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Evil and Individualism





The question is often asked; are humans basically good or evil? One's answer to this question is


supposed to indicate whether you are an optimist or a pessimist at heart. My answer is somewhat


different. I do not like the question.





In fact, I believe that evil is an entirely unsatisfactory concept. How does one define evil? As that


which is bad? What is bad? That which is wrong? What is wrong? ... 





I can see two points from which to begin an argument about evil. One is that evil is that which is


harmful, and two, evil is that which is unjust.





The first concept -- that evil is to harm -- is the simplest view, and is common among children.


However, closer analysis reveals it to be unsatisfactory. Many things are harmful. The weather is often


harmful -- does that make it evil? Generally not, the more advanced precept becomes that to wish harm


is evil. The central issue is intent. Our law recognizes this -- killing someone accidentally is not murder,


and the various degrees of murder that our judicial system recognizes are differentiated by motive. This


issue is important and I will return to it in a moment.





However, "harm" can be inflicted in more subtle ways than simple physical abuse. Clearly the concept


can be extended to robbery or even something as unphysical as insider trading or junk bond fraund. This


brings us to the second precept -- that evil is that which is unjust. This raises the tricky question "what


is just?" That is a highly charged question that cannot be answered without reference to one's basic


views of humanity and reason. For now let us duck the issue and simply say that justice is the proper


adjudication of whatever it is that we believe to be "right."





At this point let us bring these two conclusions together -- evil must be willfully causing an injustice.


Merely causing one by accident is not enough. Evil is that agent which wishes to propagate injustice.





Now this is an interesting view because it raises the question: why would one intend to spread injustice?


Generally I can imagine two possible reasons. Firstly, because that by definition is what evil does, and


secondly, for reasons of self interest. Let us consider these two possibilities in turn, using some specific


examples.





Adolf Hitler would be nominated by most as a sterling example of the first instance -- someone who


spreads injustice because he is evil. It is certainly true that he was horribly unjust -- exterminating six


million innocent lives out of racial hatred -- and clearly he intended to do exactly that. Injustice and


intent both appear clearly established. Is this not an iron-clad example of evil?





I do not believe that it is, because as mentioned above justice is dependent upon one's worldview. This


is the crucial point. In Hitler's system of values, twisted as they were, what he was doing was "right."


Something to be proud of in fact.





This returns us to the issue of motive and intent. Hitler did not intend to spread injustice. Deluded as he


was, he honestly believed that what he was doing was right. (I realize that I have not tackled the


question of right yet, but I assume there will be little argument that whatever it may be it is not Nazism.)


The question then is how deep does the motive have to be? Must one actually intend to spread


injustice? Or merely wind up doing so by mistake? (as Hitler did) Some may say that merely intending


to do good is not enough, you must also correctly identify what is good as well. Generally those that


take this view are sure that they themselves have identified absolute right -- the Jimmy Swaggerts and


Ayatollah Khomeinis of the the world. However, recognizing the fallibility of humanity it would seem


more prudent to conclude that motive must be the bottom line. To be evil is to intend evil, to be mistaken


is not enough.





Please note that none of this is an absolution of Hitler. We can still conclude that he was wrong --


horribly wrong, and that he deserved to be punished for this error. The issue at hand here is not his


culpability, but the essence of evil. We prosecute people for driving on the wrong side of the road


without worrying about their evilness. We can conclude that Hitler was wrong. We cannot, however,


conclude that he was evil.





The second potential motive for evil I identified was self interest. Note also that this did not motivate


Hitler. He gained nothing from his "Final Solution", and in fact it consumed copious resources that could


have been better employed in his interest by fighting the war. But let us consider another example, a


criminal, say a Columbian drug lord -- a current favorite figurehead of evil.





Such a criminal clearly perpetuates manifest injustice, with full intent to do so. Neither do they believe


that what they are doing is right, they simply do not care that it is wrong. This returns us to


considerations of intent. They do not intend to spread injustice, that is not their aim. It is merely a


by-product of their aim. A morally unacceptable by-product to be sure but a by-product nevertheless.


They are amoral rather than immoral.





In fact, I would submit that there is only one (quite small) group in the world that seeks to perpetuate


injustice simply for its own sadistic pleasure. These are the serial murders and rapists of the world.


They form a clinically interesting group, but I would argue that they are best seen as mentally disturbed,


rather than "evil."





This is a very small group, as a per centage of population, and is not a significant force in shaping world


history; however it is there. More pertinent, it seems to me, is the fact that ordinary sane individuals,


when subjected to prolonged severe stress in a violent environment, can come to show these same


symptoms. The burned-out cop who beats suspects, the young soldier who begins torturing or mutilating


enemy captured on patrol.





I would consider this significant for two reasons. First it hints at the fallibility of us all (or at least great


numbers of us) if pushed hard enough. More importantly it reinforces the observation that this conduct


is indicative of an unsound personality. It is not a conscious choice for evil, it is the action of an


unhinged mind. Some are born with dispositions that collapse to this in normal lives, others are only


pushed to it under extreme stress. In neither case do I see much evidence of an active agent called


"evil."





Of course one could still take this as evil. Mistaken, amoral or insane individuals. However, if one does


take that as one's definition of evil one is forced to admit that it is not much of an active agent. That is


why I consider evil to be an unsatisfactory concept. It is not a thing in itself, but merely the absence of


other things -- sanity, correct answers, "good." This is rather like cold. The early Royal Society (for


science), of Sir Isaac Newton's fame, conducted an experiment to determine if cold could be reflected


the way heat can. They piled up some ice and erected mirrors to reflect the cold onto some water. A


similar control experiment was conducted with heat, reflecting the heat of a fire by mirror. They


discovered that heat could be reflected, but cold could not. Conclusion: penetrating and tangible a thing


as cold can appear to be, it is not a thing in itself but merely the absence of heat. In an analogous sense,


as harsh and real as evil may sometimes seem to be in our world, it is not a thing in itself but merely the


absence of good. This is not to say that there is not a lot of injustice in the world. Far from it. The issue


is from whence this injustice springs.





Thus we come to the big question. Rejecting, in essence evil, what then, is good? As I said earlier this is


a loaded question, and it is best approached humbly with full recognition of humanity's fallibility. To do


otherwise is to risk dogma. Experience seems to show that the surer a group is about "right", the worse


their excesses tend to be in its defence.





However difficult it may be to ever be certain about what is right, I do believe that we can be rather


more certain about what is wrong. Thus, while we may legitimately debate what is right and never be


sure, we can confidently conclude that whatever right may be, it is not Paul Manson's Helter Skelter or


Adolf Hitler's Nazism.





This leads to an interesting irony. As I have argued it, there is not any such thing as evil, only absence


of good. However, when distinguishing between right and wrong we can never be sure of right, only of


wrong. This, I think, goes a long way to explaining why moral reasoning is so difficult.





Very well then, after beating around the bush for this long it is time to tackle the issue. What is my


nomination for "right?" Well, as I said above, we must begin with the fundamental nature of humanity to


answer this question. That fundamental nature, I believe, begins with our consciousness. We are all


self-aware, in a way that the computer I am writing this upon is not. Neither is the chair upon which I


sit. This sentience makes each of us, in our own way, sovereign. We all make our way through the


world by making decisions. Rocks do not. They are pushed along without any reference to their


opinions on the matter. Humans are not. Problematic as choice may be, compelling as circumstances


often are, we always proceed by choice. Even if the only alternative is to kill oneself. Suicide is not a


course I would recommend, but it is the ultimate demonstration of our individual sovereignty, and


individuals such as resistance members captured by the Gestapo have taken it rather than be forced


into things against their will.





So, we have a society of reasoning (though not necessarily reasonable) self-aware individuals. Taken


together I believe that this establishes free-will. Mankind possesses free-will. There are some


interesting quantum mechanical arguments about this being an illusion (the "many-worlds" hypothesis


for instance) but all these arguments lead up logical dead-ends. I shall proceed from a belief in


free-will.





Given free-will, what follows next? I believe that what one may call individualism follows from this,


although not directly. By individualism I mean a belief system that bases ethics and political discourse


upon respect for the individual, the sanctity of the individual's rights, and the importance of individual


free choice. In practice this generally implies multi-party democracy, although that is only the best


currently existing reflection of this outlook -- not its be all and end all.





Many would assume that individualism follows inherently from free-will. The two are often discussed in


the same breath. However I cannot see that this conclusion is directly supported. Why does free-will


not make me free to enslave others? In practical terms it clearly does, but I mean in moral terms. Well,


I don't think we are free to enslave others (or more precisely we oughtn't be), but free-will alone does


not make this so. Looking at the world in actual fact, it clearly does not directly make it so. Why not use


my free-will to my best advantage and screw others every chance I get? This would, of course, be the


classic "state of nature" envisioned by Hobbes.





To arrive at individualism from free-will we must pass through two argumentary way-stations first.


These are what I call the reciprocal argument and the functional argument. Simply stated the reciprocal


argument reasons that if I value my individual sovereignty, others value theirs as well. It would thus be


logically inconsistent for one to take advantage of others. The famous "golden-rule" taught to school


children is an expression of this reasoning -- do onto others as you would have them do onto you.


Similarly the effort to maximize everyone's free-will without impinging upon anyone gives the classic


maxim of liberalism -- that everyone has the right to do whatever they want, so long as it does not


interfere with anyone elses rights.





The second argument -- functionalism -- points out that individualism is the most functionally effective


way to organize a society. Clearly the Hobbesian state of nature is an unworkable arrangement. We


have to regulate our interactions somehow. Government based upon "human rights" is one way of doing


so. Of course there are other possible ways of regulating a viable social order, but, the argument goes


on, individualism is the most efficient basis known. We have recently seen an example of this in the


collapse of the old communist economies. They are not as efficient as the market driven Western


economies which are based on individual choice. (It is tempting to conclude that there is a deeply


signficant moral lesson here, but I am inclined to caution in jumping to such conclusions.)





There are two fundamental causes of unease with this functionalist argument. First of all it is always


subject to empirical disagreement. Free enterprise may be getting a strong endorsement these days, but


an observer comparing the phenomenal growth of Soviet Russia's command economy in the 1930s with


the Great Depression then running riot in the Western economies might come to different conclusions


(as in fact many did at the time). Secondly, it is difficult to draw deeper conclusions from such a


pragmatic argument. It would hardly imperil the efficiency of the system if we concluded that a small


minority did not merit the protection of their rights and thus enslaved them.





Frustratingly, the reciprocal argument is not water-tight either. At heart it is a tautology, for it presumes


that it would be logically inconsistent to violate others rights merely because I value my own. This


assumes that everyone's rights enjoy equal merit, which is what we are really trying to prove in the first


place, so the argument is circular.





How then can we establish individualism? In truth I cannot establish it to my satisfication. So perhaps I


should go out and mug a few pedestrians and rape a few women. Who's to show that that would be


wrong? One of the great traditional respones to this dilemma is to invoke religion. Those things are


wrong because God thinks they are wrong, and He told us so through Moses (or Mohmed, or ...).





This strikes me as a deus ex machina. For other reasons of my own I believe that God leaves us to


ourselves to work these things out. And in any event, if He considers those things immoral then He


must have a very great reason, right? A reason that we should be able to work out. So it is my ambition


to develop a compelling fully secular basis for individualism. 





Alas, I must admit that this is currently an unfinished work.
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