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“The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil”
– Hannah Arendt, The Life of the mind (1978).
This assertion is composed of several sub-assertions: First, it’s founded on the assumption that there is such a thing as evil – an assumption that I do not find self-evident. The word evil is one of those terms that we use quite freely, when categorizing actions that we feel strongly against, without really being able to define or elaborate much on it, or explain our use of it in one situation and not in an other. Does evil exist?
First of all: Existence and non-existence are mutually exclusive – either something is, or it is not. No physical, nor abstract thing can be in-between those two extremes. That is not to say that there are no nuances in an object’s quality compared to something else – but those are merely nuances in our language and way of classification and categorization of qualities and properties of objects, not nuances of existence. Something cannot partially exist. So when talking about existence, at least physical existence, we can only count the things which are universally true – subjective truths and personal preferences have no say in whether or not something really is. A tree in the forest exists, and its existence is the truth, whether or not I choose to accept it. When judging more abstract or “personal truths”, then different people’s subjective opinions might be relevant, but will still not draw us any closer to the truth about whether something really is. Take smell: The word smell is merely a term used for convenience. It enables us to talk about the phenomenon of microscopic particles being brought into someone’s nose by the flow of air, landing on sensitive neurons, and thus sending a message to your brain – where the properties of the particle are given a distinctive code for your convenience – a smell. The delightful scent of recently-made waffles is not a quality of the waffles themselves, nor of the individual particles that make them up – it is created by the human brain as a result of the way it is programmed through evolution. And in that sense, smell does exist – if by smell we mean the brief moment when specific neurons are activated in the brain of a single person. If those neurotic connections are made, and smell is defined as those neurotic connections being made (and not as a quality that an object has in itself), then smell does surely exist, but will also cease to exist – at sporadic times in the individual brains of individual people. And all this is true for all subjective truths and feelings: Beauty, pain, sorrow, love, happiness – all of these exist only as physical phenomena in the brains of different people – as the brain’s reaction on internal or external stimuli. This means that everything you can think of does in fact exist – but only as connections in your brain while you’re thinking of it, or feeling it – and not all of these have an objective, universally true existence. So when discussing the existence of evil, it is this latter, objective existence that is being debated.
So what is evil? Is it merely an action with a harmful outcome? No, it is obvious that evil lies more in the intentions than in the result. Someone who intentionally pokes people in their eyes with a fork would be classified as more evil than someone who accidentally threw a dart in the eye of a spectator who stepped a bit too close. Similarly, someone who keeps on driving when met by a red light would be just as good or bad no matter the outcome – whether he ends up in a horrible car accident where innocent people are killed, or gets through without causing any trouble, has nothing to do with his level of evilness, and should thus not affect his punishment, regret, or the reaction and condemnation made by others. But what then, if one intentionally does harm to others, is that evil?
Yes and no. What is it that makes us do things, the force that makes us act – or not act? Our desires – our wants and not-wants. Are people evil, then, if their desires make them want to hurt others, and they act on them? Well, that would depend on whether you want what you want, wouldn’t it? If your desires were just randomly given to you (through genes and environmental influence), then it is not your fault that what you want comes in conflict with the rights and desires of others, and you would not be evil – just unlucky to not have had your moral compass calibrated up against the norms of the society and the general will of the public. We’ll have to step up a level, and examine whether our not you chose your desires. But I won’t be doing that, for one simple reason: it’s an infinite staircase. Whether or not you chose your desires is irrelevant, because we could always go one step further: Why did you choose the desires that you chose? Did you want the things you want about what you want? We could continue forever, and we’ll just have to accept that at one point in the chain of wants, there is a desire that you yourself did not choose to have. And therefore, all actions that we condemn as evil are just this involuntary desire taken to the full extent. Evil, in the sense of voluntary, intentionally harmful actions, does not exist.
But let’s forget that for a moment; let’s just use the common definition of evil, which does in fact take a bit more into account the action itself and less the problem of free will (or the lack thereof) and “chain of desires” than what I did in the last paragraph. I would phrase this definition as: “Harmful actions done for the sake of causing harm”. However negligible, some higher goal would, in my mind, prevent any action from being put in the “pure evil”-category. As long as the person who acts thinks that what he does serves some higher purpose, and that the evildoing is the unfortunate means of achieving this purpose – no matter how little sense his purpose and means makes to anyone else – he is not evil; For evilness lies in the intentions, and as long as you sincerely believe your intentions are somewhat good, your actions are not evil. It is only when one intentionally does harm only for the sake of doing harm, without any other goal in mind, that the action can be said to be evil. With that in mind, let’s then take a look at the second sub-assertion in the original quote: That one can actually choose whether too be good or evil.
Now, I’m a determinist with no belief in free will whatsoever, and thus my answer would obviously be no – equally to all other actions, this is not something you can choose freely. Your brain is shaped by your genes and the environment, and its functions limited by the laws of physics and the principle of causality. From a more traditional, non-deterministic point of view though, it would be obvious that as long as you can indeed act freely, you are able to do harm for the sake of doing harm – i.e. evil. You can in fact “make up your mind to be good or evil”.
So is it then true, what Arendt said, that “most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil”? The quote clearly reveals that the author had a more outcome-weighted definition of evil in mind than what I have; That evildoing can be some sort of bi-product or unfortunate consequence of the actions of non-evil people. That the outcome, rather than the intentions, decides what’s evil and what’s not. With such a point of view, I would agree with Arendt – there is only a tiny minority of people, I’d even go as far as to say that they may not even exist – who does harm to others only for the sake of causing suffering. Consequently, the majority of people who do evil (again, from a point of view where evilness lies more in outcome than intentions), have not “made up their minds” to be evil, i.e. to cause harm for harm’s sake.
[bookmark: _GoBack]So while the overall point of Arendt’s quote might be true, at least when assuming that evil does actually exist, and using a definition where actions can be branded as evil based on their outcome, there is one word I do not agree with: “sad”. Is this truth really a sad one? Is it really sad that evildoing is the consequence of human beings failing to see the full extent of their actions, rather than people doing harm for the sake of doing harm? Wouldn’t it be easier to deal with the former than the latter? Easier to cure incompetence by providing information and education, than radically changing a persons desires? I think so, and if Arendt’s quote is true, it gives me good hopes for the future: With a more educated world, comes a more peaceful world.
