofar as we may think that a responsibility
that is infinite (and cnnsequenliy can never be completely fulfilled) undf:r-
mines the very idea of responsibility. But the more closely we .cxan'un‘c
what Levinas means, the more we can apprccialc the intelligibility Of l'us
claim. As human beings we find ourselves in a world where responsibility
is thrust upon us — responsibility t and for the others whom we encounter.
When Levinas stresses that the ethical relation is asy.mmemcal .aqd
nonrec iprocal, his primary point is to underscorc that ?thlcal TCSPO"SIb'_IIi
ity is not based on some form of expectation or calculation lh.at Oll.lcrs o
act towards me in a way in which I act toward them. Levinas 15 at.h;s
most forceful in showing. what it means to be responsive and responsible
to the otherness of the other (Pautrui) ~ 10 celuse the temptation 0 asslm:
late the other to the type of ontological impcriaiisn.x and collr:mzaflsoa
whereby 1 allow myself to violate the other’s Integrity: ,But t ;ﬂ-‘ lal-
corresponding sense of “infinite responsibility” in Jonas § il m“g, he
though he does not use this expression. This is evident it the centrality

heir responses to evil is the
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gives to our responsibility to our fellow human creatures — even those who
| are not yet born. This is also a responsibility — “an infinite responsibility”
| that cannot be completely fulfilled. Nevertheless, it can guide our finite
‘ actions. Jonas intensifies his understanding of responsibility in his myth of
1l a limited God for whom we are also responsible. Our responsibility for
z Al combatting evil is further intensified in the heightened wake of evil sym-
‘ bolized by Auschwitz. This is a responsibility thrust upon us by virtue of
o | our humanity. Both Jonas and Levinas argue that the autonomy that is so
it cherished by Kant — what Jonas calls “formal responsibility,” where we
are accountable “for” our deeds ~ presupposes a more substantive respon-
i H‘I*M . “ | §ibi1ily for our fellow human !Jci!.]g‘.i, including those not yet born. There
| 18 no escape from the threat of evil, which can assume ever-new forms and
' ”! l"l il conf'rom_us in the most unexpected ways. Nor is l-h(‘rc any escape from
! i our infinite responsibility to combat evil wherever it occurs.
f
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Arendt: Radical Evil and the Banality
of Ewvil

This inquiry beg: -
mmaﬂ:ﬂc‘;"&m}:( ﬁ-llillll k\‘vnh .1?1}' r(-ﬂcrnif)ns on Hannah Arendt. Arendt once
ot piepleaiics, D Hlli.{ 18 c-nmmumcalc(l l?y' infecting others with one’s
oy SPf‘l‘iﬁ(';dll\.' .ll -l.—m,i: with her perplexities led to my owil interroga-
it Kan,{ : ‘l‘ “1 dﬁ h_vr lh()llgllls. alb(.)ul Kant and radical evil that led
R i o u-‘r‘(:-" i‘lu .l‘ul_lnw the wussnuc.lcs of the encounters with the
i“tfrrogaticmsl lh\- ;-n -f‘\:ll in subsequent l'hmkcrs-. [ want to conclude my
helsent ok e > : t:n‘n‘ng to Arrn(‘it. Like Levinas and Jonas, Arendt
a5 ot S uschwitz and Gulag — more generally, Hitler’s and
arianism — that demanded a rethinking of the very meaning

of evil in our time.!
Despite diflerer
spite differences | '
s ;q - I|,n( rences in temperament, emphasis, and concern from
e (l{],,n;.s,‘/\_\rcndt has a greal deal in common with them. As
Coumcr_w;tl (7;. (I}‘CISI\'C formative philosophical experience was her en-
1 Heidegger. At the age of 18 she went t0 study with him

when . :
he was teaching at Marburg.? Born in the same ycar as Levinas
h assimilated family. She tells us

y

;:2?‘?:; _:h.c came from a German-Jewis

as a l‘h(i]‘(l;s::]:lm. R I:(‘ligion anc?l Jewish issues were of little concern 10 her
W (‘im‘ d.dulesc'em. As a young student, she was much more
sy “.I-llnénan thinkers such as Klfrrkcgaard,. and she wrote her
Juio albos ith Karl Jaspers on St Augustine. Her'fncndshap with Hans
: she met as a university student, provided the occasion for

her fi : .
r first awakening to Zionism. In 1926, when both Arendt and Jonas
chief spokesman

w 7 i

omﬁgwmmmwmwmmmmmmm .
slidands l“‘s‘ Organization of Germany, 1o the Zionist
“The | club. As Elizabeth Young:
¢ lecture did not convert Hanna

to give a lecturc
Bruehl, Arendt’s biographer, tells us,
h Arendt to Zionism, but it did
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convert her to Kurt Blumenfeld” = who became her life long friend !
Arendt’s interest in the Jewish question was further stimulated when she
started working on her book Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewess. She
began this manuscript in the late 1920s, and completed it in Paris after
she fled Germany in 1933.° Initially, Arendt was not interested in poli-
tics or history, but by 1933 she felt that she had been hit over the head
by history. That year she was asked by her Zionist friends to do some
“illegal” research on German anti-Semitism at the Prussian State Li-
brary. Subsequently she was apprehended and interrogated for eight
days. Shortly after her release, she fled Germany — to Prague, Geneva,
and finally to Paris. Reflecting on this period of her life, she tells us, “]
realized what I then expressed time and again in the sentence: If one is
attacked as a Jew, one must defend onesell as a_Jew. Not as a German,
not as a world-citizen, not as an upholder of the Rights of Man, or
whatever.”® Arendt - unlike so many others in similar situations - was
“lucky.” Twice she managed to escape [rom threatening situations. The
first time was when she was interrogated in Berlin in 1933; the second
when she escaped from Gurs, the French internment camp to which she
was sent from Paris in 1940 as a German émigré. Her good luck contin-
ued, and she found a safe haven in France with friends. Rejoined by her
husband, Heinrich Bliicher, they made their way to Lisbon, where they
sailed for New York in the spring of 1941.

Arendt believed that all genuine thinking is grounded in personal expe-
rience, and as with Levinas and Jonas, the primary experience that shaped
virtually all her thinking was living through the Nazi period. In 1945 she
alrcady declared, “The problem of evil will be the fundamental question
of postwar intellectual life in Europe.” It is the problem (or, more accu-
ral(':jy, the cluster of problems) to which she returned over and over again
until the end of her life. In the preface to The Origins of Totalitarianism, she
wrote, “And if it is true that in the final stages of totalitarianism an
absolute evil appears (absolute because it can no longer be deduced from
humanly comprehensible motives), it is also true that without it we might
never have known the truly radical nature of Evil.”® 3

Before turning to an examination of what she means by radical evil
an.d to the much more famous (and misunderstood) idea of the banality of
:i‘;ﬂr; I“:::nl::l h:: storne(h:]r}g abo_ut K?rcndt's sl.ylc of thinking. T’ llt:dCXP;‘:‘“):
g “thought-lfa;r:i Enls‘ distinctive sty!c is onc that she us'(. :lleﬁ-
ences, encrgize thinki-n ll_(:(.‘ lhoyghtrtra!.ns, grounded in (?m.‘-s,cl'icv
o f-i a;l |.)rm1dc it with concrete 5pcc1ﬁn;1}‘ .( o
each other. Followina inlorce cach other, and sometimes cu.n 1 i

ollowing these different thought-trains requires some delt

cacy in distineuich;
¢y in dlsungulshmg them from cach other and secing how they are
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interrelated. This is why I now think that categorizing Arendt’s thinkin
about evil under the rubrics of “radical evil” and “the banality n.f evil” ("u%
bc.mislcading. because they do not do justice to her complex lhnug;u-
trais. [ want to orient my discussion of Arendt’s reflections (Nachdenken)

on evil by distinguishing these thought-trains — these strands that make u
the complex fabric of her thinking. -
Let me begin with an exchange that took place between Arendt and
Jaspers in 1_951. Arendt sent Jaspers one of the first copies of The Origins of
Totalilarianism so that it would arrive in time for his birthday. After reading
l}'lt‘ preface and the final chapter, Jaspers immediately acknowledged this
gift flrjom his former student (who used a quotation from him as the epi-
?;:snffj:ll;lcw?o;:kl' ..‘ll le ;l{‘](l('(l a CQ'I')lic"l‘asl sentence to his short letter,
+ faded too far out of sight?”!” In her next letter to Jasper

(March 4, 1951), she replied:
led too far out of sight” has been on my

to come up with an answer to
my own demand from the

Yr'mr question “Hasn't Jahwe fad
!nmd for weeks now without my being able
1[}- No more than I've been able to li;ld one to
inal chapter . . . . Evil has proved (o be more radical than cxpccted. In
are not prm-idcd for in the Ten Com-
suffering from the preconcep-
can do arise {rom the vice of

objective terms modern crimes
mandments. Or: the Western tradition is
‘S:;F .lhill 'lh(‘.rnn\l evil things human beings
L ‘;t?[;f:n:,:: \:t lkn‘nw that the greatest evils or radi.ra} evil has no[l}ing
radical evil reall “"_lkll-‘-uch‘ humanly ur.xdcrstandable, .smlul motives. What
Stk i Tollis '..* is | don’t know, but !t seems L0 mt‘.lll somchow has o do
siperfluous m‘(‘"ﬁ ]')ht'nnmt‘non: making human bcmgs as human bFlngs
D h‘““ ‘ it ‘Uﬁmg them as means (o an end, whtc'h leaves lh?lr es-
T l-m-"- untouched and impinges nnll.y on l!lc.ll' human dignity;
el . AR superfluous as human beings)- This happens as soon
_ unpre dictability — which, human beings,
;!:::l:ll(::? 3 is t'liminnu-d.. And all this 'En (urn arises frnm - or better,
i”“‘o‘t‘r\ “i‘j "‘“h the delusion of the om_mPotcnce (not simply the lust for
) of an individual man. If an individual man qua man were om-

nipote I '
potent, then there is in fact no reason why men 10 the plural should
y God’s omnipotence that

exist . : b=
& l: at all — just as in monotheism it is onl 3
akes him ONE. So, in this samc way, the omnipotence of an individual

man w
1 would make men suptrﬂuous.'

is the cquivalcm ol

not intended for publicalion, and
Later in the same letter, she con-
seall? Yey if we analyz¢ carefully
d of what she 5ays about radical
dy indicate several of

Thes ;
Arcnf] remarks are in a leuer that was
fesse luls aware of their tentativeness-

sses, “None of it is thought through

wh ; i

w“dl. she says here against the backgroun

e in her published writings, U
most characteristic thoughl-trains'

hese remarks alrea
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1 There is the dominant theme that radical evil “has to do with the
following phenomenon: making human beings as human beings su-
perfluous.” This is closely related to the next two themes,

2 The elimination of human unpredictability and spontaneity, This, in
turn, is connected to what she later called natality, as well as to human
freedom.

3 The idea that the delusion of omnipotence (which is not to be con-
fused with the lust for power) of an individual man is incompatible
with the existence of men in the plural. This is intimately related to her
claim in The Human Condition that “plurality is specifically the condition
= not only the conditio sine qua non, but the conditio per quem — of all
political life.”?

4 Traditional moral prohibitions, as represented in the Ten Command-
ments, are no longer adequate to characterize modern crimes,

5 The most evil deeds that human beings perform do not arise from the
vice of selfishness. And more generally, “radical evil has nothing to do
with such humanly understandable, sinful motives.”

[ want to pursue cach of these thought-trains, and the ways in which
they are interrelated. But it is worth noting how significantly Arendt
departs from Kant, despite her admiration for him, and his influence
on her own thinking. In Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, Kant
explicitly stated that self-love (selfishness) is the source of evil. This is
Just what Arendt denies in regard to what she calls radical evil. Making
human beings as human beings superfluous is more radical than diso-
bff)’ing the Kantian categorical imperative — the imperative that for-
bfds us Lo treat individuals as means only, and forbids us to violate their
dignity. It is no accident that Arendt uses the Kantian term “spontan-
eity.” According to Kant, spontancity is the essential characteristic of
our human rationality and freedom. From a Kantian perspective, 1t
makcs.nn sense to suggest that human spontaneity can be eliminated.
For this would mean that we were no longer human rational agents.
But twentieth-century totalitarianism shows that we must now live with
the all w0 real possibility that human spontaneity can be eliminated.
Stated another way, Arendt does not disagree with Kant that sponta-
nelty 1s a necessary condition for the very possibility of a rational
human life. Where she differs from him is in thinking that even this
apparently transcendental condition of a human life can be eliminated

;mpmca[l » by totalitarian means. This, as we shall sce, stands at the
eart of her understanding of radical evil.
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Superfluousness, spontaneity, and plurality

first three related, but distinguishable,
thought-trains: superfluousness, the elimination of unpredictability and
spontancity, and how omnipotence threatens plurality. Superfluousness is
in The Orgins of Totalitarianism. It takes a variety of
forms, and Arendt explores its significance in a variety of contexts. She
notes that the major political events of the twenticth century, from the
First World War on, have created millions of people who are not only
homeless and stateless, but are treated as if they were completely superflu-
ous and dispensable. Arendt’s apprehension regarding the sudden crea-
tion of masses of superfluous people was prophetic. A remark she makes
towards the end of The Ongins of Totalitarianism has a chilling poignancy:
“Totalitarian solutions may well survive the fall of totalitarian regimes in
the form of strong temptations which will come up whenever it seems
impossible to alleviate political, social, or economic misery in a manner
worthy of man” (07 459). The theme of superfluousncss also shapes her
critical discussion of abstract universal claims about the “Rights of Man.”

Let me begin by exploring the

a pervasive theme

The calamity of the rightless is not that they are deprived of life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness, or of equality before the law and fref..'dor_n of
opinion - formulas which were designed to solve problems within gven
communitics -~ but that they no longer belong to any community whatso-
ever. Their plight is not that they are not equal before the law, but that no
law exists for them; not that they are oppresscd but that nobady wants evenl
1o oppress them. Only in the last stage of a rather lengthy pmccss‘:s.lhew
right to live threatened; only if they remain perfectly “superfluous, if no-
body can be found to “claim” them, may their lives be in danger. (0T 295

6)
ss that Arendt insists that the

ght to belong to
which one can

It is because of the threat of superfluousne ; !
most fundamental right is “the right to have rights,” the 11
a community tha ag ‘s rights — a community i1 LTy

y that protects one's ng ¢ rotalitarian

exercise these rights. She also calls attention t0 the feature © i n
ersal laws of Nature and History

ideology whercby the allegedly “univ e viduals can be
transcend individual human aspirations, 50 that all ll" :: “nipulators of
sacrific W -nt. In this sense the v

iced for the cause of the movement I Aly treat their

lalitatian o0 <. because they not ©
regimes are most dangerou -
y . ! ireat themselves a5 superiiu

victims as if they were superfluous they also . :
 nie , f Nature and History-

ous — as vehicles for carrying out the-ys® rfluousness ~ the ont
But the deepest and most shocking sense ?f o ;0 in the concen-
that reveals what she means by radical o e




|
il |l
it ll;
1 W
| #‘ |

il
iy
[ W! ":I

|
i 1]

210 After Auschuwntz

tration and death camps, the “laboratories” of totalitarian regimes. It is in
these laboratories that the most radical experiments were conducted of
changing the character of human beings — that is, in “making human
beings as human beings superfluous.” “The horror of the concentration
and extermination camps can never be fully embraced by the imagina-
tion, for the very reason that it stands outside of life and death.”™ Appeals
to common sense, utilitarian categories, and liberal rationalizations break
down when confronted with the phenomenon of the death camps. In her
perceptive reconstruction of the “logic” of total domination, Arendt dis-
tinguishes three analytical stages.

“The first essential step on the road to total domination is to kill the
Juridical person in man” (0T 447). This started long before the Nazis
established the death camps. Arendt is referring to the legal restrictions
that stripped Jews (and other marginalized groups) of their juridical rights.
The highly effective and humiliating way in which these juridical restric-
tions were enacted has been graphically recorded in that remarkable docu-
ment, the diaries of Victor Klemperer, I Will Bear Witness."* Arendt tells us
that “The aim of an arbitrary system is to destroy the civil rights of the
whole population, who ultimately become just as outlawed in their own
country as the stateless and homeless. The destruction of man'’s rights, the
killing of the juridical person in him, is a prerequisite for dominating him
entircly” (OT 451). In the camps, there is not even the pretense of any
civil or human rights - no inmates have any rights.

“The next decisive step in the preparation of living corpses is the mur-
der of the moral person in man. This is done in the main by making
martyrdom, for the first time in history, impossible” (07 451). The S5,
who supervised the camps, were perversely brilliant in corrupting any and.
all forms of human solidarity. They succeeded in making decisions of
conscience questionable and equivocal.

“.’hc'} a man is faced with the alternative of betraying and thus murdering
his fncr{ds or of sending his wife and children, for »;-h(;m he is in every sense
n::sponsnble, to their death; and when even suicide would mean the imme-
diate murder of his own family - how is he to decide? The alternative is no
longer between good and evil, but between murder and murder. Who
could solve the moral dilemma of the Greek mother, who was allowed by

the Nazis to choose which of her three children should be killed? (0T 452)

Itis the thi i i’ i
¢ third stage of this “logic” of total domination that brings us closest

making human beings as human beings super”
horror of radical evil, It is the extraordinary
an beings, 1o destroy any vestige of BN

to what Arendt means by *

~ to the core and
attempt to transform hum

fluous”
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individuality and spontancity and consequently, any vestige of human

ireedom and solidarity.

and annihilation of the jundical

moral person
.. For

jality is almost always successful . .
aneity, man’s power o begin
something that cannot be ex-
and events, (07 455)

Aler the murder of the
person, the destruction ol individt
1o destroy individuality is to destroy spont
something new out of his own resources,
plained on the basis of reactions to environment

e of the second thought-train - the elimina-
The point that she is making takes
ate it to her discussion of natality in
city to initiate, 10 begin

We detect here the importanc
tion of individuality and spontaneity.
on an added significance when we rel
The Human Condition. This is the human capa
something new, something unpredictable. It is a capacity that comes into
existence with each new life. She associates this capacity with spomancity,
and it is the source of human freedom. The final paragraph of The Onigins
of Totalitarianism indicates the centrality of this thought-train.

But there remains also the truth that every end in history necessarily con-
tains a new beginning; this beginning 1s the promisc, the only “message”

omes a historical

which the end can ever produce. Beginning, belore it bec :
an; pnlilimlly, it is identical with man's
“(hat a beginning be made man was
uaranteed by each new birth; 1t

t‘l\r'l‘lll. is the supreme capad iy of m
freedom. Initium ut essel homo creakus est
f‘-"“‘dlt‘d" said Augustine. This bheginning is
is indeed every man. (07 479)"°

Itis in The Human Condition that Arendt turns (o a full-scale 'anafl)‘ms of
natality and its relation to the web of concepts — spontancity, l?d“”dual'
ity, freedom, plurality — that are characteristic of human action. These arc
!f‘e ﬁ:ﬂlurcs that make a human life puman. In this Sense Feore

making human beings as human beings supcrlluous" has a muc moq_
horrifying and specific meaning. It means literally the attempt to trans
form human beings in such a way S0 that they arc n¢ longer Aumd
rh," camps are meant not only to ext¢ i ople fmd dcgfad‘;c:!l::;::
b.ﬂngs, but also to serve the ghastly ¢xP€ climinating U7
tifically controlled conditions, spontaneity :
behavior and transforming the human pe
something that even animals are not
was trained to eat not when it was hun
perverted animal. (07 438)
eliminate

Arendt’s thought-train concerning the.  lated to her refle
natality, spontaneity, and individuality 18 also 1t




212 After Auschuntz

omnipotence and plurality. “Plurality” is the predominant theme in Arendrs
political thinking. Margaret Canovan, in her extremely perceptive study
of Arendt’s political thought, concludes her study with the following ob-
servation.

Lecturing in 1955 on the history of political thought, she remarked that
each of the key political thinkers of the past *has thrown one word into our
world, has augmented it by this one word, because he responded rightly
and thoughtfully to certain decisively new experiences of his ume’. After
following her thought-trains we must, I think, concede that in the course of
her own response to the experiences of her time, Arendt also ‘augmented’
the world by one word: the word ‘plurality’. 7

Plurality, for Arendt, means much more than “otherness” and “differ-
ence,” although it shares some of the features that Levinas ascribes to the
other (Pautrut). Both Levinas and Arendt want to highlight the singularity of
each individual, a singularity that resists reduction to a common essence.
There is a structural parallel between Levinas’s critique of the dialectic of
the same and the other, a dialectic that seeks to colonize and reduce the
other to the same, and Arendts critique of the tradition of political phi-
losophy that secks to ignore or obliterate the irreducibility of human plur-
ality." It is because of this plurality that each of us has a different perspective
on a common world. And because we have different perspectives, the
space of political life is one in which there is (or ought to be) a contest -
an agon - of competing opinions (doxai). “Men in the plural, that is men in
50 far as they live and move and act in this world, can experience mean-
ingfulness only because they can talk with and make sense to each other
and themselves” (HC 4)."?

Are.ndl's reflections on plurality help to illuminate what she means when
she writes in her letter to Jaspers that “if an individual man qua man were
omnipotent, then there is in fact no reason why men in the plural should
exist at all.” Later in the same letter she savs; “Western philosuphy has
never had a clear concept of what constitutes the political, and couldn’t
have one, because, by necessity, it spoke of man the individual and dealt
it the rE.lCl of plurality tangentially.”® The Nazi leaders believed in their
e A }:0 : u}:c victms. This provides still amnln:.r”gll}om
o e thhgi u-il::m" Ings as ]mn'lar-l !wmgs su_perﬂuuu.sl.lrl s
v hu;'n St ‘LS u'Jrol‘garuzc the ll.llll'lll(' Plulralll)- auczl (11- ?:,al 3
BBl bk sk agr.: as il all of humanity were just one md:?'l o

d every person can be reduced o a never-changing

identi i | -1
(Ii ntity of reactions, so that each of these bundles of reaction can be ¢
changed at random for any other” (07 438)
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aving thought-trains about superfluousness, the elimi-
and pluralism have consequences that go beyond
her attempt to explain what she means by radical evil. Many scholars and
critics have been perplexed about the relation between The Origins of To-
litarianism, which focuses on the constellation of elements that crystal-
lized into the phenomenon of totalitarianism, and The Human Condition,
which appears to be inspired by Arendts interpretation of the Grecek polis.
The two books seem to be entirely different in subject matter, as well as in
the way Arendt treats issucs. But too little attention has been paid to the
thought-trains that led her to take up the issues that stand at the heart of
The Human Condition. 1 have argued that the shadow of twentieth-century
evil shaped the intellectual projects of Levinas and Jonas, but this is just as
true of Arendt. Specili ally, it was her attempt to understand what seemed
to defy comprehension, the radical evil manifested in the “logic” of totali-
yarian domination, that was a primary motivation 0 thematize the basic
characteristics of human life ~ spontaneity, natality, action, freedom, and
plurality. It was the totalitarian attempt 1o eliminate these, O make hu-
man beings superfluous by \ransforming them into something other than
(and less than) human, that led her to the themes and questions that ar¢ $0
prominent in The Human Condition. 1 fully agre¢ with Margaret Canovar,
one of the few interpreters of Arendt who traces in detail the lrains'uf

¢ Human Condition,

thought that led from The Ongins of Tt otalitarianism 10 Th
when she writes: “Not only is The Human Condition itsell much more closely

related w0 The Origins of Totalitarianism than it appears 0 be, but vinulally
the entire agenda of Arendt’s pe Jitical thought was set by her reflecuons
on the political catastrophes of the mid-century.”' Arendt would cer-
tainly agree with Jonas’s claim that we perceive evil more direclly lhfm we
perceive good, just as she would agree with Levinas’s charactenzation of
evil as an excess that cannot be integrated into out pormal categones @

understanding and reason.

Arendt’s interwe
nation of spontancity,

1 oo ndt
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: e i
ﬂlmlgh never hesitant to affirm her identity as ajcwf. was no hded 10
o Judaism as a religion.” In the sam¢ Jetter in which she rICSP ligion a5
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Euvil intentions and motiwations?

But there is still something vital missing from these reflections on radica]
evil. However sympathetic we may be to Arendt’s description of radical
evil as making human beings as human superfluous by liquidating sponta-
neity, freedom, natality, individuality, and plurality, we cannot avoid the
troubling questions about intention and motivation. Throughout Western
thought, the very *“grammar” of evil has involved the idea of evil intentions.
Kant is perhaps the outstanding modern representative of this tradition; it
is central to his very understanding of morality. Evil, for Kant, is the
intentional adoption of evil maxims. Even when he speaks of radical evil
as an innate propensity, he tells us that it involves “the ultimate subjective
ground of the adoption of maxims™ which must be adopted by free choice
(Willkiir). Arendt began questioning the role of evil motives and intentions
in the committing of evil deeds before she wrote The Orgins of Totalitarianism,
and it became a central issue in Eichkmann in Jerusalem. Her introduction of
the controversial notion of the banality of evil must be understood in the
context of her thought-trains about the meaning of the intentionality in-
volved in committing evil deeds.

1 want to pursue these trains of thought (on page 208) by going back
ta an earlier exchange between Jaspers and Arendt — one that occurred in
1946, shortly after they reestablished their correspondence at the end of
the Second World War. Jaspers, the most prominent German philosopher
to raise the issue of German guilt, sent Arendt a copy of his book De
Schuldfrage. In a long letter dated August 17, 1946, Arendt (who had dis-
cussed the book thoroughly with her husband, Heinrich Bliicher) com-

mented on it, and indicated her reservations about Jasper’s treatment of
Nazi policy as a crime.

Your definition of Nazi policy as a crime (“criminal guilt”) strikes me as
questionable. The Nazi crimes, it seems 1o me, explode the limits of the
la\.v'. and that is preciscly what constitutes their monstrousness. For these
crimes, no punishment is severe enough. It may be essential to hang Goring,
but it is totally inadequate. That is, this guilt, in contrast to all criminal
guilt, oversteps and shatters any and all legal systems. . . . We are simply
not equipped to deal, on a human, political level, with a guilt that is beyond
crime and an innocence that is beyond goodness or virtue.”

In his reply to Arendt, Jaspers wrote:

You say that what the NﬂZiS did cannot be Comprchcndtd as “crimc” ~I'm
not al.logclhcr c'cm!fort?blc with your view, because a guilt that goes bcynnd
all criminal guilt inevitably takes on a streak of “greatness” — of satanic
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greatness — which is, for me, as inappropriate for the Nazis as all the talk
about the “demonic” element in Hitler and so forth. It seems to me that we
have to see these things in their total banality (in threr ganzen Banalitif), in
their prosaic triviality, because that’s what truly characterizes them. Bac-
teria can cause epidemics that wipe out nations, but they remain merely
bacteria. [ regard any hint of myth and legend with horror, and everything
unspecific is just such a hint. . . "The way you do express it, you've almost
taken the path of poetry. And a Shakespeare would never be able to give

his instinctive aesthetic sense would lead 1o

adequate form to this material
.26

falsification of it — and that’s why he couldn’t attempt i

Arendt was impressed by Jaspers's reply, and acknowledged that she was
half convinced by him, because she oo fotally rejected any suggestion of
mythical or “satanic greatness” being ascribed to the Nazi leaders. In her
response, we see already how she was anticipating her own understanding
of radical evil,

I found what you say about my thoughts on “beyond crime and innoeence”
in what the Nazis did hall convincing; that is, 1 realize completely that in
the way I've expressed this up to now I come dangerously close !o-lhat
“satanic greatness” that I, like you, totally reject. But still, there is a differ-
ence between a man who sets out to murder his old aunt and people who
without considering the economic usefulness of their actions at all {the
deportations were very damaging to the war effort) built factories to pro-

duce compses. One thing is certain: We have to combat all impulses to
at I can’t avoid such formu-

Perhaps whal is behind it
{ other human beings for
dicate the concept of the

mythologize the horrible, and to the extent th
lations, I haven't understood what actually went on.
all is only that individual human beings did not kill individua
human reasons, but that an organized attempt was made lo era
human being*!

There are several points that I want to underscore in this illurpmﬂlmg
exchange. Arendt, like Jaspers, rcjected any suggestion of “satanic great-
ness,” and any mythological or acsthetic attempt to charaeterize the in-
tentions of the perpetrators of radical evil. Jaspers’ reference to Shakespca:'
has special relevance. Much later, when Arendt sought to understand ]t 3
phenomenon of the banality of evil, she frequcnlly contrasted the 'mema’lty
exhibited by Eichmann with that of the great Shakespt'fircan evil C:amf-
ters.® We can also detect the germ of the thought-train tha‘,ﬁ -e:enc_)
question the adequacy of the uraditional catalogue of evil of Slr mwcr
tions to account for Nazi crimes — such as selfishness, lu,%t or I;P(Oj d,
greed, and sadism. These, of course, as she frequently aukm;;':: iengtfcu;
Played a role in Nazi crimes, but she felt that they were not su

2 23 ¢ sufli-
explain what happened. Even the appeal to anti-Semitism was 1o su




216 After Auschwitz

cient to account for the death camps.” Arendt was perfectly aware of the
bestiality of the Nazis, especially the SA, and she well understood the evil
of unrestrained ressentiment.”” “Behind the blind bestiality of the SA, there
often lay a deep hatred and resentment against all those who were so-
cially, intellectually, or physically better off’ than themselves, and who
now, as if in fulfillment of their wildest dreams, were in their power. This
resentment, which never died out entirely in the camps, strikes us as a last
remnant of humanly understandable feeling” (07 454). What troubled
Arendt was the fact that totalitarianism went beyond this. Bestiality,
ressentiment, sadism, humiliation have a long history — yet they are still
distinctively human categories. But something new and different arose with
totalitarianism, and was epitomized in the concentration and death camps.

The real horror began, however, when the SS ook over the administration
of the camps. The old spontancous bestiality gave way to an absolutely cold
and systematic destruction of human bodies, calculated to destroy human
dignity: death was avoided or postponed indefinitely. The camps were no
longer amusement parks for beasts in human form, that is, for men who
really belonged in mental institutions and prisons: the reverse became true:
they were turned into “drill grounds™ on which perfectly normal men were
trained to be full-fledged members of the $S.*

This is the phenomenon that raised the most difficult and troubling prob-
lems for Arendt: how to account for the fact that “perfectly normal men”
were trained not only to be members of the S8, but also to accept the
murder of innocent victims as if it were the most “normal” state of affairs.
As she tells us in Eichmann in Jerusalem, “Evil in the Third Reich had lost
the quality by which most people recognize it — the quality of temptation”
(EJ 150).

When Arendt wrote The Origins of Totalitarianism, she forcefully stated
that Nazi crimes should not be assimilated to traditional crimes, and that
rfldical evil could not be deduced from “humanly comprehensible mo-
tives.” But she was less clear when it came to providing an alternative
account of these crimes and the motives for committing them. What
tategories were appropriate for understanding Nazi crimes, and mor¢
generally the crimes of totalitarian regimes? To be told that radical evil
has Som(:‘hing to do with “making human beings as human beings super-
ﬂuogs”.ns not yet to answer questions regarding the intentions and
motivations of the individuals responsible for this radical evil. Arendt
rclume(‘i to these questions in her controversial Eichmann in Jerusalem, al-
it:()lt:lgh in I“a lv;g) di[l‘c‘:jrem context. After Eichmann’s capture in Argentind

ay o ,» and before his tri i Arendt
engaged in a lengthy cc)rre:porl;e;:?wl;fﬁgson i "H‘.Cmc-
. pers about the appropri
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ness of trying Eichmann in Jerusalem and the legal characterization of the
crimes that he had committed. Jaspers did not think that an Israeli court
should try Eichmann, but, although Arendt favored the idea of an inter-
national tribunal for such crimes, she defended the right of Israel to try
Eichmann.* In one of her exchanges with Jaspers, she affirmed that “the
concept of hostis humani generrs . . . is more or less indispensable to the trial.
The crucial point is that although the crime at issue [a crime against
humanity] was committed primanly against the Jews, it is in no way
limited to the Jews or the Jewish Question.”* She reaffirmed these ideas
n the epilogue of Eichmann in Jerusalem where she said that Eichmann (and
others like him) is “a new type of criminal, who is in actual fact hostis genens
humani.” This new type of criminal “commits his crimes under circum-
slances that make it well-nigh impossible for him to know or to feel that
he is doing wrong” (E£7 276)." This appeal to a new type of criminal a.nd
anew type of cime — a crime against humanity - enables us to categorize
the Nazi crimes without any suggestion of “satanic greatness;” but we still
have to face the difficult issues of the intention and motivation of the
perpetrators. When Arendt introduced her controversial epithet “the banal-
ity of evil” in Eichmann in Jerusalem, she was struggling to confront ques-
tions concerning the motives of those desk murderers who committed those
cnmes against humanity.

Before trning to what Arendt means by the banality of evil, we must
confront a stumbling block that has misled many interpreters of Arendt.

P Ffbru;")- 16, 1963, the first installment of her five-part report on the
d in the Neav Yorker. Even before the first
and vilified. Moreover,

_E"Chmann trial was publishe
installment appeared, she was criticized, attacked, s
the con[n“.(.rsy over Fichmann in }’mua!tm ragcd lOﬂg after her d‘cath m
1975. Arendt was accused of cx.oncrating Eichmann anq b]::‘nung ‘hf
Jews for their own extermination. She was condemned as being “soulless,

“malicious,” “arrogant,” and “flippant.” She distorted the facts, ﬂ_ffd wasla
usdf-haling-- Jeve. ¥ Gershom Scholem wrote the most notable critique. In

a letter 10 Arendy he wrote:
the “banality of evl” - 2

I remai i i :
ain uncq y esis concerning i
mvinced l)) your th nderlies your entire argu-

u

thesis which, if your sub-title is to be believed, : o impress e,

ment. This new thesis strikes me as a catchword: it does 1

certainly, as the product of profound analyslsd-‘-ﬂ‘an at : ik

Us 30 convincinely ; 2 a quite lcrcn.“d“d :
vincingly, in the service of 2 q O it il evil,” to

rudite witness, i

alysis such as you gave
g tradictory
5 o Whi‘:h
thesis, in your book on totalitarianism . . - - remains
your then analysis bore such eloquent and €

but this slogan %

In her reply to Scholem, Arendt wrote:
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In conclusion, let me come to the only matter where you have not misun-
derstood me, and where indeed | am glad that you have raised the point.
You are quite right: I changed my mind and do no longer speak of “radical
evil.” . .. It is indeed my opinion now that evil is never “radical,” that it is
only extreme, and that it possesses neither depth nor any demonic dimen-
sion. It can overgrow and lay waste the whole world because it spreads like
a fungus on the surface. It is “thought-defying,” as I said, because thought
tries to reach some depth, to go to the roots, and the moment it concerns
itself with evil, it is frustrated because there is nothing. That is its “banal-

ity."?

It is certainly true that Arendt no longer spoke of “radical evil,” but
this reply to Scholem is extremely misleading. Arendt never repudi-
ated the thought-trains that went into her original discussion of radi-
cal evil, especially her claim that radical evil involves making human
beings as human beings superfluous, as well as a systematic attempt
to eliminate human spontaneity, individuality, and plurality.* On
the contrary, the phenomenon that she identified as the banality of
evil presupposes this understanding of radical evil. It is true that she
rejects the idea that such evil “has depth or any demonic dimen-
sion.” But, as we have seen from her carlier exchange with Jaspers,
she had repudiated the idea of the demonic and “satanic greatness’
of Nazi crimes already in 1946.* The very words she uses in her
reply to Scholem echo Jaspers’s earlier words when he objected to
speaking about the “demonic” element in Hitler, and declared: “It
seems to me that we have to see these things in their total banality,
in their prosaic triviality, because that’s what truly characterizes them.
Bacteria can cause epidemics that wipe out nations, but they remain
merely bacteria.”*® When she now says that evil is extreme but not
Fadical, that it lacks depth, she is calling attention to the fact that evil
is on the surface. Insofar as “radical” suggests digging to roots that are
H'ddc“* she no longer thinks that evil is radical in this sense. It 15
lhoug.hl-dcfying” because thought secks something that has depth.
Eul this meaning of “radical” is quite independent of the sense of
radical” that she associates with superfluousness.

Although Arendt’s remark is misleading, she did change her mind
about one crucial aspect of evil - the motivation for committing these crimes
Or perhaps It 1s more accurate to say that she clarified an ambiguity that
was present in her earlier reflections. Previously, she had insisted that
:;::L Cz:;g;'\lr;wvlgh’:“ be e{f‘Plained or deduced from humanly comPfCI‘S_‘t'
g ‘l n con ronted with E:ch‘mann in the Jerusalem o,

to the conclusion that he committed monstrous deeds without

being motivated by monstrous evil intentions.
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ity ol evil, I do so only on the strictly factual level,
pointing to a phenomenon which stared one in the face at the trial. Eichmann
and not Macbeth, and nothing would have been farther from
ctermine with Richard 111 “10 prove a villain.” Except for
Jaoking out for his personal advancement, he
matter colloquially, never

When I speak of the ban:

was not lago
his mind than to d
an extraordinary diligence in
had no motives al all. . . . He merely, 1o put the

realized what he was doing. E7 287

an that Eichmann failed to realize that he was sending
th. He was not stupid. He was extremely

p the d('por(alions operat-
a war on several

Arendt does not me
millions of people to their dea
intelligent and efficient in knowing how to kee
ing, even under the most adverse conditions of fighung
fronts. 32 But this does not mean that his motives themselves were wicked
or demonic. One of the clearest statements of what Arendt means by the
“hanality of evil” appears in an essay that she wrote ten years after the
tral, “Thinking and Moral Considerations.”

Some years ago, reporting the trial of Eichmann in Jerusalem, I spoke of
r doctrine but some=

“the banality of evil” and meant with this no theory o ’ ;
thing quite factual, the phenomenon of evil deeds, committed on a gigantic
scale, which could not be traced to any particularity of wickedness, 'Pa'!‘o’
logy, or idealogical conviction in the doer, whose only pt'rsonal distincrion
was a perhaps extraordinary shallowness. However monstrous the deeds

were, the doer was neither monstrous nor demonic, and the on}y spccrﬁc
his behavior during

characteristic one could detect on his part as well as in his 4
the trial and the preceding police examination was something ““UT‘—"'I;]_“CET
f ink.

we: 1 ] . . LR HH t
tive: it was not stupidity but a curious, quite authentic inability to

S be
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the melodramatic case prcsemcd by the chief prosecutor, Gldc(;n h?:uwa;
who portrayed Eichmann as a sadistic monster, and claimed that

l ion.” isi und
the chief architect of the “final solution- 44 But she was raising profoh :
ep tradition I theological, phiie-

issues. She was questioning a lon and de

sophical, mora;} and lt‘gf.l dis(‘(g)ursc that evil dce'ds prc_suppgsfi 3::
intentions and evil motives, and that the degrec of evil maplfcslf:rh :;l it
deeds corresponds to the degree of wickedness of the mo.lwcsif i
tradition that can be traced back 0 Kant himself maxes.
perfectly clear that evil is ultimately
and intentions of the agent.
fronted was one in which monst
strous motives. Arendt went furt
with Eichmann, but with “1he mo‘ colla?pse Oda] gl Margaret
people who accepted and participatcd ina po dl'f

Canovan succinctly states what so (roubled Aren t:
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Although these [ordinary respectable] people would never have dreamed of
committing crimes as long as they lived in a society where such activities
were not usual, they adapted effortlessly to a system in which blatant crimes
against whole categories of people were standard behaviour. In the place of
‘thou shalt not kill" which had seemed the most indisputable rule of civilian
existence, such people had no difficulty in accepting the Nazis' rule accord-
ing to which killing was a moral duty for the sake of the race. Principles
which had been self-evident, moral behaviour which had been ‘normal’
and ‘decent’ could not be taken for granted any more.™

Eichmann: human-all-too-human

ArendU’s carlier insistence that radical evil could not be explained by humanly
comprehensible motives might easily lead one to think that the motives in-
volved were ecither imcomprehensible or ~ in some unspecified sense
nonhuman. But her portrait of Eichmann revealed him to be human-all-too-
human. According to her account, neither blind anti-Semitism, sadistic hatred,
nor even deep ideological convictions motivated him. He was motivated by
the most mundane, and petty considerations of advancing his career, pleasing
his superiors, demonstrating that he could do his job well and efficiendy. /n
thas sense, his motives were at once banal and all too human. "

[ do not think that we should underestimate the disturbing significance
of what Arendt reveals about the face of evil in the twenticth century. Let
us recall that when Kant introduced his concept of radical evil, he distin-
guished three degrees of evil. The first is due to the frailty of human
nature, the second to impurity (“mixing unmoral and moral motivating
causes”), and the third - the most extreme — to the wickedness of human
nature or the human heart. This last reflects the cast of mind that is
“corrupted at its root.”* But this is what Arendt questions. Her portrayal
of Eichmann is much more damning than simply characterizing him as
some sort of demonic monster. One of the deeper reasons for the contro-
versy over Eichmann in Jerusalem is that Arendt compels her readers 10
question their deeply held moral convictions about good and evil. It is
much c.asicr, as well as more conventional, to think that anyone who did
wh'm Eichmann did must be some sort of demonic monster. But totalitari-
anism, whose legacy still haunts us, shows that very ordinary people mo-
m:awd by the most mundane, banal considerations can commit horrendous
crimes.
noz:::(i: :I?‘Th{:,:, :zliiﬁcd just.m describe what she took to be lhl': Phc'

: ality of evil; she wanted to understand what it was
about Eichmann that allowed him to commit such crimes, Eichmann

cemed to be trapped in clichés and accepted “language rules.
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sponsibility, where we bear a responsibility for future generations of hu-
mankind. Arendt’s primary focus is different. Her main concern was the
“total moral collapse” that she had witnessed. This was not just an intel-
lectual, but also a deeply personal problem. Speaking about her experi-
ences in 1933, she said, “The problem, the personal problem, was not
what our enemies did but what our friends did. In the wave of Gleischschaltung
(co-ordination), which was relatively voluntary — in any case, not yet un-
der the pressure of terror — it was as if an empty space formed around
one,”

The problem that dominated Arendt’s reflections was the inadequacy
of the traditional disciplines of morals and ethics to shed light on this new
face of evil. These traditional disciplines focused on customs, habhits, and
rules.” But totalitarianism revealed how easily such habits, customs, and
rules could be exchanged for another opposing set. Yet there were some
individuals (albeit all too few) from all walks of life who were able to resist
evil and act in a decent manner. She raised this issue in the postseript to
Eichmann in Jerusalem: “Those few who were still able to tell right from
wrong went really only by their own judgments, and they did so freely;
there were no rules to be abided by, under which the particular cases with
which they were confronted could be subsumed. They had to decide each
instance as it arose, because no rules existed for the unprecedented” (E]
295). What enabled those few to resist? What saved them from the col-
lapse of moral standards that surrounded them? It was their capacity ©0
judge what is right and wrong, their capacity to judge the evil they con-
fronted without having to rely on preexisting general rules. This was one
of the primary reasons why Arendt became so preoccupied with the fac-
ulty of judgment and its relation to thinking, and why she turned to Kant,
who “discovered an entirely new human faculty, namely _juclgl'ﬂv‘;m-"f"l
l.(am, in his Cnitique of Judgment, dealt with reflective judgment in connec-
ton with the problem of aesthetic judgment. But Arendt argued that
Kan’s understanding of reflective judgment had important moral and
political consequences, The faculty of judgment, as she conceived it, dﬂ‘f‘
not require sophisticated theoretical knowledge; it is exhibited by indi-
viduals who cut across all walks of life -~ educated and uneducated. In her
cssay fnllll§d “Thinking and Moral Considerations,” she drew upon Soc-
rates as an individual who eminendy illustrated this capacity to think and
to judge.” At times she suggested that judging was itself a form of think
ng, lalthougtla in The Life of the Mind she emphasized that thinking and
.{L‘ﬁg:'fr:;z t“r]x?::ii“ﬁcm mental activities. We can only spcrnla}c_ aff";:
4 e gocs ay:: said in the final, unwritten part of The ["‘ﬁ;\;-ccn
Rinking snihiarks give a preliminary sketch of the relation be

£ and ju ging
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vay unthinkingly by what everybody else does and
believes in, those who think are drawn out of hiding because of their refusal to
join in is conspicuous and thereby becomes a kind of action. In such emergen-
)¢ purging component of thinking (Socrates’ midwifery,
which brings out implications of unexamined opinions and thereby destroys
them — values, doctrines, theories, and even convictions) is political by implica-
don. For this destruction has a liberating effect on another faculty, the faculty of
judgment, whic h one may call with some reason the most political of man’s
mental abilities. It is the faculty that judges particulars without subsuming them
under general rules which can be taught and learned until they grow into
habits that can be replaced by other habits. . . . The manifestation of the wind
of thought is not knowledge: it is the ability to tell right and wrong, beautiful
from ugly. And this, at the rare moments when the stakes are on the table, may
indeed prevent catastrophes, at least for the sell. (LM 193)

When everybody is swepl av

cies, it turns out that th

In attempting to illuminate the distinctive characteristic of judging, Arendt
developed an original interpretation of Kant's Critique of Judgment. Her
thinking comes close to one of Kant's deepest insights in Religion within the
Limits of Reason Alone. Suppose W¢ raise the question of how we ar¢ 10
explain the fact that there are always some persons who judge the particu-
lar manifestations of evil and resist them. To use her own example, how
are we to account for the difference between an Adolf Eichmann and an
Anton Schmidt, the German soldier who helped Jews in Poland by pro-
viding forged papers and trucks, and who was caught by the Nazis and
executed?® No doubt if we knew more about this simple soldier, we
would discover aspects of his background that might help explain why hF
did what he did. But Arendt, like Kant, would say that, in the final analysis,

this is a question that we cannot answer satisfactorily. We reach the ]_urfus
ssion — the matter 15 in-

of understanding because — 10 Us€ Kant’s expre ;
scrutable (unerforschlich). Nevertheless, we can | old individuals responsible
for their failure o think and judge. Arendt was skeptical and critical gf'lht'
idea of “collective guilt.” In a draft of her essay “Personal l_{“'SP"“’“b"“}r
under Dictatorship,” she writes: “The point I wish to raise here goes

beyond the well-known fallacy of the collective-guilt first applied 1 the
German people and its collective past ~ all of Germany slar.ids faccusc_
a_nd the whole of German history from Luther to Hitler = which 1n Pl:l:
tice turned into a highly effective white-wash o!' all those who had ':'n"itu0 b}j
flonc something; where all are guilty, no one is.2%7 Ar_cndl also str:ong zleath
jected to the “cog” theory — that Eichmann was simply 2 €08 h:p :ﬂions
machine, and consequently should not be held responsible fOpMBALEEST
I felt it was the

 .hmann trial;
o attend the Eichmann | - A5
room procedure that this whole cog busine

]
Wherr I went to Jerusalem ¢
great advantage of the court-
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makes no sense in its setting, and therefore forces us to look at all these
questions from a different point of view. To be sure, that the defense would
try to plead in this sense was predictable -~ Eichmann was but a small cog
- that the defendant himself would think in these terms was probable - he
did up to a point ~ whereas the attempt of the prosecution to make out of
him the biggest cog ever ~ worse and more important than Hitler — was an
unexpected curiosity. The judges did what was right and proper: they dis-
carded the whale notion, and so incidentally, did I — all blame and praise to
the contrary notwithstanding. For, as the judges took pains to point out, in
a court-room there is no system on trial, no history or historical trend, no
‘ism,” anti-Semitism for instance, but a person: and if the defendant hap-
pens to be a functionary, he stands accused precisely because even a func-
tionary is still a human being, and it is in this capacity that he stands trial %

In response to the excuse that one is merely a cog or a wheel in a system,
it is always appropriate to ask: “And why did you become a cog or
continue to be a wheel in such circumstances?”*

chinas,vlonas, and Arendr, all of whom witnessed the unprecedented
radical evil of Auschwitz, and whose lives and thinking were shaped by it,
felt the need to rethink the very meaning of evil. Their approaches and
emphases differ, but all three would agree that this evil was an “excess”
that cannot be adequately assimilated to our categories of understanding
and comprehension, Nevertheless, all three sought to bring some illumi-
nation to this black hole, In rethinking the meaning of evil, all three
realized that one must also rethink what responsibility means. Despite
their many substantive differences, Levinas, Jonas, and Arendt were en-
gaged in a common project. Each of them highlights aspects of responsi-
bility ~ our primordial responsibility to and for the other (lautrui); our
responsibility to act in a manner that will insure the existence of future
Sﬂll_:ralions of responsible beings; our personal responsibility that demands
the imaginative ability “to think from the standpoint of somebody else,” t0
have the courage to exercise our personal reflective judgment when there
are no rules to guide us in resisting evil.
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phenomenon of the banality ol evil whereby monstrously evil deeds can
be performed by “normal” human beings who are neither monsters nor
demonic. Each of them is claiming that something unprecedented (and
something that could not have been anticipated) has happened in our
time, and that this demands new thinking about evil. Traditional concepts
are no longer adequate in helping us to understand what appears so
incomprehensible. Each of these thinkers warns us that there is no reason
to think that in the future we will not face new forms of evil and new
questions. The truth is that we do not have to wait for the future, For we
are constantly being confronted with unanticipated forms of brutal ethnic
cleansing, militant religious fanaticism, terrorist attacks, and murderous
varieties of natonalism.

But there is also another way of appreciating the intrinsic openness of
any inquiry about evil. I agree with Jonas when he says that our percep-
tions and judgments of evil are more immediate and insistent than those
regarding what we take to be good. We do not have to be persuaded that
the deliberate infliction of unbearable suffering on innocents is evil. Our
Judgments of what we take to be exemplars of evil deeds are historically
conditioned, but this does not diminish their painful insistence. Of course,
the direct experience or witnessing what we take to be evil is just the
beginning of our questioning. It is the occasion for asking what it is about
this phenomenon that makes it evil. What features does it exhibit? What
is our warrant for classifying and condemning it as evil? Such an investi-
gation demands that we support our judgments with reasons that we are
prepared to articulate and defend. (This is true even if we think that there
are no ultimate rational foundations 1o justify our “final vocabularies.”) In
short, the investigation of evil is a hermeneutic activity in which we “be-
gin” with our prejudgments about evil, and then critically reflect upon
these. There is a movement here wherein we test our prejudgments and
decpen our understanding of evil. This process is essentially open-cndcd,
and new experiences may require us to revise and transform our judg:
ments in light of a better understanding.’

2. There is a plurality of bipes of evil, with no common essence. This thesis is 2
corollary to the first thesis. Nevertheless, it must be clearly stated becaust
a great deal of confusion and necdless controversy arises from ignonng it
Wittgenstein’s insights ahout “family resemblances” and how they func-
tion, are persuasive because he had an appreciation of the seductive temp-
tation to search for essences — the temptation to think that there must be
such essences. Even when we think we have abandoned the scarch for
essences, there js something uncanny about the way in which this desire
and need expresses themselyes in devious ways. This is especially evident
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in the discourse about evil. There is something deep in us that desires a
reassuring closure. It is not only Wittgenstein's therapy that is intended to

help us to resist this temptation. Nietzsche, with his understanding of

perspectival knowing, explodes the myth of a single essence of evil. The
priestly class designates the “good” of the noble aristocrats the very quin-

tessence of “evil.” But there is also the “evil” of the priests themselves —
the evil that the narrator of the Genealogy of Morals calls ressentiment. The
assumption that evil is reducible to a common denominator or that there
is single essence of evil has plagued contemporary discussions of evil. Let
me illustrate this with reference to the debates that have raged about
Arendt’s notion of “the banality of evil.” One reason why this concept has
generated so much controversy (in addition to blatant misu nderstandings)
is that Arendt has been rAmismmlvrsum(l to be defining the essence of Nazi
evil. She hersell bears some responsibility for this misunderstanding. The
controversy might have been avoided if she had been clearer and more
forceful in stating that what she calls the “factual” phenomenon of the
banality of evil was only one aspect of Nazi evil. It is not a thesis ahout the
essential character of evil. In her responses t0 her many critics, she tried to
clarify this key point. She was perfectly awarc that the expression “the
banality of evil” was not appropriate to describe Hitler and other I\!azl
leaders, and she was certainly not nawve regarding the barbarous sadism
and rabid anti-Semitism of many Nazis. She rejected the claim thal .she
had a theory, or even a gencral thests, about evil. But Jocalizing her clamms
to “desk murderers” like Eichmann does not diminish the significance of

these claims. She wants to make us acutely aware that individuals who
commit monstrous deeds do not necessarily have monstrous evil Motives.
but rather to €xpose an

She never intended to exonerate Fichmann,

underscore a new and more horrifying form of evil. With.the acknow]ec‘l:%;
ment that there is an irreducible plurality of evils, andlmm an awaren
differing historical circumstances

that new forms of evil do emerge in : e
Arendps insights about the banality of evil enrich and comp ica
contemporary discourse about evil.
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is the paradigm of the evil he is speaking about. This is the type of evil
that resists what Kant calls “synthesis.” It defies what Kant took to be
essential for experience — that it can be synthesized, conceptualized, and
categorized. This is what Levinas calls the “transcendence of evil,” but it
is an expentenced transcendence. Consequently, we find ourselves in a para-
doxical situation in interrogating evil. We seck to understand it, to find
the concepts that are adequate to describe and comprehend it. Yet the
more rigorously we interrogate it, the more we realize that there is some-
thing about the most extreme and radical forms of evil that eludes us. We
ineluctably come up against the limits of comprehension.

Levinas’s claim about the excess of evil is closely related to Arendt’s
understanding of comprehension. She declares, “Comprehension does
not mean denying the outrageous, deducing the unprecedented from
precedents, or explaining phenomena by such analogies and generalities
that the impact of reality and the shock of experience are no longer felt.
It means, rather, examining and bearing consciously the burden which
our century has placed on us — neither denying its existence nor submit-
ting meekly to its weight.™ Levinas and Arendt, although deeply al-
fected by Auschwitz, were not themselves survivors of concentration or
death camps. But the point they make about the character and limits of
comprehension, and the experienced sense of evil as excess, has been
given eloquent testimony by survivors such as Primo Levi, Jean Améry,
and Jorge Semprum who have written about their experience in the
camps. At crucial points in their works of recollection, they confess to
the disparity between what they actually experienced and their persist-
ent attempts to describe and understand it. My thesis about the excess,
or transcendence, of evil is perhaps best epitomized by the passage from
Blanchot that I quoted carlier: “And how, in fact, can one accept not to
know? We read books in Auschwitz. The wish of all in the camps, the
last wish: know what has happened, do not forget, and at the same time
never will you know.”" Interrogating evil falls in the space between two
extremes. We cannot give up the desire o know, to understand, to
SO chend the evil we confront. If we did, we would never be able to
decide how to respond 1o its manifestations. But we must avoid the
SEREEINE 0!‘ deluding ourselves that total comprehension is possible. At
the same ime, we must also avoid the extreme of thinking that because
1hen:_ a'rf: limits to comprehension, because we experience the incompre:
hCl’lSlbll‘l ty of the most extreme forms of evil, we must remain silent
(.l')ﬁg:::n;:: ';r}::::::l izﬂ;ni:gehCI{lSiop or compIFle silence is a SPCCious[h‘::
Pt COHCCplualiza[ios —CE or silence ~ a silence that reveals mo;‘e. -
most directly experienc ut it comes only at lhosp moments when

¢ the limits of comprehension.
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4. Euil resists all attempls 1o, justify it; it resists theadicy. 1 here use “theodicy” in
the broad sense described by Levinas, where it may take cither a religious
or a secular form. We may seek to justify and reconcile the vxistvnl’c of
cvil with the religious faith in a benevolent God. Or we may seek 1o justify
evil by. showing that it is a necessary moment in the (I'ew]opmcm of
hun'lamry. Both are varicties of theodicy. I agree with Nietzsche and
Levinas that the true purpose of any theodicy is to find a “justification”
l'qr unbc'aruhl:- suffering. Nietzsche, more trenchantly than a;:y other pre-
vious thinker, understood the psychological need to try to find some justi-
ficaton for suffering. It is not sullering per s¢ that we find so unacceptable
and offensive, but suffering that is utterly meaningless. Nietzsche’s claims
are closely allied to the [evinasian claim that, after Auschwitz, we must
give up any idea of the “Happy End,” the idea of some sort of ultimate
cosmic harmony in which extreme evil and suffering have their proper

place. After Auschwitz, it is obsce k of evil and

wffer ne to continue to spea
0 e ks - ’ 2 :

ering as somc thing to be justified by, or reconciled with, a benevolent
cosmological scheme.

Hegel can be interpreted as the culminat
cal and theological tradition of theodicy. This is true rcga
we emphasize the religious or the sccu‘lar character of his thought. At the
heart ui'?)is thinking was the dialectical development from finitude through
the spurious infinite to the true infinite. This means that evil is a necessary
moment in the actualization of Spirit. But to affirm that cvil is a necessay
moment in the development of Spirit is 10 Justify evil. Beginning with
HC!{('I"S contemporary, Schelling, and in all the subsequent thinkers that 1
?m""‘ interrogated — Nietzsche, Freud, Levinas, Jonas, and Arendt — there
is a sharp critique of this Hegelian drive to an Aufhebung that heals the
wounds of Spirit without leaving any scars. There arc ruptures, breaks,
wounds, abysses, and evils that are so pro

' found that complete healing i
";‘flpossll')lc_ There are wounds that do not heal, that cannot be sublated.
here is no “After Auschwitz.”
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impotence when we are confronted with concrete cvils. Ever since the
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to the horrors witnessed in the twentieth century — when vulgar and
sophisticated declension narratives have become intellectually fashionable,
But both extremes must be rejected. My criticism of Hegel's attempts 1o
explain and justify evil notwithstanding, there is an important lesson to be
learned from him — especially when we read Hegel against Hegel. For
Hegel is perhaps the greatest critic of all attempts to reify evil - to ontologize
evil in such a manner that we fail to appreciate the dynamic ways in
which we can overcome specific concrete evils. Evil may be a “perma-
nent” feature of the human condition, in the sense that there will always
be new, concrete evils to be overcome and combated. In Hegelian terms,
there will always be ruptures and diremptions that break out in the course
of history and need 10 be overcome, but evil is not a fixed, static, existen-
tial condition of human life. Implicit (an sich) in the spurious infinite is the
promise of the true infinite ~ even if we think (against Hegel) that this goal
is regulative and never fully constitutive. Understanding evil in this way
has important practical consequences. It means that when we are con-
fronted with specific evils, whether they are ethical, social, or political, the
challenge is always to scarch for ways 1o combat and eliminate them.

6. The power of evil and the human propensity to commit evil deeds must not be
underestimated. We have seen that Kant firmly believed that it is always in
our power to resist evil and to adopt good maxims (maxims in conformity
with the moral law). At the same time he claimed that there is an inborn
tendency, or propensity, to evil. In my critique of Kant, I argued that
there are deep tensions in his analysis of the character of this propensity
(Hang). There is a disparity between his intentions and the details of his
analysis. My critique of Kant was directed to his specific understanding of
this propensity, not to his general claim that there is such a propensity.
Schelling perceived the source of these difficulties in Kant, and sought to
provide a more adequate understanding of the continuity between causality
and freedom. Schelling also emphasized the psychological power of the
temptation to commit evil deeds, and thereby opened the way for a richer,
more complex moral psychology than we find in Kant.

Nietzsche and Freud pursued this moral psychology of evil with much
greater subtlety and finesse. Nietzsche's critique of morality is ultimately
based on what he took to be the evil destructiveness of ressentiment, which
he clajmcd, underlies our contemporary morality. In his account of how
ressentiment originates and festers, he provided us with a warning about the
dark _sidc and dangers of modernity. But Nictzsche also held out the
of the possibility of overcoming this morality of ressentiment, of
{Mmagining a new transvaluation of values. Freud’s analysis of the dynamics
of repression bears a close affinity with Nietzsche’s understanding of “bad
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conscience,” but there is also a major, consequential difference between
Nietzsche and Freud. Ressentiment — or rather, the psychological truth that
underlies ressentiment — is not just a dialectical stage in the historical devel-
opment of human beings. It is an illusion to think that there ever was a
time when psychological ambivalence did not exist or that there will ever
be a time when it passes away. It is an illusion to think that there was a
stage in history when aristocratic nobles did not experience repression,
just as it is a dangerous illusion to think that there will be a time when it
can be completely overcome. Of course, there are times in the life of
individuals and socicties when there are greater and lesser dangerous
manifestations of repression. Freud rejected what might be labeled the
“utopian” traces that still marked Nietzsche’s thinking. It would be wrong
to say that Freud was more “pessimistic”; it is more accurate and percep-
tive to speak of his psychological realism, which is a consequence of his
ethic of honesty. The most important lesson to be learned from Freud
concerns the depth and inescapability of psychological ambivalence — an
ambivalence ultimately rooted in the unconscious. Freud's reflections on
avilization and its discontents serve as a warning against the idea that as
civilization develops, so this powerful psychic ambivalence decreases. On
the contrary, civilization leads to greater repression and an increased
sense of guilt. And Freud well understood how, as a consequence of this
psychic ambivalence, we are always threatened by the possibility of'de'-
structive and self-destructive outbursts of repressed aggressivencss. Thl_s 1s
the sense in which we must understand Freud's claim that: “In mal}ty,
there is no such thing as ‘eradicating’ evil.” Freud is not making a philo-
sophical claim about the ontological or existential condition ol human
bf""g& He is making a psychological claim about human beings based, on
his clinica] psychoanalytic investigations — one that reveals the lhrcfucnmg
Power of psychic ambivalence. Freud probes the moral PSYChOI?glcaj b
sis for what Kant intended when he spoke of the propensity to S A
helps us to better understand the sources of the power of this tendency —
one which was alrcady anticipated by Schelling and Nietzsche.
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and ultimately the attempt to eliminate any trace of human spontaneity,
unpredictability, plurality, and individuality. Torture, humiliation, massa-
cres, pogroms, sadistic orgies, even genocide, have had a long history.
Arendt singles out something that was unprecedented — the systematic
attempt to transform human beings so that they no longer exhibit the
characteristics of a distinctively human life. “The concentration camps are
the most consequential institution of totalitarian rule.™ The concentra-
tion and the extermination camps of totalitarian regimes serve as the
laboratories in which the fundamental belief of totalitarianism that every-
thing is possible is being verified.

According to Kant, spontaneity is the most fundamental characteristic
of human beings. Without spontaneity, there would be no rationality and
no freedom. But Kant never really considered the possibility that sponta-
neity might be climinated. Arendt does not disagree with Kant’s under-
standing of spontaneity, but she claims that totalitarianism has shown us
that this presumably “transcendental” condition of our humanity can be
eliminated. “What totalitarian ideologies therefore aim at is not the trans-
formation of the outside world or the revolutionizing transmutation of
society, but the transformation of human nature itself.”® This new possibil-
ity — the possibility of “radically” transforming human nature so that
human beings become superfluous ~ does not disappear with the passing
away of totalitarian regimes. It is an all too real possibility that remains
with us. The expression “radical evil” is intended to designate what is
distinctive about this evil of total domination. But this concept of radical
evil (by itself) does not tell us anything about the motives or intentions of
the perpetrators of radical evil. When Arendt introduced the notion of the
banality of evil, she was concerned primarily with issues of intention and
motivation — specifically the motivations of Adolf Eichmann. I have ar-
gued that, rather than displacing the concept of radical evil, the banality
ol evil presupposes it.

We must be more careful than Arendt was in speaking about the banal-
ity of evil. The banality of evil is a phenomenon exemplified by only some
of the perpetrators of radical evil - desk murderers like Eichmann. Even
if we set aside the controversial historical issue of the accuracy of her
description of Eichmann, we should recognize her contribution to our
contemporary understanding of evil. She is identifying a new, frightening
aspect of twentieth-century evil. In our common moral discourse (as well
as in the philosophical tradition) there has been a well-entrenched beliel
that those who commit evil deeds must have evil motives. The more evil
'lh? L:lﬂ.CdEf, the more wicked are the motives. This is the belief that Arendt
Is critiquing. Individuals who are neither monsters, perverts, sadists, nor
ideological fanatics, individuals who are motivated by litle more than
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ambition, the desire to please their superiors and advance their careers,
can — in the circumstances of totalitarianism — commit the most horren-
dous evil deeds. In a dilferent society and in different historical circum-
stances, Eichmann might well have been an innocuous petty bureaucrat.
Or, stated in a different way, perfectly ordinary people who are motivated
by the most mundane desires can — in extraordinary circumstances —
commit monstrous deeds. What is so frightening about the bureaucratic
conditions of modernity is that they increase the potential for this sort of
evil. And just as Arendt claims that radical evil remains a live possibility
even after the end of totalitarian regimes, so this is true of the banality of

evil.

8. There is no escape from personal responsibility for committing evil deeds. Throughout
these interrogations we have seen an inextricable link hetween concepts of
evil and concepts of responsibility. Kant’s lasting contribution to moral
discourse is his laudable, uncompromising position vis-a-vis our responsi-
bility for moral evil. Our sensuous nature and our natural inclinations are
not intrinsically evil. Neither is human reason corrupt in itself. Evil always
comes back to willing evil. And, according to Kant, it is always wilh_in our
power to choose between evil and good maxims. Kant never considercd
the type of case that Arendt mentions, of the mother who was asked by
the Nazis which of her three children should be murdered. Such cases
might lead us to qualify Kant’s rigorism. But, as Arendt hersell points out,
this extreme situation is one that arises in the systematic attempt to kill the
moral person. The Kantian emphasis on personal responsibility and ac-
countability is important at a time when it has become fashionable 1o
undermine moral responsibility, to deny that there is an agent who bears
responsibility, to find “excuses” for what we do - to say that we are only
“cogs” in a system.

There are some critics and defenders of Freud who think that he under-
mines the concept of responsibility by showing that we are ca'usally detml-.
mined by unconscious motives over which we have no conscious controt

But this is a serious misinterpretation of Freud and of psychoanalysis. It is
aya significant

certainly true that Freud shows that unconscious dynamics pl o

role in shaping our behavior, and that human rcason mc]udmgFW ad[
Kant called practical reason — is limited and fragile. Itis also true that Freu :
(like Nietzsche) secks to understand the psychological g"ntaloggooiglt‘ru':c?;

sense of guilt and responsibility. But Freud’s investigations
mine the concept of responsibility. On the contrary, Freud enables us to

8ain a beuer understanding of personal responsibility. Like iis. Enlhghton-
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9. Affirming personal responsibility is not enough: after Auschuntz, we must rethink the
very meaning of responsibility. Levinas, Jonas, and Arendt contribute to this
rethinking of responsibility. Initially, it may seem that Levinas’s under-
standing of responsibility flatly contradicts the Kantian concept of respon-
sibility. Levinas characterizes his understanding of responsibility as
heteronomy whereby we have a responsibility to and for the other (Vautrui)
that is ethically prior to our freedom and autonomy. But he is not denying
Kantian autonomy. Rather, he is seeking to show that this autonomy
already presupposes a more fundamental commitment, an infinite respon-
sibility to and for the other (fautrut). Jonas contributes to a new under-
standing of responsibility when he draws the distinction between formal
responsibility and substantive responsibility. Formal responsibility means
being accountable for our deeds — which is the core of the Kantian idea of
responsibility. But there is also substantive responsibility for particular
persons and objects, which commits an agent to particular deeds concern-
ing them. Employing Jonas’s distinction between formal and substantive
responsibility, we may say that Levinas wants to show that Kantian for-
mal responsibility is based on our substantive responsibility to others. But
for Jonas, our substantive responsibility goes beyond this; we have a re-
sponsibility to preserve the conditions for life (including the life of respon-
sible human beings) on this planet. This is why a new ethic of responsibility
is required. Jonas's myth about a suffering, becoming, caring, and limited
God emphasizes the human responsibility we now bear to combat the
type of radical evil epitomized by Auschwitz. The disgrace of Auschwitz 18
not to be blamed on an all-powerful deity. Arendt illuminates another
aspect of personal responsibility that has become important “after
Auschwitz.” The shock that Arendt experienced and witnessed during the
Nazi era was the widespread collapse of accepted civilized moral stand-
ards. In this she saw a rupture with tradition. Like Levinas and Jonas, she
felt that we needed to raise the question of whether we have been duped
by morality. She too was haunted by the question of ethical nihilism, not
merely as a theoretical possibility but as an all too ominous reality. Tﬂta!"
tarianism revealed how effortlessly traditional cthical and moral habits
and customs could be replaced and displaced by new habits and customs
that not only permitted evil, but also encouraged it. The issue that ob-
sessed Arendt was what human beings could rely on — in extreme limit
situations ~ when all else failed. She was impressed by those few individu-
als who managed to avoid — or actively resisted evil — when everyon®
around them “tolerated” it. They had nothing to rely on except their 0wn
Judgment. Arendt was drawn to Kant’s Critique of Judgment because she felt
that Kant’s understanding of reflective judgment provided the basis for

understanding this capacity to judge that was exercised in those crit
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situations of coming face to face with evil. Although Kant was interested
primarily in aesthetic judgment based on taste, Arendt argued that Kant’s
understanding of the faculty of judgment had important political and
cthical consequences. Eichmann, she claimed, lacked the ability to think
and to judge. The only notable characteristic that she could detect in
Eichmann was something negative — not stupidity, but thoughtlessness
and an inability to think and to judge. Arendt’s reflections on thinking
and its relation to judging were still very tentative and sketchy at the time
of her death. She left us with many unanswered questions. But she opened
a nich train of thought concerning judging and its relevance for under-
standing personal responsibility. In sum, Levinas, Jonas, and Arendt all
contribute to rethinking the meaning of responsibility after Auschwitz.

10. The ultimate ground for the choice between good and evil is inscrutable. We
initially encountered this thesis in Kant's reflections on radical evil, when
he claimed that the ultimate subjective ground of the adoption of moral
maxims is inscrutable. I consider this to be one of Kant’s most profound
and important insights about morality. I also think that everything that we
have learned by “dwelling on the horrors” of the twenticth-century con-
firms and testifies to this “black hole.” This is where we come face to face
dr«ima(icaj]}. with the limits of any interrogation of radical evil. We seek to
comprehend the meaning of evil, its varieties and vicissitudcs. We want to
know why it is that some individuals choose evil and others resist it. We
want to know why some individuals adopt good maxims and others adopt
evil maxims. There is much we can say about someone’s background,
training, cducation, character, circumstances, €ic. The social disciplines
and psychology all contribute to this understanding. But it never adds up

0 a complete explanation of why individuals make the choices they do.
“black hole,” in our aceounts. We have leam(.'d
timate inscrutabil-

:‘l'herc is always a gap, a
alter Auschwitz” how insightful Kant was about the ul

ity of the moral choices that individuals make. In the final analysis,
hmidt were able to exer-

inscrutable why some individuals like Anton Sc le o
This inscrutability 1s — as
be a [ree, responsible

it is

cise the type of judgment required to resist evil.
Kant has taught us - at the core of what it means to

person.




Notes

Introduction

Hannah Arendt, “Nightmare and Flight," in Hannah Arendt: Essays in Under-
standing, 1930-1954, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co.,
1994), p. 134,

Hannah Arendt, “*What Remains? The Language Remains™: A Conversa-
tion with Giinter Gaus,” in Essays in Understanding, p. 14. y
Andrew Delbanco, The Death of Satan (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux,
1995), p. 3.

Hannah Arendt/ Karl Jaspers: Correspondence 19261969, ed. Lotte Kohler and
Hans Saner (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992), p. 69. :
Emmanuel Levinas, “Useless Suffering,” in The Provocation of Levinas: Rethink-
ing the Other, ed. Robert Bernasconi and David Wood (London: Routledge,
1988), p. 163.

Ibid., p. 162.

See chapter 7, “From Radical Evil to the Banality of Evil: From S"P‘_’ﬂ“f:u_s'
ness to Thoughtlessness,” and chapter 8, “Eil, Thinking, and Judging,
Richard J. Bernstein. Hannak Arendt and the Jewish Question (Cambridge: Polity,
1996).

An English translation of this essay is published as an appendix to N.lit'hifd
Despland, Kant on History and Religion (Montreal: McGill Queen’s University
Press, 1973). .
Hans Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the Technologi-
cal Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), p. 27.

Emmanuel Levinas, “Transcendence and Evil,” tr. A. Lingis. In The
Phenemenology of Man and of the Human Condition, ed. A-T. Tymieniecka, Analecta
Husserliana, 14, (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1983), p. 158.




2

wn

Notes lo flfl 12-14 237

Chapter 1 Radical Evil: Kant at War with Himself
Hannah Arendt,
Harcourt Brace Jovane wich,
standing, 1930 54, ed. Jerome Kohn
1994), p. 14.

T. M. Greene and |

The Ongins of Totalitarianism, 3rd edn revised (New York:
1968), p- 499 Hannah Arendt, Essays in Under-
(New York: Harcourt Brace & Co.,

I. H. Hudson translate Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der
blassen Vemunfl as “Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone.” In the new
Cambridge Edition of the Warks of Immanuel hant, George di Giovanni translates
the title in a more literal manner, “Religion within the Boundaries of Mere
Reason.” My references are to the Greene and Hudson translation, which is
still the standard one. This edition contains an Introduction by John R.
Silber, “The Ethical Significance of Kant's Religion.” References o this
translation (Rel) are followed by page numbers in Die Religion innerhalh der
Grenzen der blossen Vernunfl, ed. Karl Vorlinder (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag,
1990).

See the discussion of Reinhold’s criticism of Kant (and a similar recent
criticism by Gerald Prauss) in Henry E. Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 133 6.
Kant sometimes uses the word Wille in a broad sense and sometimes in a

When used broadly, it refers to the entire

narrow, more lf't"mitul SENSe. :
hnical sense, it refers exclusively

faculty of volition. In the narrow, more lec .
to the norm — the moral law - that is the incentive for our free choice

[ Willkis). For a discussion of the Wille/ Willkir distinction, see Allison, Aan's
Theory of Freedom, pp. 129-36; also Silber’s “Ethical Significance of.Knnls
followed the procedure ol always ad('ims the
he English wranslation in order to indicate

clearly when Kant uses Wille and VWil kiir. For a discussion of u?‘e Engllsh

translations of these terms (and their cognates) sC¢ Ralf Meerbote, WWille and

Willkirin Kant's Theory of Action,” in Interpreting Kant ed. Moltke 5.

(lowa City: University of Towa Press, 1982), pp- 59,..39‘

For a discussion of what Allison calls the “Incorporation

Kant’s Theory of Freedom, pp- 56

Ibid., p. 129.

Silber, “Ethical Si.gniﬁ(-ancc of Kant's Religion

‘prcsqurc“ can be

For Kant the Wille as the
ing a n ; $

g adop{t:l;?/ilk and Willkiir in “Kz_mt s

c
Recogniion, JUETEC s il

Religion,” pp. xciv-cvi. | have
appropriate German word to t

Thesis,” see Allison,

7 p. civ. Such cxpressions a5
be misleading insofar as they

»

LC9N » @ = i
strong, strong enough, and - Jul Freedom

suggest a (natural) causal eflicacy-

N be a suflicient rational incentive
Yirmiyahu Yovel’s discussion of the relation ©
Practical Reason as Will: Interest,

Review of Metaphysics, 52/3 (1998), PP: 267-94. Yov A
spells out the structure and terms of autonomy, it sct8 the con

d
to the vacuous an
coherent self-determination to take place, a5 OPPH‘ (:wmmive priority, but
incoherent form implied in Villkir. This g1V€3 Wit nconditians e gemine
also vindicates Willkiir's role, Decause one of the main




——

‘.‘ | 238 Notes to pp. 15-24

Il
I

sell-determination is Willkir’s activity at the base. 1¥ille must Serve Lo universalize
Willkir and thereby transform (and realize it), but never to discard or replace
it. . . . Coherent self-determination requires the free act of choosing, person-
alizing, and self-universalizing performed by Wallkiir, no less than the univer.
sal structure implied in Will" (pp- 292-3).

8 Yovel, “Kant’s Practical Reason as Will,” p. 281.

9 Allen W. Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
1970), p. 211.

10 Christine Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Fnds (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), pp. 55-67. I have used her translations of Kant's
Groundwork,

11 Ibid,, p. 55.

12 Ibid., p. 38.

13 Ibid,, p. 60.

14 According to this “rigorist” analysis, Kant would not hesitate to condemn
those philosophers from Hume to Annette Baier to Richard Rorty who
argue that in moral siwations we ought to be guided by our sense of bene-
volence and our sympathy for our fellow human beings. They are not simply
misguided; they are recommending the adoption of evil maxims.

15 Allison, Kant's Theory of Freedom, pp. 147-8.

16 Several of Kant’s contemporaries (including Goethe and Schiller) were ex-
wremely critical of Kant's introduction of the concept of radical evil. They
took it to be a misguided concession to Christian orthodoxy. Schiller called
Kant’s essay on radical evil “scandalous,” and Goethe wrote: “Kant required
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dices. And now he has wantonly tainted it with the shameful stain of radical
evil, in order that Christians oo might be attracted to kiss its hem.” For
these references and a discussion of these criticisms, see Emile Fackenheim,
“Kant and Radical Evil,” University of Toronto Quarterly, 23 (1954), p. 340.

17 Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism, p. 459.

18 Ibid. For an analysis of what Arendt means by “radical evil,” see pp. 209-17
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19 Silber, “The Fthical Significance of Kant's Religion,” p. xcvil. _

20 Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Fnds, p. 160. See also Henry E. Allison,
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21 Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion, pp. 210-1].

2 Itis very difficult to find proper English equivalents for Kant’s German
expressions: Gesinnung, and Hang, and Anlage. These expressions havc' bﬂ?“
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But the differences among these concepts are absolutely crucial for under-
standing radical evil,
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Kant's analysis ol Gesinnung and its relevance for understanding evil. I am in
basic agreement with him when he writes: “There is something odd about
Kant’s whole discussion of evil. for even if we accepted Kant's contradictory
an evil disposition which is freely chosen outside of time, we would
he way of understanding. “The ra-
tional onigin of the perversion of the will . . . remains inscrutable to us,
because this propensity itself must be set down (o our account and because,
all maxims would in turn involve the
adoption of an evil maxim [as its basis]"" (p- 299), See Allison, Kant’s Theory

of Freedom, pp. 136 15, where he attempts 10 answer O'Connor’s criticisms

and to give a plausible account of Gesinnung. Sce also Gordon E. Michalson
bilities in Kant's under-

Je's helpful discussion of the difficulties and insta
standing of radical evil as an innate propensity, in Fallen Freedom (Cambridge:
(Iambn’dg(- [;lli\l‘l'hil\‘ Press, Iggn}, Pp- ‘m‘ll illld 62-70.

Here we touch upon one of the most complex and intensely controversial
topics in Kant scholarship: the precise meaning and role of maxims. Here 1
Religion, Kant clearly commits himself to the
idea of a hierarchy of maxims - 1o the idea of a “supreme maxim” that
somehow governs more specific maxims. This raises the difficult issue con-
ceming the precise relation hetween these different levels of maxims. If all
are manifestations of the “exercise of free-

maxims are {recly chosen, il they
cen a supreme maxim and the mor¢
s is not entirely clear. Radical evil

dom,” then the precise relation betw

:ﬂpf'riﬁ(' maxims that it prcsumably gove

is a “corrupt propensity” — that is, a supreme maxim that corrupts more
specific maxims — but it is not clear precisely how this corruption manifests
itself, How does one freely chosen maxim (no matter how supreme or ulti
mate it may be) corrupt another freely chosen maxim? For discussions of the
meaning and role of maxims, sce Allison, Aant’s Theory of Freedom; Onm"a
O'Neill, Acting on Principle: An Essay o Kantian Ethics (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1975); idem, “Kant After Virte,” Inquiry, 26 (1983), pP-
387-405; idem, “Universal Laws and Ends in "Themselves,” Monist, 73 “989)'
pp. 341 61; Barbara Herman, The Practice of Moral Judgmen! (Ca!"bvdge'
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993); and Christine Korsgaard, Creatng the
Kingdom of Ends. B bl
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committed to a complete symmetry where there is an “originary choice”
between good and evil dispositions.

I do not consider it appropriate to cither ignore or exaggerate Kant’s preju-
dices. Kant, who always insisted on public criticism, would expect one 1o
expose unfounded prejudices — even when he himself expresses them. He
does not give any evidence for his claim that “all savage peoples have a
propensity for intoxicants.” He seems to think it an obvious truth. A careful
reading of the Religion shows how he exhibits numerous anthropological and
religious prejudices, some of which are very damaging. Kant displays his
ignorance of, and prejudice about, religions other than Christianity when he
claims that the Christian religion is the one true natural and learned religion:
i.c., the religion that possesses “the prime essential of the true church, namely
the qualification for universality” (Rel. 145; 175). Furthermore, he declares
that “of all the public religions that have ever existed, the Christian alone is
moral” (Rel. 47; 57).

One might think that although the Willkir is not determined, it is at least
influenced by the propensity to evil. No doubt Kant sometimes seems to be
saying this. But if “influenced” means “causally influenced,” then this sugges-
tion is incompatible with Kant’s understanding of freedom and free choice
(Willkir).

Sharon Anderson-Gold, in her discussion of radical evil, says: “there is a
certain parallel between Kant's concept of radical evil and Hannah Arendt’s
concept of ‘banal’ evil in Eichmann in Jerusalem . . . although Arendt would not
treat evil as a species character” (“Kant's Rejection of Devilishness: The
Limits of Human Volition,” Idealistic Studies, 14 (1984), p. 48, n. 30).

In the litany of examples that Kant gives to show why we do nol need a
formal proof that “man is evil by nature,” we once again find evidence of his
prejudices, based upon limited and highly selective anthropological sources.

If we wish to draw examples from the state in which various philosophers hoped
preeminently to discover the natural goodness of human nature, namely from the
so-called state of nature, we need but compare with this the hypothesis the scenes
of unprovoked cruelty in the murder-dramas enacted in Tofoa, New Zealand, and
in the Navigator Islands, and the unending cruelty (of which Captain Hearne tells)
in the wide wastes of northwestern America, cruelty from which, indeed, not a
soul reaps the smallest benefit, and we have vices of barbarity more than sufficient
to draw us from such an opinion. (Rel 28; 34)

Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, p. 154. 1 have several problems with Allison’s
auempt to justify - that is, to give a deduction of — what he characterizes as the
9{’"’"“" @ prioni postulate that human beings are radically evil. There is not the
slightest indication that Kant himself ever thought that such a deduction was
necessary or even possible. Of course, there can be no objection to trying 10
improve upon Kant, as long as we recognize that this is not what Kant says 0f
'mphﬁ.- T't{ming to Allison's aucmplcd'proul', he tells us that “the key to t'hls
deduction is the impossibility of attributing a propensity to good to finit¢,
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sensuously affected agents such as ourselves (either to the race as a whole or to
particular individuals)” (p. 155). Bul, given the way in which Kant understands
a propensity (Hang), | il 1o find Allison's reasoning persuasive. Il a propensity
is a supreme maxim, “a subjective determining ground of the will” that “springs
from our freedom,” then why can’t there be a propensity to good? After all,
possessing such a propensity does not mean that we will become morally good
unless we deliberately adopt good maxims in specific circumstances, just as the
propensity to evil does not mean that we will actually become evil unless we
adopt specific evil maxims. This reinforces a point | made earier. Kant [re-
quently reiterates that a disposition ((Gesinnung) may be good or evil, but he does
not explain why a propensity (Hang) is only a propensity towards evil. Daniel
O'Connor, in his critique of Kant, also asks: “Why not a propensity towards
good?” He says, “The lack of symmetry in the two aspects of moral motivation
must arouse suspicions about the very notion of a moral propensity™ (“Good

and Evil Dispositions,” p. 297).
There is an unresolved tension that runs through Kant’s discussion of Gestnning

and Hang. When he discusses these concepts and draws upon cmpirical. evie
dence, he himself suggests that there are good and evil characters, dispositions,

and propensities. And this is what we would expect insofar as these terms are
intended to designate features of our moral character for which we are respon-
sible. But when Kant turns explicitly to radical evil as a PmP"m‘.lf (Hag). e
drops any suggestion of symmetry between good and bad propensiues.
There is still another serious problem lurking here. Consider I}'lc following
claims that Kant makes or implies: (a) radical evil is the propensity 10 moral

"'_Vil? (b) this propensity is innate (angeboren) and universal in the human spe-
aies; {c) this propensity “must spring from freedom” ~i.e., from “the exercise

of freedom whereby the supreme maxim . . . is adopted by the will [ Willkir].
: bsurd —

'Bm these three claims entail what (on Kantian grou.nds) is an a "
indeed, a self-c ontradictory — conclusion, All human bt‘l:a;is (:!}c human ra
OF specics) necessarily freely choose the propensity to moral cvil.
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a third party. When 1 talked of the categorical imperative, I was referring 1o
the time when [ was my own master, with a will and aspirations of my own,
and not when I was under the domination of a supreme force.” And he
added, “Then I could not live in accordance with this principle [the categori-
cal imperative]. But I could include in this principle the concept of obedi-
ence to authority. This I must do, for this authority was then responsible for
what happened.” These passages from Eichmann’s testimony are cited and
discussed by Silber in “Kant at Auschwitz.”

Ibid., p. 185.

Ibid., p. 191.

Both these passages are cited by Silber, “Kant at Auschwitz,” pp. 186, 89,
See Silber’s discussion of these and other closcly related passages. See also
Thomas Sechohm’s discussion of Kant's uncompromising position in “Kant's
Theory of Revolution,” Sacal Research, 48/3 (Fall 1981), pp. 557-87. Hannah
Arendt also discusses how Kant, despite his initial enthusiasm for the French
Revolution, argues that there is never a right to revolution or rebellion. Sce
her Lectures on Kant's Poittical Philosophy, ed. Ronald Beiner (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1982). See also her comments on Eichmann'’s appeal
to Kant in Eichmann i Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, 2nd edn. (New
York: Viking Press, 1963), p. 136.

This assertion is from Kant’s famous essay. “What is Enlightenment?,” where
he distinguishes between the public and the private use of one’s reason: in
Practical Philosophy: The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 18-19.

When Kant argues that there is a duty o obey “a supreme lawmaking
power,” he is primarily concerned with civil society and its basis for legitima-
tion. He was not dealing with a fanatical Fithrer who was a mass murderer.
Silber claims that “Kant’s theory can comprehend the motivations of an
Eichmann, a functionary whose efficiency and zeal were motivated almost
entirely by carcerist concerns, but it cannot illuminate the conduct of 2
Hider” (“Kant at Auschwitz,” p. 194).

Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, p. 310. ,
In this context, I am not questioning the status of this claim — one that s
basic to Kant's moral philosophy. Kant, of course, is not making an empin-
cal claim but an a priori claim. Nevertheless, I do think we should reflect o
what Hannah Arendt says happened in Nazi Germany.

And just as the law in civilized countries assumes that the voice of conscience tells
everybody “Thou shalt not kill,” even though man’s natural desires and inclina-
tons may at times be murderous, so the law of Hitler’s land demanded that the
voice of conscience tell everybody: “Thou shalt kill,” although the organizers of
l.hc massacres knew full well that murder is against the moral desires and inclina-
tions of most people. Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by which most

':;3;"‘ recognize it -~ the quality of temptation. (Arendy, Eichmann m Jerusalen, p-
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Silber, “Kant at Auschwitz,” pp. 198-9. In this passage, Silber seems to
identify “the deliberate rejection of the moral law™ with “knowingly doing
evil for its own sake.” But these need to be carefully distinguished, especially
in light of Silber's claim that “Kant’s ethics is inadequate to the understand-
ing of Auschwitz.” To say that Nazi leaders deliberately rejected the moral
law does not entail that they knowingly did evil for its own sake. There is a
danger here of ascribing to the Nazi leadership the type of “satanic great-
ness” that we sometimes ascribe to fictional characters, especially in Shake-
speare and Dostoevsky, See my discussion of this in relation 10 Hannah
Arendt’s exchange with Karl Jaspers, p. 214 below.

Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion, pp- 212-13.

Silber, “Ethical Significance of Kant's Religion,” p. cxxix.

[ think that Wood also obscures the basic issue that Silber is addressing when
he writes: “Kant is sometimes criticized for rejecting the possibility of an
impulse to evil in man, and inclination to rebel against the law or to disobey
the law simply {or the sake of disobedience”™ (Aant's Moral Religion, p. 212). It
“impulse” and “inclination” are understood to refer to our sensuous nature,
then, of course, there is not, and cannot be, a natural inclination to moral
evil. Evil results only from an act of the will (Willkir). And (human) ”‘Wk_""
cannot be identified with (or reduced to) our sensuous nature. Bul.Silbﬂ: is
not referring to a natural inclination or impulse, but rather to an incentive
that is consc iously adopted in an evil maxim. The brunt of Si!bcr’s, g
of Kant is that he fails to acknowledge that there can be such an mce'nnvf.
Sharon Anderson-Gold has also attempted to defend Kant ag"“l'.“' Silber’s
criticism. She does this by emphasizing that radical evil is a ‘.‘spfc.lcs charac-
ter.” But insofar as Silber is concerned primarily with those individuals who

become demonic or diabolical, I do not think she adfc!ualcly ‘:"’“‘5 his
challenge. See Anderson-Gold, “Kant's Rejection of Devilishness. .
Kant’s. But | am using

The expression “radically free” is my term and not ) i
“radical” here in the sense in which Kant uses it - as that \:Vh":‘h ot 4e he
very root. Willkir, at its very root, is unconstrained free ch.mcc ('mcludmsgj: e
choice to defy the moral law, and even the choice to do cvil for its own ; (Cll
Kant describes several different types of sel-love, but these do not inciu

the full range of nonmoral human incentives. (Sec Rel. 41; 4"?: diatribe that

Consider : " evil incentives in Ivan Karamazo
er the catalogue of evil incen .o w i The Brothers Karamazov.
serves as a prelude to “The Grand Inquisitor™ in

Many of the incidents he cites are based upon news clippings thikCR
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From a different perspective, k raiscs quc;t&z:so?tﬂj'mﬁf:‘:
restrictions on the types of incentive invo : s rejection of
and the pcrfonnant:.}:cof evil deeds. He also qu'csﬂo.l::ﬁ-a:ﬂt s}(;c::cr:?r:ms
‘diabolical evil," “By rejecting the hypothesis of ‘diabolical’ € d(;main of those
from the ultimate p'aradt)x of radical Evil, from the um:armyﬁ.llfijl e Gl
acts which, although ‘evil’ as to their content, ,}?gmugi;ly any pathological
criteria of an ethical act. Such acts are not '"","“w.d { : iple, which
considerations, i.c. their sole motivating ground is Evil 232 P

Slavoj Zize
Ived in the ado
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is why they can involve the radical abrogation of one’s pathological interests,
up to the sacrifice of one’s life” (Slavoj Zizek, Tarrying with the Negative: Kan,
Hegel, and the Critigue of Ideology (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1993),
p. 93).

52 In the chapters dealing with Nietzsche and Freud, I will try 10 show the
importance of a more complex (and darker) moral psychology for coming to
grips with the problem ol evil.

53 There is a reason why I have qualified this statement by saying, “insofar as
humans have spontancous free choice.” When I examine Hannah Arendt’s
understanding of radical evil, we will see that she argues that it is this free
spontaneity that totalitarian regimes seck to destroy in their victims,

Chapter 2 Hegel: The Healing of the Spirit?

I For a detailed discussion of Hegel's speculative philosophy of religion, its
historical background, and the controversy that it provoked, see Walter
Jaeschke, Reason in Rehgion: The Foundations of Hegel’s Philusophy of Religion, 1r. .
M. Stewart and P. C. Hodgson (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1990).

2 See Stephen Crites’s discussion of the conflicting interpretations of Hegel's
conceptions of God and religion. The quotations from Stirling and Solomon
come from Stephen Cnites, Dialectic and Gospel in the Development of Hegel's
Thinking (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998), p. xvi.

3 For a history of the editing of Hegel's lectures, and the principles used in the
reconstruction of the four sets thereol, see the “Editorial Introduction” to
Hegel's Lectures on the Phtlosophy of Religion, ed. Peter C.. Hodgson, 3 vols. (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984-5). This introduction also contains a
lucid analysis of the changes introduced in the different series of lectures.
This three-volume edition includes English translations of the four lecture
series. In addition, Hodgson has prepared a one-volume edition of the lec-
tures of 1827: Hegel's Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion: One-Volume Edition, The
Lectures of 1827 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). | refer 1o
passages in both of these editions. T have drawn upon Hegel’s own lecture
manuscript, as well as on the different series of lectures. When 1 refer 0
passages in the comprehensive edition, I cite volume number followed by
page number, for example, 1. 77. When [ refer 1o passages in the one-volume
edition, I use the abbreviation 7. followed by the page number, for example,

[ "1 L 99. These English translations indicate the German sources for the recon-

il '

|' I struction of these lectures,

il 4 For a discussion of the distinction between representation and thought, see
1\ “H ? 1 i X

1A egel’s Lecture f\lunuscnp(" (i. 247 -52).

A 5 Harold Bloom, Agon: Towards a Theory of Revisionism (New York: Oxford Uni-
i Wi versity Press, 1982), p. viii.

| ”‘IT 6 Immanuel Kant, Critigue of Pure Reason. tr. Norman Kemp Smith (New York:
! (1IN .:

St Martin’s Press, 1963), p. 29.
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{ the infinite In Hegel's Science of Logie, Ir. A.

ite and
Press, 1969), pp- 116-56. When I refer to

T 150e the Lii‘:t'llhhillli of the lin
w. Miller (New York: Humanities
the Science of Logic, 1 use the abbreviation SL

g In the Scence of Logic, Hegel introduces a number of import
concerning different types of reflection. See espe ially the first section of the
second book, “The Doctnne of Essence” (SL, 389 478).

9 See Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Hegel’s ‘Inverted Waorld," " in Hegel's Dialectic,
tr. P. Christopher Smith (New Haven: Y ale University Press, 1971), pp- 35

ant distinctions

53.
10 G.W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spari, tr. A. W. Miller (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1977), p. 49. When 1 refer to The Phenomenolagy of Spirit, 1 use the

abbreviation F5.

11 See the preface to the Phenomenology, where Hegel says that the life of Spirit “ig
not the life that shrinks from death and keeps itsell untouched by devastation,
but rather the life that endures it and maintains itsell in it. ... I is this power,
not as something positive, which ¢ loses its eyes to the negative, as when we say

false, and then, having done with it, turm

on the contrary, Spirit is this power only

and tarrying with i’

*(PS 19)
1 the successive changes in Hegel's
soncept of Religion,

of something that it is nothing or 13
away and pass on to something clse;
[ ‘ hv looking the negative in the face,
12 The one factor that remains constant i

nto “( » w[)eterminate

lecture series is the main division i

Religion,” and “Consummate Religion.” 4
H. B. Nisbet

\

| 13 G. W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosaply of Warld Histomy, 1
\ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), pPp- 90-1.
| 14 We can also interpret this passage as an jmplicit criticism of Kant's doctrin€
| of radical evil. According to Kant, there is an asymmetry between good and
| evil by nature
[ is (morally) g00
bout the trans

evil, in that he affirms that humanity is (e Mot R
Nature bise™), but denies that humanity d by nature. .
15 Hodgson makes the following comment & lation of.b_lh’"ﬂ”"-"-
“.111 deference to familiar biblical language - - the term Ertpetet _50"":'
times translated as ‘knowledge’ rather than as ‘cognili(m.' Fnrchg'cl himself;
‘cognition’ s a particular form of ‘*knowing’ (Wissen) to be distinguished from
. . other such forms™ (iii. 203).
' 16 See Stephen Crites's discnlssion of the fall in Dialectic and (;o‘spﬂ', P 5[3]I -4.1
17 This is another xamEpIBOE Hegel's agonistic relationship WIth Kant. .l (.gc )
like Kant, emphasizes the clement of choice and will that |s'mvnl'.vcc:)m tvI[:
even though for Hegel there is a much more¢ intimate rcla[-lo{lsl?ll’ c‘:::;;
will and knowledge. So both Heg o :
point in their analyses of evil. But Hegel e
insists on a rigid distinction petween the finitc and the 'f‘ﬁn;:c‘di
refuses to acknowledge the rec -
movement to the true infinite, actual

18 Crites, Dialectic and Gospeb, PP- 289

19 Sce William Desmond’s percept
lectic: Speculation, Sult, and (omedy (Albany, B

Press, 1992), pp. 189-357- Desmond dis




e ———EEE

246 Nates to pp. 66-75

discussion of evil: existential, logicist, and world-historicist. Desmond is ex-
tremely critical of Hegel’s attempt to “justify” evil as a necessary stage in the
development of spirit. More generally, he argues that evil resists the sublation
of dialectical thought. He declares, that “Hegel's claim to systematic com-
pleteness stands or falls on how we understand evil” (p. 244). Desmond is
also incisive in pointing out the ambiguities of Hegel’s discussion of forgive-
ness and evil (see pp. 192-2; and 238-41).

20 For an overview of the various traditional attempts to reconcile the existence
of evil with the existence of God, see Ronald M. Green, “Theodicy,” in
Encyclopedia of Religion, editor-in-chief Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan,
1987), vol. 14, pp. 43041,

21 Jean Hippolyte, Genests and Structure in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spint, tr. S.
Cheniak and J. Heckman (Evanston: lll: Northwestern University Press, 1974),
p. 190.

22 In the background here is another set of deep problems and ambiguities
concerning the relation of temporality, history, and eternity. Right Hegelians
focus on the aspect of eternity in Hegel’s system, where Hegel’s Science of Logic
is taken to articulate the eternal structure of the logos. Left Hegelians tend 10
focus more on the dynamics of history and temporality, where the realization
of spirit (or humanity) is seen as a strenuous and painful historical achieve-
ment. As one might suspect, Hegel thinks that a rigid distinction between
temporality and eternity is another false dichotomy.

23 Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, pp. 42-3.

24  Desmond, Beyond Hegel and Dialectic, p. 241,

25 This is the translation that appears in Hippolyte’s Genests and Structure, p. 525.

26 Ibid,, p. 527.

27 Ibid.

28 Ibid. T do not know if Jean Améry, the survivor of Auschwitz and Nazi
torture, was {amiliar with this passage from Hippolyte. But this is precisely
what he is contesting and challenging in the passage cited as my second
epigraph to this chapter.

29 Jirgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modemity tr. Frederick Law-
rence (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press and Cambridge, Polity, 1987) pp. 21 2.

30 Ibid., p. 21.

31 See below, pp. 168-74.

32 There are many other thinkers who question Hegel's understanding ol sub-
lation (Aufhebung), and reconciliation ( Versohnung) inr'tuding Marx, Kierkegaard,
Heidegger, Sarire, and Derrida, but Schelling was one of the first to do so.

533 Desmond, Beyond Hegel and Dialectic, pp- 222 3.

34 See_ my essay, “Reconcilialinn/Rupmrc,” in The New Constellation: The Ethical
;‘;{;’m‘ Honizons of Madernity/ Postmodernity (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), pp. 293

35 This reading of Hegel is very close 1o how Michel Foucault interprets Kant's
ey “Whatis Enlightenment?” See my discussion of Foucault, in “Foucault:

% g;“g“c e P‘l‘lilﬁmphic. l'l‘lhos," in Neaw Constellation, pp. 142-71.

ernstein, “Reconciliation/ Rupture,” p. 309.
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Chapter 3 Schelling: The Metaphysics of Evil

My interpretation of Schelling is based primarily on his monograph Phlosoplische
Untersuchungen uber das Vesen der menschlichen Freheit und die damit zusammenhingenden
Gegenstinde, published in 1809, A literal translation would be “Philosophical
Investigations into the Nature of Human Freedom and Matters Connected
Therewith.” An English translation by James Gutmann was published in
1936 entitled Schelling: Of Human Freedom (Chicago: Open Court Publishing
Co.). A more recent translation by Priscilla Hayden-Roy is included in Phi-
losophy of German Idealism, cd. Ernst Behler (New York: Continuum, 1987). 1
have used the Gutmann translation because it is more widely known, in-
cludes page references to the standard German edition of Schelling’s works,
and also contains helpful notes by the translator. Occasionally, I have altered
this translation. I signal my changes by placing them in curly brackets. Words
and phrases in square brackets are those added by Gutmann. Page refer-
ences in the text are to the Gutmann translation (abbreviated #F). I have
also included the ¢ orresponding page numbers in the recent German text,
Philosophische Untersuc hungen uber das Wesen der menschlichen Fretheit und die damil
usammenhangenden Ciegenstande, ed. T. Buchheim (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag,
1997),

In the summer semester of 1936, Martin Heidegger gave a lecture C.O"m
on this work. A trans ription of this lecture course was ]alfr P“bI_'Sth'
entitled Schelling: Abhandlung iiber das Wesen der menschlichen Freiheit (Tiibingen:

Max Nicmeyer Verlag, 1971). An English translation of this edition !)y_]oan
' ; ' ing’s Treatise on the

Stambaugh was subsequently published with the title Schelling’s Tr
Essence of Human Freedom (Athens, Oh: Ohio University Press, IQBJ) All P?g;
references 1o Heidegger's lectures are indicated by the abbreviation ST (;N;
lowed by page numbers in the English translation then page numbers in &
1971 German text. A more recent German edition with some cmcndaﬂ"-"n%
and corrections has heen published in Heidegger's Gemm!amgt_!h." V'tlorl'c;
vom Wesen der menschlichen Freiheit (1809) (Frankfurt am Mai |hlalarc
Klostermann, 1988), Although Heidegger's lectures focus on l'hlcm?snalil'lg 5
close (0 his own philosophical thinking, they are "’_‘mmfly fl x5 recdom
demonstrating the novelty and power of Schelling’s investigation

and evi ol
2 : . » and the idea of &
See l‘l"'d".k'.gl‘r's discussion of the meaning of "system” an

“system of freedom” in 87, 22-42; 27-50.

In the final analysis, Schelling is also haunted by.' lhf ’P‘T} existence of the
wants (o reconcile the ontological reafity of evil wuh. };ﬂfﬂtnﬂ' Eirueen
Christian God. Nevertheless there is a subtle but e O o g ag evil
Schelling and Hegel. Hegel also affirms the reality %fc:‘:-\:il 10 “infinite Sub-
as self-diremption) is ascribed 1o God, Hcsﬂ ARCH vil is a moment, & stage
Stance.” But Hegel, unlike Schelling, m‘"“u_"n_s 'fhal:hcm Schelling digs m
in the dialectical development of Spirit. T?IIS is Just . ing specious
and challenges him. According t@ Schelling, there

rer of theodicy. He
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about the way in which Hegel affirms and denies the brute reality of evil,
Schelling is laying the groundwork for what in his late philosophy became a
full-scale critique of Hegel, a critique that rejects Hegel's understanding of
the dialectical activity of Spirit such that there is sublation of all diremptions.

4 See Gutmann's discussion of disputes concerning how many periods should
be distinguished in Schelling’s philosophical development in the introduction
to his translation {(HF, xxvii-xxix). Gutmann wrote his introduction in 1936;
but these disputes about Schelling’s shifts of emphasis and development have
persisted right up to the present.

5 A list of the relevant publications of Dieter Henrich and Manfred Frank is
contained in the bibliography of Andrew Bowie's book; Schelling and Modem
European Philosophy: An Introduction (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 204-7.
Bowie's bibliography also lists many of the best recent discussions of Schelling,
Bowie has been influenced by Frank, with whom he studied, and has sought
to show the significance of Schelling for contemporary philosophy. See also
Alan White, Schelling: Introduction to the System of Freedom (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1983); Peter Dews, The Limits of Disenchantment (London:
Verso, 1995); and Slavoj Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder: An Essay on Schelling
and Related Matters (London: Verso, 1996). Recent interpretations of Schelling
in English have been facilitated by some excellent translations in the series,
Texts in German Philosophy published by Cambridge University Press. These
include F. W. J. Schelling, Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, tr. E. E. Harris and P.
Heath, with an introduction by R. Stern (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988); and, F. W. J. von Schelling, On the History of Modern Philosophy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). For a very helpful discus-
sion of the philosophical disputes that set the context for Schelling’s philoso-
phy, see Frederick C. Beiser, The Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to
Fichte (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987).

6 Sce chapter 6, “Schelling or Hegel?,” in Bowie, Schelling and Moder European
Philosophy, pp. 127-91. See also Heidegger’s brief discussion of Schelling and
Hegel (ST 12-13: 14-16).

7 In his preface, Schelling tells us that the “old contrast” between nature and
spirit has been dislodged, and he declares “that the time has come for the
higher distinction or, rather, for the real contrast, to be made manifest, the
contrast between Necessity and Freedom, in which alone the innermost center
of philosophy comes to view” (HF 3; 3).

8 Although there are many unresolved difficultics in the way in which Schelling
sought to work out the details of his “higher realism,” nevertheless his project
of developing an enriched, nonreductive naturalism bears a strong f‘arru!}f
resemblance to the nonreductive naturalism of John Dewey and other clfls!’-l"-'
American philosophers. Even more striking are the affinities between Schelling's
project and the enriched naturalism based on the idea of a second nature
that has been advanced by John McDowell. McDowell, like Schelling, wants
to rethink the idea of nature so that it is compatible with the Kantian idea 0
spontancity. Schelling decries what he takes to be a dead, mechanistic idea of
nature. And McDowell thinks that we must reject the disenchanted concep-
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that has been so |)rl1lliillt‘lll in modern philosnphy. Both
Dowell reject what McDowell calls “hald naturalism.”
srse McDowell's suggestion that: “If we can
rethink our conception of nature 30 as to make room for spnnl:lm'ily o awe
shul.l .by the same token be rethinking our onception of what it takes for
position 10 deserve to be called ‘naturalism’ " (John McDowell, Mind and
World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 77). I do not
want to exaggerate the similarities between Schelling and McDowell, be-
cause their differences are as |:hilmnphic'ally significant as anything they
! have in common. Furthermore, they both have to confront nuMErous serious
I ol?stacl:-s in working out the details of such an enriched, nonreductive natur-
. :Inm ’n.\ly pn_lm.u'y point in drawing the mmparis:m is to warn against 2

ISI:I'IISSIV}‘ attitude towards Schelling's project of a philumphy of nature.

[ Schelling is both fascinating and frustrating because of his naturalistic

(even materialistic) and theological (even lhensuphicn!‘) resonances. Given his
s an ultimate unity between living nature and
tem of realism, we can understand the

SC o -t . . .
surce of this double character of his work. Itis lhls‘!anus-laccd character 0

his writings that invites the most diverse interpretations. For an jmaginative
?“d provocative reading of Schelling as a materialist thinker sc¢ Slavoj Zizek,
1 hf ’f"flﬂf‘ff?!:' Remainder. Z:izck himsell emphasizes that his sdialectical ma-
1l‘-ﬂ.:llls[" interpretation cannot be divorced from the "lhcosophico—mylho-

| lﬂglcal“ aspects of Sl'h(‘“.lllg"s systemn.
b S“‘_' Bowic's discussion of the cONLroversies surrounding pantheism and
z)lntaz?snxl in Schelling and Modern Philosophy, PP 15-29. See also Heidegger's
o Hn:ussmn ol Schelling’s imrrpr(-mlirm of panlhcism (5’[_62—90).
eidegger offers the following explication of the meaning of these funda-

mental expressions; “heing,” “ground." and “exislencc":

tion of nature
Schelling and M
Schelling would certainly end

I basic conviction that there
embodied spirit in his higher sys

{ the wessence” of @ thing, but

here in the sense © St
" of “household affairs,” 0

' “Being" [Wesen) is not meant

in the sense in which we speak of 3 “fiving being:

“educational matters.” What is meant is the individual, ,,]r.comaincd heing £
whole. In every being of this kind, we must distinguish is "gmund" and its “exist-
!fi_lijf'»" This means that beings must be comprehe d as existing pint
giving.

“Ground” [Grnd) always means for Schelling
thus not “ground” in the sense of “ratio,” not wit
(!,ut'ncc“ insofar as the ratio says why 2 statement is
for Schelling precisely the nonrational: On the ot
avoid throwing this ground int the P"i““"al il

:‘I'lxisn:m-c“ [Existenz) does not re;
l:ﬂngs themselves in a certain regd

existence” and mean the existing Pt

{oundation,
h the counter ¢

_ as existing; 2 we .

himself: gchelling uses the word exist

:cal sense (han the usual long
i3

rsOTt
ence in a sense which is closer 1o the literal ctym()loﬁ‘c

}.)r(-\'nlr-m meaning of “existing”
itself and in emerging reveals

as objective presence:

itsell: (ST 107; 129)
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Schelling does not make a systematic distinction between Sein and Wesen,
Depending on the context, Stambaugh sometimes translates Wesen as “es-
sence,” sometimes as “being.” Heidegger insists on following Schelling’s ar-
chaic spelling of Seyn. ‘Throughout his lectures he speaks of Sem and the
Seynsfrage.

For a discussion of the use of metaphors and analogies in Schelling, see
Bowie, Schelling and Modem European Plalosophy, pp. 5-11.

See Heidegger's discussion of Schelling’s “anthropomorphic” language in 57
163-4; 194.

Schelling anticipates what will become of one of his major criticisms of
Hegel. For Schelling will argue that the Hegelian conception of negation
fuses together (and therefore systematically confuses) what must be carefully
distinguished - the difference between dilferentiation and antithetical oppo-
siion.

The priority of ground to existence in God is neither a temporal nor merely
a logical or conceptual priority. For a discussion of this priority as it relates
to Schelling’s understanding of cternity and temporality, as well as the sense
in which “the Being of God is a Becoming to himself out of himself,” see
Heidegger, ST 112-18; 135-42.

At this point, I cannot help remarking that Heidegger, who shows his deep
understanding of the movement of Schelling’s questioning — and especially
Schelling’s understanding of the reality of evil — delivered these lectures in
1936, at a time when he was surrounded not merely by the possibility of evil,
but by its reality. Yet, in the entire course of lectures (at least in their original
published version) there is not a single reference to what was going on in Nazi
Germany at the time.

Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder, p. 65. Zizek adds a perceptive footmote to this
passage. He writes:

In this respect Heidegger’s procedure in Being and Time is the very apposite of
Schelling’s. Schelling . . . proposes an ‘ethical’ reading of ontology (the very fact of
reality, the fact that the universe exists, involves an ethical decision; it is proof that,
in God, Good got the upper hand over Evil, expansion over contraction); whereas
Heidegger is in the habit of taking a category whose ‘ethical’ connotation in our
common language is indelible (guilt [Schuid], the apposition ol ‘authentic” and
‘unauthentic’ existence) and then depriving it of this connotation i.e. offering it as
a neutral description of man's onological predicament (Schuld as the designation
of the fact that man, due to his finitude, has 0 opt for a limited set of possibilities,
sacrificing all the others, etc.) (p. 88, n. 6).

A]!.hough Zizek makes this point with respect to Beng and Time, the sam¢
point applics to Heidegger’s lectures on Schelling. Schelling’s own Lext, and
especially his understanding of being, ground, and existence, are saturated
with ethical connotations, Yet Heidegger not only de-emphasizes this aspect
of Schellings Untersuchungen, he mocks those who think that Schelling’s un-
derstanding of freedom has anything to do with what is normally called “free
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will.” It is certainly true that Schelling is placing the discussion of the essence
of human freedom in a broader metaphysical context. But this does not
mean that Schelling is screening out the ethical implications of his concerns.
On the contrary, Schelling’s approach to being, ground, existence, God, and
human l)c‘in_qx is saturated with an ethical orientation. In this respeet, there is
a greater allinity of Schelling with Franz Rosenzweig, and Emmanuel Levinas,
Later we shall see how a similar conception of the relation between God and
human beings becomes central to Hans Jonas's speculations about God “af-
ter Auschwitz.” Both Schelling and Jonas are influenced by the legacy of
Kabbalistic sources whereby God withdraws in order to create the world and
Ehr creatures living within it. See my discussion of Jonas, pp. 194 9.

.l"ht' distinction between ground and existence is applicable to all beings,
including nonhuman animals, but it is only human beings who can will the
dominance of ground over existence, darkness over light. “The dark princi-

ple is indeed effective in animals too, as in every other natural being; but in
man, it is not spini and under-
eneration, no division
te or persanal

them it has not yet been born to light as in
.\'l;.mdin.u but blind passion and desire; in short no deg
of .prinriplm is possible here where there is as yet no absolu
unity” (HF 49; 44).

This quotation comes from note
Schelling seminar in the summer semester of 1941.
appendix to S7.

Zizek, The Indivisible Rematnder, p. 61.

lbid., p. 68.

“Jld. p- b4,

Ibid., pp. 64 5. Zizek adds the
clearest example, of course, was the good old ‘totalit
\.vhirh claimed to stand directly for the liberation 0!
(in contrast to all other political agents, who stood for narrov
any attack on it equaled an attack on all that was Progressive
cumulative history of humankind™ (p- 88). :

See Vittorio Hosle, Praktische Philosophie in der modernen Well (Munich: Beck,
.!992:, pp- 166-97.

Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder, p. 63.

See Heidegger's remarks about "anlhrOP"“‘"mhism'“ i -
tions that need to be asked about it in ST 161 -4; 194-8. [Ue.
This has not always been so. Schelling had a major influence on Coleridge,

' ’ jarizi i lassic
who has even been accused ol plagianzing Schelling. Most of the ¢
circe, James, Dewey, and Royce, were

America : : ;

n philosophers, including P .
- : iine-

not only acquainted with Schelling, also considered him to be a major 1

teenth-century philosopher.

s that Heidegger prepared for an advanced
It is included as an

following footnote to this passage. “The
arian’ Communist Party,

[ the whole of humanity
w class interests);
in the entire

ond Good and Evil?
by Walter

Chapter 4 Nietzsche: Bey
X lation
s are the transid 9 i

Page references to On the Genealogy of Mora
o = 7
Kaufinan and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Vintage Books, 19
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ated G. Page references to Beyond Good and Enil are to the translation by
Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1989) abbreviated BGE, These
references are followed by the page number of the German text in the
edition of Metzsche Werke edited by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari.
Jenseits von Gut und Bise and Jur Genealogie der Moral are contained in Volume
vi (2) (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter & Co., 1968).

2 Page references are to the selections from Eece Homo (abbreviated EH), pub-
lished in the Kaufmann and Hollingdale edition of Genealogy.

3 For an illuminating analysis of Nietzsche’s complex attitudes to the Jews, see
Yirmihayu Yovel, Dark Riddle (Cambridge: Polity, 1999).

4 The Genealogy is the most aesthetically coherent, musical book in Nietzsche's
corpus. As in a great Mozart opera, the preface serves as an overture, intro-
ducing the major themes of the work and anticipating the final denouement.
Like the overpowering, ominous notes of the final scene of Don Guovanni,
which are heard at the very beginning of the overture (the musical notes that
mark the Don’s descent into the fires of hell), the final section of the Genealogy
brings us back to the beginning of Nietzsche’s preface. Nietzsche subtly
introduces motifs that are developed throughout the three essays. These
essays, which are integrated with cach other, can be heard as variations of
the same theme. The motil of ressentiment, introduced in section 10 of the first
essay, becomes dominant in the second essay, and returns again in the third
essay.

5 We can appreciate how closely related the Genealogy is to Beyond Good and Eoil
when we realize that Beyond Good and Evil begins by raising the problem of the
value of truth, which structurally parallels the problem raised initally in the
Genealagy, the value of morality. These are not separate problems, but the
same problem approached from different perspectives. Just as he asks at the
beginning of the Genealogy whether the value judgments good/evil have hin-
dered or promoted human prosperity, so at the beginning of Beyond Good and
Evil, he asks, concerning the true/false distinction, “to what extent it is life-
promoting, life-preserving, perhaps even species-cultivating” (BGE 11; 21)
Nietzsche’s master question concerning any set of value distinctions is whether
they are “life-enhancing” and “life-affirming.”

6 “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life,” in Untimely Meditations,
tr. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983}, pp-
57-124. This essay is abbreviated UD.

7 For a detailed, informative account of these three kinds of history, how they
are related to each other, how each can be used and abused, see Peter
Berkowitz, Nietzsche: The Ethics of an Immoralist (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1995), pp. 2543,

8 Ibid,, pp. 37-8.

9 Th'is is one of the many respects in which Nietzsche is very close to Hegel, 2
philosopher with whom he is all 1o frequently contrasted. For a perceptive
exploration of the similarities between Nietzsche and Hegel (as well as their
dlfrcrcn(:cs), see Eliot Jul“i.‘il, ngnd Hgg[ and M‘LZI(}Z(,’ Phﬂo.iﬂﬁ’!l’, Cullure,
and Agency (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000)
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Typically, when Nietzsche uses the term “morality” (Moralttif), he means the
morality of good and evil (or some variation of it). Occasionally, he uses the
term in a more general sense to refer to a comprehensive scheme of values.
Thus, for example, in section 10 of the Genealogy, he says, that “every noble
morality develops from a triumphant aflirmation of itsell” (G 36; 284); and in
Section 202 ol Beyond Good and Ewnl, he speaks of “fugher moralities” (BGE 115;
126. As Peter Berkowitz notes, “although for the most part he uses the term
‘morality’ to designate forms of life he detests — as in Christian, democratic,
herd, or slave morality - on occasion he uses ‘morality’ in the ordinary sense
as a general category referring to comprehensive schemes of right conduct.
The main point is that when Nietzsche attacks the ‘moral interpretation and
significance of existence’ ..., when he seeks to determine the ‘value of
morality’ . .. | when he declares war on Christianity because it has waged
war against a ‘higher type of man’ by revaluing the ‘supreme values of the
spirit as something sinful’ . . . , he speaks in the name of a higher morality or
ethic, a particular vision of the best life” (Vietzsche, p. 48). )

Although [ am making use of some distinctions that Rorty introducr.s in
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, | am not endorsing Rorty's use of these distinc-
tions or his interpretation of Nietzsche. I suspect that Nietzsche would detest
Rorty’s democratic “liberal ironist,” and would condemn him as a merc
variation on the desperate ideology of the “last man” - the ideology that
Nietzsche so scathingly condemns in Jarathustra. "

The above quotations are from Richard Rorty, Contingency, lrony, and Solidariy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 73. il -
Rorty’s first condition is that the ironist “has radical and continuing doubis

% = . her
about her own final vocabulary, because she bas been impressed by ot
al arguments

vocabularies; the second condition is that the ironist rea!izes th :

put forth in her own vocabulary can neither “underwrite or dl?m'vc |hcs§
doubts.” But Nietzsche doesn’t seem to have “radical and contnuing doublsl
about his own final vocabulary, excepl in the sense that he %
spirits are skeptics.

Rorty, ( “onlingency, Irony, and Solidarily, p- 73.

Ihid., p. 74,

Ibid.

Ihid. ,
SA “ ! and Roﬂy s

Harold Bloom'’s imaginative description of the “strong poﬂ,cd o ikt

extension of this idea to other strong thinkers, ar¢ "_PP“}P}?' (Oxford:
readings of Nietzsche. See Harold BTOO"‘: The Amg :n BJIoom in Contin-
Oxford University Press, 1973), and Rorty’s commen

gency, Irony, and Solidanty, pp- 24-3- A T
For my own attempt to show what is wrong W’f:’;ﬂ&tz:z; ichard ]
objective rational foundations or sc'lf-dc?(';;';:,grd: Basil Blackwell, 1983).

Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism R
3 43¢ ” /i b "
E;;'e Alexander Nehamas, wl Lifeas Literature (Cambridge d
niversity Press, 1983) pp. 13-41. . . hat Nietzsc
Peter Bcr‘lm\:;z {in ,av,t.);gpu) makes a strong casc for claiming
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is not a relativist; he shows that Nietzsche does not call into question the
concepts of knowledge, truth and objectivity. On the contrary he challenges
what he takes to be false understandings of knowledge, truth, and objectivity.

22 It almost seems as if Nietzsche is describing Shakespeare’s lago, who per-
sonifies the man ol ressentiment.

23 Iuis suiking how Nietzsche anticipates Freud's late theory of instinets - how
when the energy of these instinets is not discharged, it is directed inward.
This how Freud accounts for the internalization of the superego (which
initially gains its power from external authority) and “sense of guilt.” But we
must also be sensitive 1o the diflerences between Nietzsche and Freud. The
most important difference is that Nietzsche thinks of “bad conscience” as a
characteristic of a specific class of individuals — men of ressentiment ~ whereas
Freud thinks of the internalization of the superego and the development of a
sense of guilt as universal characteristics of all human beings. Furthermore,
Freud is quite emphatic in insisting that it is not possible for all instincts to
discharge themselves outwardly. There is no escape from internalization and
the development of a sense of guilt. In the next chapter, when I discuss
Freud, we will see that the differences between Nietzsche and Freud con-
cerning the dynamics of the instincts has significant consequences for their
different perspectives on evil.

24 See Paul Ricoeur’s account of the hermeneutics of suspicion in Freud and
Philosophy: An Essay in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970),
pp- 20-35.

25 Nihilism can take a variety of forms, and Nietzsche distinguishes among
them. See Stanley Rosen’s discussion of nihilism in The Mask of Enlightenment
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), espe-
cially his introduction,

26 In the German text there are no paragraph divisions, but Kaufmann's and
Hollingdale’s English paragraph divisions provide a convenient way of con
menting on this final section,

27 Nietzsche also cannot resist taking a swipe at the Germany of his day when
he adds the following parenthetical remark: “(that no kind of swindle fails ©
succeed in Germany today is connected with the undeniable and pﬂlpab'f
stagnation of the German spirit; and the cause of that I seck in too exclusive
a diet of newspapers, politics, beer, and Wagnerian music, together with the
presuppositions of such a diet: first, national constriction and vanity, the
strong but narrow principle ‘ Deutschland, Deutschland iber alles,” and the paraly
sis agitans of ‘modern ideas’) (GG 158-9; 425 6).

28 Hannah Arendt, some 60 years after the publication of the Genealogy, and
after the tumultuous events of the first half of the twentieth century, invokes
Nietzsche in her “Concluding Remarks” to The Ongins of Totalitarianism, th"f
she speaks of the dangers of resentment (with an obvious allusion to Nietzsche's
ressentiment). She writes: “For the first disastrous result of man’s coming of ag¢
18 that modern man has come to resent everything given, even his owD
existence - to resent the very fact that he is not the creator of the universt
and himsell. In this fundamental resentment, he refuses to see rhyme Of
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reason in the given world. In his resentment of all laws merely given to
him, he proclaims openly that everything is permitted and believes secretly
that everything is possible. And since he knows that he is a law-creating
being, and that his task, according to all standards of past history, is ‘super-
human’, he resents even his nihilistic convictions, as though they were forced
upon him by some cruel joke of the devil. (Ongins of Totalitananism, 1951 edn,

P- 438).

Chapter 5 Freud: Ineradicable Evil and Ambivalence

Yovel, “Kant’s Practical Reason as Will,” p. 294.
See Philip Riefl, Freud: The Mind of the Moralist (New York: Viking Press,

1959), esp. ch. 9, “The Ethic of Honesty.”
All references 1o Freud are to the Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological

Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. J. Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1974), ahbre-
viated SE. I give the volume and page number.

llse Grubrich-Simitis cites both of these passages in Back to Freud’s Texts:
Making Silent Documents Speak (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), p.
125. She adds: “But a more sober mood soon prevailed. ‘I have retreated far
from my initial high opinion of the work," he told Ferenzi on 12 June, ‘and
am, on the whole, dubious about it". A fortnight later, on 26 June: ‘I consider
the matter on the one hand too beautiful, but on the other hand, times and
things are too obscure and to a certain extent beyond the pale of sure

assessment’,”
See A. L. Kroeber, “Totem and Taboo in Retrospect: An Ethnological

Psychoanalysis,” American Anthropologist, 22 (1939), pp. 48-55, for an Pvcrview
of the criticisms of Freud. For a more recent assessment and critique, sce
Mario Erdheim’s Introduction to Totem und Tabu (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer

Taschenbuch Verlag, 1991), pp. 7-42. .
Alter summarizing the basis for his claims about the primal horde, Freud

writes:

To this day T hold firmly to this construction. I have repeatedly met with violent
reproaches for not having altered my opinions in later editions of my book [7otem
and Taboo| in spite of the fact that more recent ethnologisis have unanimously
rejected Robertson Smith’s hypotheses and have in part bl""llghl forward other,
totally divergent theories. I may say in reply that these ostensible advances are well

ctess of these

known to me. But I have not been convinced either of the corre : :
innovations or of Robertson Smith’s errors. A denial is not a refirtation, an inno-
vation is not necessarily an advance. A 1 am not an ethnologist
but a psycho-analyst. I had a right to t
might need for the work of analysis. (SE XX, 131)

relevance of Totem and Taboo for Mum. and
Mases (Cambridge: Cambridge

bove all, however,
ake out of ethnological literature what I

For a detailed discussion of the
Monotheism, sce my book, Freud and the Legacy of

University Press, 1998).
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In a footnote to this passage, Freud acknowledges that his hypothesis has a
“monstrous air.” He also says: *“'T'he lack ol precision in what I have written
in the text ahove, its abbreviation of the time factor and its compression of
the whole subject-matter, may be auributed to the reserve necessitated by
the nature of the topie. It would be as foolish to aim at exactitude in such
questions as it would be unfair to insist upon certainty” (SE XIII, 142-3),
Freud qualifies his myth of the primal horde by telling us that the murder of
the primal father should not be interpreted as a single, datable event, but
rather one that was repeated many tmes. He even entertains the possibility
that such a murder never actually took place. “Accordingly, the mere hostile
tmpulse against the father, the mere existence of a wishful phantasy of killing
and devouring him, would have been enough to produce the moral reaction
that created totemism and taboo. In this way we should avoid the necessity
for deriving the origin of our cultural legacy, of which we justly feel so proud,
from a hideous crime, revolting to all our feelings. No damage would thus be
done 1o the causal chain stretching from the beginning o the present day,
for psychical reality would be strong enough to bear the weight of these
consequences” (SE XTI, 159-60). See my discussion of why Freud enter-
tains, but finally rejects, this possibility in Freud and the Legacy of Moses, pp.
101:8.

llse Grubrich-Simitis notes that Freud did express doubts about the story
of the primal horde and the murder of the father by the band of brathers.

Throughout his life, however, Freud remained dubious as to whether his theory of
the murder of the primal father and the constitution of the archaic heritage should
be assigned any reality value. This vacillation is revealed by a number of emotive
varianis observable already in the fair copy of “The Return of Totemism in
Childhood.” Where the printed version refers to “the great primeval tragedy,” the
fair copy onginally read as follows, before the author deleted and replaced the
second adjective: “the great mythological tragedy.” He thus seems to have clearly
recognized, even if he was unwilling 1o admit it to himself, what Claude Lévi-
Strauss has recently noted again: “With Totem and Taboo Freud constructed a
myth, and a very beautiful myth wo. But like all myths, it doesn’t tell us how
things really happened. It tells us how men need to imagine things happened so as
to try to overcome contradictions.” (Back to Freud's Texts, p. 173)

The solidarity of the band of brothers also has political significance for
Freud. He even refers to “the original demaocratic equality that had P"c"'aIICd
among all the individual clansmen.” But this democratic equality became
untenable, “and there developed at the same time an inclination, based on
veneration felt for particular human individuals, to revive the ancient pater-
nal ideal by creating gods™ (SE X111, 148-9).

Although Freud typically explores group, social, and cultural phenomena by
fira.wmg upon his psychoanalytic understanding and clinical experience o
individuals, he is also sensitive to important differences. He does not unritically
assume that what is characteristic of individuals can be generalized to apply
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nd societies. Thus, for example, he concludes Totem and Taboo by

to groups a
ome of the key differences between individual and social psy-

examining
chology (sce SE XIIL, 157-61).

Freud has frequently been criticized for his re
" But Freud does not refer to "primilivc pmplc" in order
his intention is to show
societies are actually

ferences o “savages” and

“primitive pe ple.
to demonstrate our superiority over them. Rather,
that the psychic dynamics of individuals in “civilized”
quite close to those in “primitive” and “savage” tribes.

When Freud introduces his discussion of taboo, he writes:

Why, it may be asked at this point, should we concern oursclves at all with this
riddle of taboo? Not only, T think, because it is worthwhile trying to solve anf

psychological problem for its own sake, but for other reasons as well. It may begin

to dawn on us that the taboos ol the savage Polynesians are afier all not so remote
were inclined to think at first, that the moral and conventional
rmed may have some essential rela-
hoo might throw

(SE X111, 22)

from us as we
prohibitions by which we ourselves are gove
aboos and that an explanation of tat

tionship with these |lllllllli\'1'l
{ our own ‘categorical imperative.

a light upon the obscure origin o

In his preface 1o Totem and Taboo, Freud is even more explicit in suggesting a

: - - s ar oo e
connection between primitive taboos and Kant’s categorical imperative: v
boos still exist among us. Though expressed in negative form and directed

towards another subject-matter, they do not differ in their psycholog'llcal
‘hich operates 1N a compulsive

nature from Kant’s ‘categorical imprmlivc'. w
fashion and rejects any conscious motives” (SE X111, p. Xiv).
There is a significant paralle] hetween Freud’s investigation o.{' t‘al’).nn and
of them are searching for the “origin” of (hf

nt pmhibilinns and morality. Both invent “rpyths
» these origins. Yet the construction of
chic dynamics of our present

Nictzsche’s genealogy. Both
psychic dynamics of our prese
about an archaic past to “‘-xplain'
these myths is guided by insights into the psy
taboos. ' Nicholson-
J. Laplanche and J-B. Pontalis, The Language of P-‘thaanﬂ‘,')’:m. "& [()’ ic
Smith (New York: W.W. Norton, 1973), p- 26 emphasis added.
Ibid., p. 28

;P 28 : M ile Jacoh,
C. Lévi-Strauss and D. Eribon, De prés el de loin (Pans: Editions Odile Jac
1988). p. 150. See n. 8 above. . P hin
See my discussion of the distinction between ma“'f‘a.! ‘?l;;ichl-f':: ?lull)lf::::nccs
Freud and the Legacy of Moses, {pp- 66° 74) where I Il ki sp;bnu]: historical
to the contrary, the primary evidence [for e call;::sl what happened
truth] is not some real discovery that Frcu:l h.as s

yChoa“ yll( un ; - F

provides Freud at he has

in the past. It is rather his present pS
scious dynamics of individuals that ]
discovered the ‘historical truth’” (p- /1) : J

In the 1935 poslscr'lpl to his «Aumbiograp}‘!l(:‘al S;_ucl{a :on and morality
clear that his claims regardi is orical ohr:g'lctls of religh
are based upon present psyc HppOvIEEs
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My interest, after making a lifelong detour through the natural sciences, medicine
and psychotherapy, rewurned o the cultural problems which had fascinated me
long before, when I was a youth scarcely old enough for thinking. At the very
climax of my psycho-analytic work, in 1912, I had already attempted in Totem and
Taboe to make use of the newly discovered findings of analysis in order to investi-
gate the origins of religion and morality . . . . I perceived ever more clearly that
the events of human history, the interactions between human nawre, cultural
development, and the precipitates of primeval experiences (the most prominent
example of which is religion) are no more than a reflection of the dynamic con-
flicts of the ego, the id and the super-cgo, which psycho-analysis studies in the
individual - are the very same processes repeated upon a wider stage. (SE XX, 72)

Thanatos is not a term that appears in Freud’s writings, although it is reported
that he used it in conversation to reler to the death instinct. For a concise
analysis of the changes in Freud’s theory ol instincts and drives, see the
editor’s note to Instincts and ther Vicissitudes (SE X1V, 111-16). See also the
entries for “Instinct (or Drive),” “Life Instincts,” and “Death Instincts,” in
Laplanche and Pontalis, Language of Psychoanalysis.

Many commentators have noted that the word “instinct” in the English
translations of Freud is used to translate two different German words and
two different concepts: Instnkt and Trieh. Although Freud vacillates between
these two words, Jonathan Lear gives a helpful description of the major
difference between them.

An Instinkt, for Freud, is a rigid, innate behavioral pattern, characteristic of animal
behavior: e.g., the innate ability and pressure of a bird to build a nest. It is the
essenice of an fustinkt that it could not have a vicissitude: the pattern of behavior
that it fuels and directs is preformed and fixed. A Trieb, by contrast, has a certain
plasticity: its aim and direction is (o some extent shaped by experience. To con-
ceive of humans as powcered by Triehe, as Freud did, is in part to distinguish
humanity from the rest of the animal world. ( Jonathan Lear, Love and its Place in
Nature (New York: Farrar, Suraus & Giroux, 1990), pp. 123-4).

See also the discussion of fustinkt and Trieh in Laplanche and Pontalis, Im-_
guage of Pyychoanalysis, pp. 214-16. To avoid confusion, I have followed the SE
practice of translating Trieh as “instinct.” | want to emphasize that when 1
use the word “instinct” I am referring to what Freud calls Trieh.

Freud previously described a 7rieb in a similar way on at least two other
occasions. In his discussion of the Schreber case, “Psycha-analytic Notes on
an Aulobiographical Account of a Case of Paranoia,” he writes: “We fcgafd
instinct [7rieb] as being a concept on the frontier-line between the somall';'
and the mental, and see in it the psychical representative of organic fom'
(SE XII, 74). And in a passage added to the third edition of Three Essays
S‘«Wh!)', he speaks of a Treb as “the psychical representative of an endosomatic,
continuously flowing source of stimulation . . . . The concept of instinct
[7rieb] is thus one of those lying on the frontier between the mental and the
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 What distinguishes the instincts | 7riebe] from one another and

physical s
Jdities is their relation to their somatic sources

endows them with spec ilic que
and to their aims” (SE VII, 168).

An Instinkt, as a fixed pattern of behavior, does not have vicissitudes, even
though it can be cxpressed in a varicty of ways. For example, birds can
instinctively build their nests in a great variety of ways and adapt themselves

to local environmental conditions, but this varation is not to be identified

with the plasticity of human Triehe.

See Paul Ricocur’s perceptive discussion of Reprisentan
phy, pp- 134 51,
Laplanche and Pontalis, Language of Psychoanalysis, p- 216. The final sentence
, citation from the New Introductory Lectures on Pgltknanal)!if

2 in Freud and Philoso-

of this passage 15 :
(SE XXII, 95).

For a provocative analysis of the mean
Derrida, “To Speculate — on Freud,” in The Pust Card: From Socrales to Freud

and Boyond, tr. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). For a
contrasting analysis and evaluation of Freud's speculative audacity, see€ Paul
Ricoeur. Freud and Philosophy, pp- 281-309.

Freud comments that what he is saying is “not even genuine Schopenhauer.
We are not asserting that death is the only aim of life; we are POt oycfioqhng
the fact that there is life as well as death. We recognize two basic instincts
and give each of them its own aim. How the two of them arc mingled in the
process of living, how the death instinet is made to serve the o
Eros, especially by being urned outwards as aggressiveness = these arc tasks
which are lefi to future investigation” (SE XXIL, el
Most practicing psy choanalysts are critical of Freud’s postu
instinct. For a recent criticism of the death instinct, €€
Happiness, Death, and the Remainder of Life ((‘.aml)ridgt‘. i
sity Press, 2000).

In a footnote to this passage, Freud cites two passag s from Enusl uv)i :lcl'f::;
that “in Goethe's !\h-phislnphflts we have a quit® cxfl‘-pl}ﬂnf‘ V"c?" g
identification of the principle of evil with the destructive N ’
120-1). . or an
See the Editor’s Introduction to The Egﬂ. and the e x”{(;ﬂ'zlhlla)n;omy
explanation of Freud's reasons for introducing
of the mind.” ol
Freud is referring to the following passage from the €00
Critique of Practical Reason.

ing of speculation in Freud, see Jacques

lation of the death
Jonalhan Lear,
Harvard Univer-

“his new accoun

usion of Kant's

and rever

< @ admiration
heavens

Two things fill the mind with ever new mcu ml“K
ence, the more often and more steadily one re!lcc
above me and the morl law within me. -« * ¢ : jch I st
n in W
ctends the connect and

oceupy in the external world of sense and ¢ erns of sysiemS:

in an usbouniiet sACE o wmilfllshu' . :‘:dic motion (heir beginiing an

moreover i : imes of their perv pality; a7
cover into the unbounded & g wisible self, My nalitys

their duration. The second begins from 1m
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presents me in a world which has true infinity but which can be discovered only
by the understanding, and I cognize that my connection with the world (and
thereby with all those visible worlds as well) is not merely contingent, as in the first
case, but universal and necessary. (Immanuel Kant, Crtigue of Practical Reason, in
Cambndge Edition, p. 269.)

29 In The Fgo and the Id, Freud writes:

It is remarkable that the more a man checks his aggressiveness towards the exte-
rior the more severe — that is, aggressive — he becomes in his ego ideal. The
ordinary view sees the situation the other way round: the standard set up by the
ego ideal seems o be the motive for the suppression ol aggressiveness. The fact
remains, however, as we have stated it: the more a man controls his aggressive-
ness, the more intense becomes his ideal’s inclination to aggressiveness against his
ego. (SE XIX, 54)

30 Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusatem, p. 150.

31 In Eros and Canlization (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955), Herbert Marcuse who
accepts Freud’s later theory of instincts as the battle between Fros and Thana-
los, nevertheless challenges Freud's claim that the dynamics between the life
and death instincts cannot be transformed. In this respect, Marcuse develops
what can be interpreted as a Nietzschean critique of Freud. But Marcuse’s
chalienge 10 Freud has its own problems. See my discussion of Marcuse,
“Negativity: Theme and Variations,” in Philosophical Profiles (Cambridge: Pol-
ity, 1986) pp. 176-96. For a sophisticated psychoanalytic critique of Marcuse
see Joel Whitebook, Perversion and Ulopia: A Study of Psychoanalysis and Critical
Theory (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1995), pp. 24 41,

32 Rieff, Freud, p. 62.

33 Tor the bibliographical history of this note, see the Editor’s Introduction to
“Some Additional Notes on Dream-Interpretations as a Whole” (SE XIX,
125-6).

34 Philip Rieff, Freud, pp- 70-1.

35  Freud’s late essay “Analysis Terminable and Interminable” is frequently cited
as evidence of Freud’s skepticism about what can be achieved through psy-
choanalytic therapeutic treatment. But even here he affirms: “Our aim will
not be . .. 10 demand that the person who has been ‘thoroughly analysed”
shall feel no passions and develop no internal conflicts. The business of the
analysis is to secure the best possible psychological conditions for the func-
tions of the ego; with that it has discharged its task” (SE XXIII, 230).

36 The Future of an Illusion is the book in which Freud identifies himself most
explicily with the Enlightenment commitment to reason and Lagos. “We
believe that it is possible for scientific work to gain some knowledge aboul
.lhc reality of the world, by means of which we can increase our power and
in accordance with which we can arrange our life” (SE XXI, 55).

37 See The Future of an Hlusion (SE XX1, 54-5), where Freud speaks of “Our
God, Logos™ and contrasts this with the God of the religious believer.
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Prologue

Hannah Arendt, ¢ ‘What Remains? The Language Remains’: A Conversa-
siinter Gaus,” in Essays in Understanding, 1930-54 , pp. 13-14.

\, Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the “Final
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 3.

tion with (
Saul Friedlander (ed.
Solution” (Cambridge,

Chapter 6 Levinas: Evil and the Temptation of
Theodicy

Jacques Derrida, “Violence and Metaphysics,” in Writing and Difference, tr.
Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 312,

Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Fssay on Extenonily, r. Alphonso
Lingis (Pittsburgh: !.)ll(|ll("~i'll(‘ University Press, 1969); Tolalité et infint: essal sur
Vextérionité (The Hague: Martinus Nijholl, 1961). References are abbreviated
11, followed by the page number in the English edition, then the page
number in the French edition. Levinas normally distinguishes lautre l'rofn
Pautri. The former (lautre) is used when he is speaking about the “qlhcr" in
an abstract manner — for example, when he speaks about the dialectic of the
same and the other. The latter (autrui) is used to refer to the person:.ll other,
the other human being. Levinas is not always consistent in his terminology,
but from the context we can discern his meaning. Some Eng(ish-t::anslators
have sought to note this difference by capitalizing «(Other” when it is used 0

translate [‘autrui. os” i

Levinas frequently uses the expressions “morality” and “ethics’ mterrhm:fe-
ably, although he prefers “ethics,” which is derived from the Grcek.r os.
Sometimes he distinguishes ethics from morality, when he wa_ms to distin-
guish ethics as first philDSOPh',-' from the specific rules ofmorilh.ly. W,
“The Paradox of Morality: An Interview with Emmanuel b!vl.nas,d ‘B Lo
Provocation of Levinas: Rethinking the Other, ed. Robert Bernascon! .ar_l a‘cw
Wood (London: Routledge, 1988), pp- 168-80. References 10 this intervi
are abbreviated PM, followed by the page mm}bﬂ.
Hannah Arendt, “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy,
4 (Winter 1994).
Hannah Arendi, The Life of the Mind, 2 4

Jovanovich, 1978), vol. 1, p- 5. i i
LEvinas “L‘m-lcss)!inﬂ'criﬂgp- » References O this article ar¢ abbreviated US,
followed by the page number.
Kant, Religion within the Limils of Reason Aloe, p- >

» Social Research, 61/

(New York: Harcourt, Brace,

Nictzsche, Genealogy of Morals, p- 8-

Arendt, Eichmann in ferusalem, p- 231. Things” in &
Hans Jonas, “Epilogue: The Qutcry of Mute Hing

p- 198.

Ibid., p. 199.

Ibid., p. 200.

fortality nnd foraity
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Levinas, “Transcendence and Evil.” Relerences o this article are abbrevi-
ated TE, followed by the page number.

Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism, 1968, 3rd edn, p. viii.

See my discussion of this logic of colonization, “Serious Play: The Ethical-
Political Horizon of Jacques Derrida,” in Naw Constellation, pp. 172-98.
For a lucid statement of Levinas's indebtedness and critique of Heidegger,
see his interview with Richard Kearney in Richard Kearney, Dialogues with
Contemporary Continental Philosophers (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1984), pp. 49-69.

Ibid., p. 68.

Levinas, “Signature,” in Difficult Freedom, tr. S. Hand (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1990), p. 291.

Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Drsaster, tr. Ann Smock (Lincoln: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 1986), p. 82. Carol L. Bernstein called this passage by
Blanchot 1o my attention.

Chapter 7 Jonas: A New Ethic of Responsibility

Jonas typically speaks about metaphysics rather than ontology, but by “meta-
physics” he does not mean what Levinas means when he uses the term.
“Metaphysics” for Jonas is what Levinas calls “ontology,” the study of Being.
Hans Jonas, “Heidegger's Resoluteness and Resolve,” in Martin Heidegger and
National Socialism, ed. G. Neske and E. Kettering, tr. L. Harries (New York:
Paragon House, 1990), p. 197.

See Hannah Arendt, “For Martin Heidegger's Eightieth Birthday,” reprinted
in Martin Heidegger and Natwonal Socialism, pp. 207 18. For my critique of
Arendt, see my article, “Heidegger’s Silence?,” in New Constellation, p. 81.
Jonas, “Heidegger’s Resoluteness and Resolve,” pp- 200-1. In one of his last
public lectures Jonas repeats his disillusionment with Heidegger. “Therefore,
when the most profound thinker of my time fell into step with the thundering
march of Hitler’s brown battalions, it was not merely a bitter personal disap-
pointment for me but in my eyes a debacle for philosophy. Philosophy itself,
not only a man, had declared bankruptey.” “Philosophy at the End of the
Century: Retrospect and Prospect,” in Mortality and Morality, p. 49.

JOHB‘S, “Heidegger's Resoluteness and Resolve,” pp- 202-3. Jonas's most
passionate and devastating critique of Heidegger is contained in his essay
“Heidegger and Theology,” reprinted in The Phenomenon of Life {(New York:
Harper & Row, 1966), pp. 235 61. It was originally delivered as an address
toa conference of theologians. References to The Phenamenon of Life are abbre-
v!au:d PL followed by the page number. In the United States, it was theolo-
gans who were originally most sympathetic to Heidegger, and sought t©
explore the theological implications of Sein und Zeit. Jonas argues that this was
a catastrophic mistake, a failure to appreciate the pagan and anti-theological
chzlnractcr of this work. He condemns Heidegger for his “false humility,” and
d.aims that Heidegger is guilty of “the most cnormous hubris in the whole
history of thought. For it is nothing less than the thinker's claiming that
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through himn speaks the essence of things itsell, and thus the claim to an
authority which no thinker should ever claim” (PL 257).

6 Jonas, “Gnosticism, Existentialism, and Nihilism,” in PL 224. References are
abbreviated GEN, followed by the page number in PL.

7 Lawrence Vogel, in the introduction to his excellent anthology of Jonas's
essays, Mortality and Morality, provides a perceptive overview ol Jonas’s phi-
losophy as an antidote to the “nihilistic character of modern thought.” Vogel
says: “Because [ Jonas| sees this nihilism crystallized in Being and Time - the
master work ol his Doctorvater, Martin Heidegger — Jonas’s lundamental project
can be seen as no less than an overcoming of his intellectual father-figure,
whose behavior during the Third Reich Jonas diagnoses as a symptom of the
cthical weakness of Heidegger’s nihilistic ideas” (p. 4).

8 Jonas, “Toward an Ontological Grounding of an Ethics for the Future,” in
Mortality and Morality, p. 108.

9 Jonas clearly dissociates himself from the “evalutionary optimism” repre-
sented by Teilhard de Chardin. For Jonas, life is “an experiment with mounting
stakes and risks which in the fateful freedom of man may end in disaster as
well as in success” (PL p. x). k o

10 Jonas, “Evolution and Freedom: On the Continuity among Life-Forms,™ i
Mortality and A lorality, p. 60. .

I One might think that the concept of sell is applicable only to human !)emgs.
But Jonas says, “The introduction of the term ‘self,’ unavoidable in any
description of the most elementary instance of life, indicates the emergence,
with life as such, of internal identity - and so, as on¢ with that emergencc, 1ts
self-isolation too from all the rest of reality. Profound singlcncss‘ and hetero-
geneousness within a universe of homogeneously interrelated existence mark

: the selfhood of organism™ (PL 82-3). T

2 See Jonas, “Note on Anthropomorphism,” in i ;

13 15 sharaks ot ing of continuity and “emergent
Jonas sharply distinguishes his understanding 'hat maintain that there

novelty” from those theories of emergent evolution ith them totally new
are “leaps™ in the course of evolution which bring with them

i 67
levels of causality. In his critique of the theory oI'. cmergent ?]Oh:“or?n(gﬁ]e ol
9) he writes: “Thus we can say that the = :hfonellfall)' \'a.lu? -cmuPonaJ must
emergent novelty, if it is not to be totally arbitrary and hence Ir :

o ; inuity, not a merely
be tempered by that of continuity: and a substantive c:: l,:m:,:v,y;; is highest and
formal one — so that we must let ourselves be instructed by

richest concerning everything beneath it” (PL 69) im that Levinas is com-
'+ From Jonas's perspective, there is good reason 10 da::wlrh :;ready noted, af-

mitted to some version of dualism. Levinas, as We o ut what I want

firms, “I do not know at what moment the human Eii’: \;rhic.h L S

o emphasize is that the human brca.ks with Plf’r?PM Iq;?).

persistence in being. This is my principal 'hmi O e ed IR,
15 Jonas, Imperative of Responsibility. References 10 15

followed by the page number. o s o those beings that
16 When Jnnzs insililsg that the primary “‘SP"“S"_"!:]‘V _":f' Jing into & 7P 0

have the capacity to be rc8p0nsibie. it looks as il he 1s Sip
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anthropocentrism that he criticizes in traditional ethics. But Lawrence Vogel
claims that “Jonas’s metaphysics undercuts the very distinction between
anthropocentrism and nonanthropocentrism. He thinks we can, and indeed
must, have it both ways. While living nature is a good-in-itself commanding
our reverence, and while all organisms participating in this goodness are
vulnerable ends-in-themselves who exhibit concern for their own being, hu-
mans have special dignity as moral agents, for our will is responsive to ends
beyond our own vital ones . . . . Our first duty is to preserve the noble
presence of moral responsibility in nature: of a being who is able to recog-
nize the good-in-itself as such” (Introduction to Mortality and Morality, p. 17).

17 For a perceptive explication and critique of Jonas's theory of responsibility,
see Dimitri Nikulin, “Reconsidering Responsibility: Hans Jonas's Imperative
for a New Ethics,” in the Graduate School Philosophy Journal 23/1 (2002). See
also my article, “Hans Jonas: Rethinking Responsibility,” Social Research, 61/
4 (Winter 1994), pp. 833-52,

18 Jonas, Introduction, o Philosophical Essays: From Ancient Creed to Technological
Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), p. xv. In this introduc-
tion, Jonas gives a brief autobiographical sketch of his life and work. See also
“A Retrospective View,” in Hans Jonas, On Faith, Reason and Responsibility
(Claremont, Calif.: The Institute for Antiquity and Christianity, Claremont
Graduate School, 1981), pp. 107-22. It was only in 1945 at the end of the
Second World War that Jonas discovered that his mother had been extermi-
nated at Auschwitz,

19 In a footnote to the English translation of this lecture, Jonas indicates the
sources for this lecture, which date back to the early 1960s. See “The Con-
cept of God alter Auschwitz: A Jewish Voice,” in Mortality and Morality, p.
131. References to this text are abbreviated CGA.

20 Jonas sharply distinguishes Kant’s warning about the impossibility of achiev-
ing knowledge of metaphysical truths (which he accepts) from the much more
restrictive positivist claim that metaphysical and speculative questions lack

| any sense (which he rejects). (See CGA 131-2.)

A 21 Jonas first presented this myth in his essay “Immortality and the Modem

Tl Temper,” in Mortality and Morality. Although he offered this myth originally

i to deal with the question of immonality, he tells us that “the specter of

I ‘;‘\ i Auschwitz already played its part” (CGA 134).

4 :“f\':‘, i 22 Jonas, “Immortality and the Modern Temper,” pp. 127-8.

i "“!"If 23 Ibid,, p. 124.

i I”l!ll‘ 24 Jonas gives logical, ontological, and theological arguments to challenge the

1 |1 Ii\'l\ coherence of the idea of divine omnipotence. See CGA 138-9.

L \‘ | il 25 Jonas never seeks to “justify” this fundamental claim, or even to offer reasons

e ! to support w Ironically, he knows that this is precisely the claim that many

.‘ w:;th Q“ of lhc.Gnosucs denied. Jonas is speaking from a Jewish perspective, an.d he

b k' ‘H‘h L‘}kgfo‘c'l to be fundamental to Judaism that goodness is an essential attribute

I ‘ ] ” 14 (01
I "“h“ 26 There are al iking similariti : i tof
Ml ‘|~. ¢ also some striking similarities between Jonas's mythical accoun
|

|| I ;
1‘ it i il God and his relation to the world and Schelling. See Peter Dews’ discussion

|
I |!|

L
i

»
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of Schelling and Jonas in “"Radical Finitude' and the Problem of Evil: Criti-
cal Comments on Wellmer's Reading of Jonas,” in Rethinking £, ed. Maria
Pia Lara (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), pp. 27-45.

27 Jonas, “Immortality and the Modern Temper,” p. 129 (emphasis added).

28 Ibid.
29 Hans Jonas, “Matter, Mind, and Creation: Cosmological Evidence and

Cosmogonic Speculation,” in Mortality and Morality, p. 188.

30 Ibid,, p. 191.

31 Ibid., pp. 191-2,
32 Ibid, p. 192. The quotations from Hillesum cited by Jonas are from An

Interupted Life: The Duanes of Etty Hillesum, 194143 (New York: Pantheon

Books, 1989

33 Jonas relates the story of how his participation in Bultmann's seminar led to
his own study of Gnosticism in “A Retrospective View,"” pp.11 1=15.

3 See Jonas, “Is Faith Still Possible?. Memories of Rudolf Bultmann and Rc-

flections on the Philosophical Aspects of his Work,"” in Mortality and Morality,

pp. 144-64
5 Ibid,, p. 149,
36 See Jonas’s comments on the relation of metaphor and myth, in ibid., pp.
149-30.
37 Albrecht Wellmer suggests that we interpret Jonas's speculations as thF “mcla..-
phorical expression of an ethical selffunderstanding, rather than as its posst-
leidenden and

ble foundation.” See Albrecht Wellmer, “Der Mythos vom

werdenden Gott: Fragen an Hans Jonas,” in I'W""‘D”"m::ngiﬁgxm_

(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1993), p. 253. Sec also Pet
sion and critique of Wellmer in “‘Radical Finitude and the Problem o

Evil.”
30 “Heidegaer st T RS
_Headegger and Theology,” p. 261. . h
39 Thisis the basis of Jonas's disagreement with Bultrpann- Th; symb:hf::cﬁe
of myth cannot be completely translated into Phdos-{m};'c 'lc::]: [l))lum the
danger of ‘appropriateness’ of a conceptual g (e 'ltﬂ;"’ (ibid., p-
sense of paradox and create a familiarity where nonc 15 permi

260),

0 Ibid,, p. 26 .

- p. 261, = faces in an

' Levinas was once asked in an interview, “lfamma?:zdn;;'ls:tﬁc:c do they

ethical sense, do we have obligations towards them: nsidering animals as

come from?" He answered: “It is clear ihaf:_“""ho!'“ cowe do not want 1o

human beings, the cthical extends to all living b"”ﬁt rototype of this is

make an animal suffer needlessly and so © '; aB m:;hal:wr do not want (0
human ethics” (PM 172). Jonas would certainly 387¢C P82 0 o

y s concern wil P
make animals suffer needlessly, b“:i:: ;o preserve the conditions for the

presupposes a more primary obligation .
very possibifity of animal and human lile in ;h‘::l:‘\r: Essay on the Thought
42 Sft'Jar:ques Derrida, “Violence and Mqap ys; : . 79-153.
of Emmanuel Levinas,” in Waiting and Dfference; PP
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Chapter 8 Arendt: Radical Evil and the Banality of
Evil

1 In my book Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question, 1 devoted a chapter each to
Arendt’s reflections on the meaning of radical evil and the banality of evil,
Since the publication of the book, I have changed my mind on several issues
~ in part, as a result of my present inquiry. Although I have not altered my
understanding substantively, I now think that her reflections are more subile,
nuanced, and complex than [ originally indicated. I will be repeating some of
the points that [ made originally, but placing them in a new context.

2 ArendUs early love aflair with Heidegger is now well known. For a discussion
of the intellectual influence of Heidegger on Arendt, see Dana Villa, Arend!
and Heidegger: The Fate of the Political (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1996), and Jacques Taminiaux, The Thractan Maid and the Professional Thinker:
Arendt and Heidegger (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997). See
also my article, “Provocation and Appropriation: Hannah Arendt’s Response
to Martin Heidegger,” Constellations, 4/2 (October 1997), pp. 153-71.

3 In her interview with Giinter Gaus, she said:

I come from an old Konigsberg family. Nevertheless, the word “Jew” never came
up when [ was a small child. I first met up with it through anti-Semitic remarks —
they are not worth repeating ~ from children on the street. Afier that [ was, so to
speak, “enlightened.” . . . as a child — a somewhat older child then ~ [ knew that
I looked Jewish. I looked different from other children. I was very conscious of
that. But not in a way that made me feel inferior, that was just how it was . . ..
[My mother] would never have baptized me! I think she would have boxed my
cars right and left if she had ever found out that I had denied being a Jew. [t was
unthinkable, so to speak. Out of the question. (* ‘What Remains? The Language
Remains': A Conversation with Giinter Gaus,” in Arendt: Essays in Understanding,
1930-1954, p.7; subsequent references ta this volume are abbreviated £

4 Elizabeth Young-Bruchl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1982), p. 71. Sce Arendt’s correspondence with
Blumenfeld: Hannah Arendt/Kurt Blumenfeld, * . . in keinen Besitz vernourzelt”
Die Korrespondenz, ed. Ingeborg Nordmann and Iris Pilling (Hamburg: Rotbuch
Verlag, 1995).

5 Although the manuscript was completed in the 1930s, Rahkel Varn waa
not published until 1958 in London. Harcourt Brace Jovanovich published
the American edition in 1974. Liliane Weissberg edited a new edition in
1997 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997).

6 “What Remains? The Language Remains?,” EU 11-12.

7 Hannah Arendt, “Nightmare and Flight,” EU 134.

8 Arendt, Ongins of Totalitarianism, 3rd edn, pp. viii-ix. References to this book
are abbreviated OT.

9 The cpigraph reads: “Weder dem Vergangenen anheinfallen noch dem

lk i Zukinfiigen. Es kommt darauf an, ganz gegenwirtig zu sein” (Give yoursell

i inl?

l“ e \! }.‘.{ '?
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up neither to the past nor to the future. The important thing is to remain

wholly in the present).

Hannah Arendt/ Kari faspers Correspondence, p. 165.

Ibid., p. 166.

Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1958), p. 7. References to this book are abbreviated HC.

For Arendt’s discussion of the totalitarian appeal to “the laws of Nature and
History,” see ch. 13: “Ideology and Terror: A Novel Form of Government,”
0T 460 79. Sece also Margaret Canovan's lucid account of Arendt’s theory
of totalitarianism: “Arendt’s Theory of Totalitarianisin: A Reassessment,” in
The Cambndge Companion to Hannak Arendt, ed. Dana Villa (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2000), pp. 25-43.

Arendt, “The Concentration Camps,” Partisan Review, 15/7 (July 1948), p.
748. Material from this article was revised and incorporated in OT. This is
one of the first places in which Arendt speaks of “absolute evil.”

Victor Klemperer, I Will Bear Witness: A Diary of the Nazi Years, 1933-41,
1942-45, 2 vols (New York: Random House, 1998, 1999).

We must not think that natality, the capacity to begin something new, always
has a positive significance for Arendt. Totalitarianism itsell is a consequence
of this same capacity — this natality. She says, “Everything we know of
totalitarianisin demonstrates a horrible originality . . . . The originality of
totalitarianism is horrible, not because some new ‘idea’ came into l_hc world,
but because its very actions constitute a break with all our traditions; they
have clearly exploded our categories of political thought and our standards

"~ for moral judgment” (“Understanding and Politics,” EU 309-10). Margaret

Canovan speaks of the “paradox of totalitarian nove!ry”: “Totalitarianism
illustrated the human capacity to begin, that power to think and to act hm ways
that are new, (‘nmingenl, and LmP"'Cdi‘:lab]c tha'_ Io?ms 4 Ial‘gc % :}:;:"5:;
ture political theory. But the paradox of totalitanan no\f‘rlty o7 "
represented an assault on that very ability to act WAVIDTE e 1

individual® (“Arendt’s Theory of Totalitarianism,” p- .
Margaret Canovan, HannahryArmd’!-‘ 4 R”ngé)dalm’;.’;{bﬂ con
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, o g :

There is i:i'sn an impor!t;am difference between Levinas aﬂ:i A-E‘::n";?l&:::
Levinas (especially in Totality and Infinity) malfcs A shaI‘F;i ':sulha: recognizes
cthics and politics — and suggests that it s ethics, 10/ P> in politcs t00 e
the singularity of the other (Fautna). Avendt.chufs | atdli:mr::dve perspec-
must acknowledge the plurality of individuals who have 2

tive on a common world. - my article,
For a detailed account of what Arendt means by plurality, se¢ my
“Provocation and Appropriation.” «What is Freedom?,” and “Tradi-

Arendt develops this theme in her essays, York: Viking
tion and the K—iodcm Age,” in Between Past and Future (New

Press, 1961), pp. 143-72, 17-40 respectively-

Canovan, Hannah Arendl, p. 7. y din
FOI' a discussion and Cfi(iquc or Arcndls Undﬂ'smﬂ g

of Judaism and
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Jewishness, see my final chapter, “Concluding Remarks: Blindness and In-
sight,” in Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question.

23 Hannah Arendi/ Karl Jaspers: Correspondence, p. 166,

24  See my discussion of the resonances in Arendt’s thought with the tradition of
Judaism in Hannah Arendt and the Jeaoish Question, pp. 188-9,

25 Hannah Arvendt/ Karl Jaspers: Correspondence, p. 54.

26  Ibid., p. 62. This may have been one of the sources for the expression “the
banality of evil” that Arendt first used in Eichmann in Jerusalem 25 years later.
But see also Jaspers’s letter to Arendt dated December 13, 1963, where he
writes: “Alcopley told me that Heinrich suggested the phrase ‘the banality of
evil' and is cursing himself for it now because you've had to take the heat for
what he thought of. Perhaps the report isn’t true, or my recollection of it is
garbled. I think it’s a wonderful inspiration and right on the mark as the
book’s subtitle. The point is that this evil, not evil per se, is banal” (ibid., p.
542).

27 Ibid., p. 69; emphasis added.

28 See Arendt, Eichmann n Jerusalem, pp. 287-8, and idem, Life of the Mind, vol.1,
pp- 3-4. References to Ewchmann in Jerusalem are abbreviated EF; references to
The Life of the Mind are abbreviated LM, See also my discussion of “satanic
greatness” in Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question, pp. 150-1.

29  Arendt distinguishes anti-Semitism as “a secular nineteenth-century ideo-
logy” that arose in the 1870s from religious Jew-hatred that has a much
more ancient history. See the “Preface to Part One: Antisemitism,” O7, pp.
xi-xvi, See also ch. 2: “Anti-Semitism as a Political Ideology,” in Bernstein,
Hannah Arendt and the Jeawish Question.

30 In the “Concluding Remarks,” of the original (1951) edition of The Origins of
Totalitarianism, Arendt speaks of the dangers of resentment. In subsequent
editions, she deleted this final chapter, but incorporated some of its claims in
other parts of her revised text. It is clear that this is an allusion to Nietzsche’s
ressentiment (OT, 1951 edn, p. 438).

31  Arendt, “Concentration Camps,” p. 758.

32 In light of the many slanderous claims that have been (and are stll being)
made about Arendt’s views concerning Eichmann and the trial, it is impor-
tant to note that she defended the kidnapping of Eichmann in Argentina by
the Israclis and trying him in an Israeli court. She also agreed with the
::uurt‘s decision 1o hang Fichmann. She expressed her admiration for the
Judges who tried Eichmann, and endorsed their judgment about Eichmann’s
responsibility. She wrote, “What the judgment had to say on this point was
more than correct, it was the truth.” She then cited the following passage
from the court’s judginent:

In such an enormous and complicated crime as the one we are now considering,
w}".".ci“ many people participated, on various levels and in various modes of
actmity — the planners, the organizers, and those executing the deeds, according to
their various ranks - there is not much point in using the ordinary concepts of
caunseling and soliciting to commit a crime. For these crimes were committed en
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masse, not only in regard to the number of victims, but also in regard to the
numbers of those who perpetrated the crime, and the extent to which any one of
the many criminals was close to or remote from the actual killer of the victim
means nothing, as far as the measure of his responsibility is concerned. On the
contrary, in general the degree of responsibility tnereases as we draw further away from the
man who uses the fatal instrument with his oum hands. (EJ 246-7; Arendt’s emphasis)

Hannah Arendt/ Karl Jaspers: Correspondence, p. 423. Sce my discussion of their
correspondence concerning the Eichmann wrial in Hannah Arendt and the Jeavish
Question, pp. 156-8.
See also her own judgment at the conclusion of the “Epilogue” of her report:
“And just as you supported and carried out a policy of not wanting to share
the earth with the Jewish people and the people of a number of other nations
as though you and your superiors had any right to determine who should
and who should not inhabit the world — we find that no one, that is, no
member of the human race, can be expected to want to share the earth with
you. This is the reason, and the only reason, you must hang” (£7 279). Seyla
Benhabib provides an excellent account of Arendt’s understanding ol “crimes
against humanity” in her article “Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem,” in Thf
Cambridge Companion to Hannah Arendt, pp. 65-85. She writes: “Arendt's contri-
bution to moral and legal thought in this century will certainly not be the
category of the ‘banality of evil.” Rather, I want to suggest, the category that
is closest to the nerve of her political thought as a whole, ar!d one wl'IICI'E has
gained significance with the end of the twentieth century, is that of ‘crimes
against humanity'” (p. 76).
For an account of the controversy over
Bruchl, Hannah Arendt, 8: “Cura Posterior: Eichmann in Jerusalem {
pp- 328 -78. For a balanced statement of the strengths and wcak‘r_l
Eichmann in Jerusalem, see Hans Mommsen, “Hannah Arendt and the h‘cl'lmann
Trial.” in From Weimar to Auschuwitz: Essays in German Historp, tr. ["h'l'P O’Connor
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, and Cambridge: Polity, 1991).

- . o ween Gershom Scholem
“Eichmann in Jerusalem: An Exchange of Letters between .
: - " ; i Feldman (cd.), Hannah Arendt, The
and Hannah Arendt,” reprinted in Ron H (‘Mmfem (.{ge (New York: Grove

Jeae as Pariah: Jewish Identily and Politics in the
Press, 1978), p. 245.

Ibid., p. 251. . i
I Ha:mah Arendt and the Jewish Question, | cx_plorc in m\.l(‘h Srcaf;er ?]c;;ul the
relation between radical evil and the banality qfe\1|. o thd g::rw; had
I agree with Margaret Canovan when she wnl'rs tha.i f,\rcn't a". e
thought in terms of ‘monsters and demons,’ and bar}allly wah['::(-c:and o
accurate way of describing the self-abandonment to mhum;lt e -all doni
dimimution of human beings to an animal species uuat ;4( n. 30)
placed at the centre of totalitarianism” (/annah Arengh, p. &5 8550
Hannah Arendt/ Karl Jaspers: Correspondence, p- 63' he stricty factual level,” I
Although Arendt insists that she is SP“"’.“ E oRt c's| in )f(acls but making
think she is being ingenuous. She is not simply describing !

Eichmann in Jerusalem, see Young-
1961-1965),"

esses of
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a controversial judgment about their banality. Nevertheless, her insistence
makes it clear that she is not oflering a theory or general doctrine about the
nature of evil. And she is certainly not speaking about Hitler and the Nazis
in general. [ think that some of the confusion and controversy concerning
the “banality of evil” might have been avoided il Arendt had been more
emphatic in making it clear that her analysis was limited to Eichmann.
Arendt underestimates the ideological fanaticism of Eichmann, To cite one
notorious example, it is difficult to reconcile Eichmann’s actions in Budapest
in the spring of 1944 with Arendt’s portrait of him as someone who had “no
motives at all” and who “never realized what he was doing.” By 1944, the
only significant Jewish community that had been unaffected by deportation
to death camps was in Hungary, where there were 750,000 Jews. When
Eichmann and his staff went to Budapest in March 1944, it was clear that
the Germans were losing the war, and it was well known what “deportation”
and “resettlement” really meant. But Eichmann quickly and efficiently or-
ganized a Budapest Jewish Council to facilitate deportations. When orders
were given to stop the deportations, Eichmann schemed to continue them.
In November 1944, when railroad [acilities were no longer available, Eichmann
helped to arrange the infamous death march. Arendt describes this as “one
of the most damning pieces of evidence against Eichmann™ (£} 201), yet fails
to see this as evidence of Eichmann's ideological [anaticism. Nevertheless, |
think it is important to distinguish the historical issue of the accuracy of
Arendt’s characterization of Fichmann from the concepiual issue — that indi-
viduals can commit evil deeds on a gigantic scale without these deeds being
traceable to monstrous, demonic, evil motives.

Arendt, “Thinking and Moral Considerations: A Lecture,” Social Research,
38/3 (Fall 1971), p. 417.

Seyla Benhabib points out other respects in which Arendt was offensive. “Arendt’s
thinly disguised and almost racist comments on Chief Prosecutor Gideon
Hausner’s ‘ostiidish’ background, her childish partisanship for the ‘German-
cducated’ judges, her dismay about the ‘oriental mob’ outside the doors of the
courtroom in Jerusalem, all suggest a certain failure of nerve and lack of
distance from the topic at hand” (“Arendt’s Fichmann in Jerusalem,” p. 65).
Sce Susan Neiman's perceptive discussion of Arendt’s critical reflections on
the role of intention in committing evil deeds, in FExil in Moden Thought: A
Altemative History of Philosophy, forthcoming.

Canovan, Hannah Arendt, p- 158.

Selya Benhabib makes a similar point: Arenet “was taken aback by what she
later described as the sheer ordinariness of the man who had been party 10
such enormous crimes: Fichmann spoke in endless clichés, gave little ew1-
dence of being motivated by a fanatical hatred of Jews, and was most proud
of being a ‘law-abiding citizen’. It was the shock of seeing Eichmann ‘in the
flesh’ that led Arendt to the thought that great wickedness was not a neces-
sary condition for the performance of {or complicity in) great crimes. E\tll
could take a ‘banal’ form, as it had in Eichmann” (“Arendt’s Eichmann i
Jerusalem,” p. 67,
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Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, pp. 245,
Mary McCarthy, who frequently “Englished” Arendt’s manuseripts, objected
to the term “thoughtlessness.” She thought it was an infelicitous expression
to designate what Arendt meant by “the inability to think.” But Arendt
persisted in using it.
For a reproduction of this page, and a discussion of the two epigraphs on it,
see the interpretive essay by Ronald Beiner in Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Politi-
cal Philosophy, pp- 89-156.
For critical discussions of what Arendt means by thinking and judging, and
some of the unresolved problems in her reflections, see my articles, “Judging
the Actor and the Spectator,” in Philosophical Profiles, pp. 221-37. “Arendt
on Thinking,” in Cambridge Companion to Hannah Arendt, pp. 277-92, and “Re-
sponsibility, Judging, and Evil,” Revue Intemationale de Philosophie, 2 (1999). See
also Beiner's interpretative essay in Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philoso-
phy; Seyla Benhabib, “Judgment and the Moral Foundations of Politics in
Hannah Arendt’s Thought,” Political Theary, 16/1 (1988); Maurizio Passerin
D’Entréves, “Arendt’s Theory of Judgment,” in Cambridge Companion o Hannah
Arendl, pp. 245-60; Robert Dostal, “Judging Human Action: Hannah Arendt’s
Appropriation of Kant,” Review of Melaphysics, 37/4 (1984), pp. 125-55. Con-
cerning Arendts reflections about willing see Suzanne Jacobitti, “Hannah
Arendt and the Will,” Political Theory, 16/1 (1988), pp. 53-76.
Arendt, “What Remains? The Language Remains,” pp. 10-11.
In an unpublished manuscript that served as a basis for a lecture course that

she gave at the New School, she wrote:

: j in public
We . .. have witnessed the total collapse of all established moral slmldard.s in pub !
.. Without much notice all this

and private life during the thirties and forties. .
t & uddenly stood re-

collapsed almost overnight and then it was as though _mnrallty $ o
a set of mores, customs, and manners which could be exchanged for
\ld take to change the table manners
" Arendt Ar-

vealed , | .
another set with hardly more trouble than it wo ; b
of an individual or a people. (“Some Questions of Moral Prulosopsy,

chives, Library of Congress)

Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political I%ih?mﬂf_w, p- 10. inker and a citizen, see
For a discussion of the significance ol Socrates as a thinker and @

Canovan, Hannah Arendt, ch. 7: "Phi!osoph}’ and I.)Zlmcs' Eichmann in Jerusa-
For Arendt’s account of the story of Anton Selc,

lem 30-3. . s w -
.'\n‘-np(::: f!:gﬁ ;f)f “Personal Responsibility undf.‘r letz}torshcllpijnl::’l:::: ;:':
chives, Library of Congress. See also “Organized Guilt an :
sponsibility,” EU/ 121-32. " ;

Arend, “Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship,
p. 186; emphasis added.

Ibid.,

» Listener, August 6, 1964,
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Conclusion

I The events of September 11, 2001, painfully illustrate why I am skeptical of
a theory of evil — a theory that claims universality and completeness - and
why new unprecedented and unpredictable eruptions of evil demand open-
ness to rethinking the vicissitudes and proper responses to evil, Unfortunately
these events have also elicited what | have called “vulgar Manichacism,”
where opponents unreflectively demonize each other as epitomizing absolute
evil,

Levinas, “Transcendence of Evil,” p. 158,

Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism, p. viii.

Blanchot, Writing of the Disaster, p. 82.

Arendt, Ongins of Totalitarianism, p. H1.

Ibid., p. 458.
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