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[bookmark: _Toc8828289]What is Evil?
The term evil comprises countless complexities as it is used in various ways. It is a very controversial topic especially when it goes against the fundamental and collective moral agreements on what constitutes an act of evil in our society, in a social and religious context. Yet it is a universal fact or concept that constantly materialises in  modern day philosophical dilemmas. Killing people in order to support an ideology or a greater good, or simply choosing to remain a bystander in the face of evil because we believe that we lack the power to influence change in society, is a recurring theme in moral dilemmas throughout history. The point is, we try to learn from the past by setting up collective rules and guidelines that supposedly help us to relate to one another peacefully and agree on punishments for acts that cause harm in the society. We are, however, caught up in our bias of making moral judgments based on personal sentiments such as the betterment of our family, community, and nation at the detriment of causing harm to other groups in society who do not share our sentimental beliefs, without being conscious of it. This is probably because we feel that we have no moral obligation beyond our own territory or personal convictions. 
We view people like serial killers and paedophiles, among others who have committed horrible crimes that are beyond toleration in society, as monsters who have lost their humanity, but ignore the fact that despite these extreme behaviours, these people are also humans and exhibit actual human behaviour,  and we forget that we are all capable of committing evil atrocities; choosing not to give in to our negative emotions about the things we encounter in the world  is what separates us from those we consider evil. I am not trying to defend these heinous actions by any means, but rather trying to point out that the act of evil is not as entirely alien as we sometimes regard it. We always tend to have a definite definition of what evil actually is, but it is clear that a definite and complete label of what makes something evil is not sufficient enough because we are people who have different personalities, backgrounds and convictions. Therefore, our outlook on what makes an action evil tends to be more inter-personal because of these different perceptions. This makes it difficult to define what evil is except for the collectively accepted rules of ‘thou shall not harm’ and ‘thou shall not kill’, and those situations were particular evil acts are accepted as special cases. For instance, the act of waterboarding against a fellow human being would normally be frowned upon, however, when we are faced with the choice of saving millions of lives as long as we get information from that one person, we often forego these moral rules that we have set for ourselves, or rather we tolerate the  innate displeasure to acts that we consider evil. The justification for this act would be a moral obligation to save many lives at the expense of just one person that we believe has forsaken societal rules and values regardless of whether this action goes against our own personal morality. I would say morality is entirely subjective either to the individual or to a group in society. But what is to say that our ability to determine right and wrong as a person or as a group in society has not been compromised by our integration into a particular system of thinking in a society that already has a standard of right and wrong in place, regardless of whether or not they are right or wrong. 
Rather than having a static definition of evil, the psychiatrist Robert L Simon describes evil perfectly when he says that:
Evil is a thick rope of many complex, twisted, and intertwined strands. An effort to comprehensively define evil is an impossible task, a fool's errand; yet we all try to unravel this thick rope to understand the strands that make it what it is.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Robert L. Simon, ‘Serial Killers, Evil, and Us’, National Forum, Phi Kappa Phi Journal, 80(4), (Fall 2000), p.23] 

Looking at the world today in regard to Simon’s description of evil, it seems that defining evil would be a daunting task as there are many complexities involved ranging from personal morality and morality developed as part of society’s rules regardless of whatever society we grow up in. I quite agree with Simon in his attempt at describing evil because the human perception of evil is not static. Of course, we have the basic understanding of what we naturally consider evil such as rape, killing of humans and animals, and stealing etc. But as we continue to evolve, we begin to reject some of the things that we considered good or evil whether personally or in society as a whole. For instance, there was a time when circumcision and female genital mutilation were considered good for individuals and society before we later revised our collective opinions on this issue.
Supporting Simon’s views on defining evil, Susan Neiman believes that ‘attempts to capture the forms of evil within a single formula risk becoming one-sided or trivial’.[footnoteRef:2]  Our outlook on evil on a larger scale such as terrorism or our attention to actions or wrongs committed on a much larger scale than we generally regard as evil, somehow clouds our judgement on subtle forms of evil that we experience every day. For Neiman, focusing on a single form of evil is a result of what she considers to be ‘single-mindedness’.[footnoteRef:3] Thus, this thesis is about looking into the two competing moral systems in society: first, the absolutist notion of right and wrong regardless of the consequences; and second, the social contract model that defines right and wrong based on its own code of conduct which then becomes a conditioned kind of cultural morality. These conditioned cultural moralities allow us to ignore our inherent notion of right and wrong (absolutist morality) and accept society’s classification of right and wrong as long as there is a ‘right’ or ‘relevant’ justification for it.  [2:  Susan Nieman, Evil in modern Thoughts, (Princeton University Press, 2002) p. xiii ]  [3:  Ibid, p. xiv] 

The first Chapter will examine what evil actually is by exploring the different representations of evil in society and also the underlying evil that stems out of values set by society which are often ignored. This is because we refuse to acknowledge the ramifications that our actions, or lack thereof, cause by being oblivious or blinded by the benefits that we get from them. The thesis will not just address the banality of the evilness of Eichmann as Arendt describes it but will also recognise the evil in the rest of most societies hidden under the veil of self-righteousness.  So, it is an expansion of Arendt’s approach to evil by scrutinising evil in a wider context, away from Eichmann, and looking at the rest of the society by using Maurice Ogden’s ‘The Hangman’ as a typical example of how people become bystanders and conform to little acts of evil behaviour and injustice with ‘relevant justification’, but the consequences of their actions affect the society as a whole.
The thesis will expand upon Arendt’s use of Eichmann as a representation of the ‘banality of evil in society’ by assessing Eichmann’s community (Germans), and the Jewish community who took it upon themselves to exact revenge upon their ‘enemies’ by simply using Eichmann as an example and making a statement of deterrence to their enemies and their own people. The second chapter will examine the social contract and how its implications brings about the ‘normalcy’ of ‘unintended evil’ or the ‘good evil’ in the society. Evil in this sense could then be seen not only as a predetermined act for a societal good but also spontaneous acts of evil for personal benefits. Therefore, this thesis considers evil not just as a predetermined act of moral wrong that is done for the good and betterment of society, but also as an unprompted act of evil for personal benefit.
The dissertation will require an exploration of what I consider to be three key aspects of evil:
Evil as a result of believing in or following authorities. Believing in an ideology causes individuals to act in certain ways that would not normally be accepted in society because it is sanctioned by an accepted authority (e.g. territorialism or ethnocentrism)
Unintended evil as a result of seeking a common good. For example, the American dream of seeking equality by reserving the right of the individual to own firearms as a sign of identity yet at the same time it is the fundamental cause of most senseless killings in American society.
Evil for personal benefit.  Using the example of the narrator’s actions in ‘The Hangman’ poem as an example of an act of selfishness or evil that was perpetrated for the personal benefit of staying alive while watching his fellow men get killed.



[bookmark: _Toc8828290]Chapter 1
[bookmark: _Toc8828291]Moral Conflict
Absolutism is a moral theory that states that there are actions that are inherently right or wrong regardless of context or outcome: an inviolable moral rule.[footnoteRef:4] A moral absolutist might suggest that taking the life of a fellow human is inherently wrong and evil regardless of the intricate circumstances involved. This view is a very rigid and reductionist view on the conception of moral understanding that we mostly deem right but find very difficult to uphold. Instances such as killing in self-defence would be considered right by most people. Even though we detest the act itself, it is mostly excusable in this context. Of course, it would be left to the societal law to decide whether or not this act was really for self-defence or not. Nevertheless, we have a universal requirement for morality, a kind of natural law ethics that we still choose, consciously or unconsciously, to ignore sometimes, based on circumstances such as performing evil actions for societal good or for personal benefit, and also acts that align with people’s moral inclinations, this being understood to include cultural ethics, individual moral ethics, religious ethics, and political ideology.  [4:  James Rachels, ‘On Moral Absolutism’, in Absolutism and Its Consequentialist Critics, ed. By Joram Graf Haber (Boston: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1994), 199-216, (199)] 

One philosopher who upheld the belief in absolutism is the influential German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who ‘believed that morality is a matter of following absolute rules’ without concessions no matter the circumstance as he considered it our moral duty to do what is rationally right. This he calls the ‘Categorical Imperative.’[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 3rd edition (Singapore: McGraw-Hill International, 1999) p. 122] 

In his analysis of Kant’s categorical imperative, James Rachels suggests that Kant’s absolute moral principle holds that we think of every moral decision in a wider context of reasoning. Is Kant’s categorical imperative a rule or an act that we think would work if everyone agrees with it and if so, is this the right approach? Alternatively, is it a moral judgement that should hold in all similar situations with the same result? In Kant’s argument, there is no room for moral relativism, only a moral judgment based on a unified and universal ultimate good is valid. As Kant puts it, we are morally obligated to always do what is good, just, and right not because we desire to do it but because this is a moral fact. The issue with this argument is that it is too simplistic. Should we tell bad news such as the death of a child to a parent in a delicate situation in the hospital just because we assume that it is morally right to tell the truth always? Using Kant’s argument, it would be morally wrong to lie in this situation even if it means the death of that parent. If we choose to go along with Kant’s argument, who then takes moral responsibility for the consequence of an action taken based on a supposed right moral understanding and judgment? Would this be considered a kind of evil even though it meant that we were conforming to an absolute universal law of right and wrong with good reason? These are some of the conflicts that follow when making moral judgements on the grounds of a universal principle or a cultural law. 
According to J.M. Brennan,
Moral concepts play a diagnostic role in ethical enquiry, since it is through their agency that a neutral array of facts - which are neither relevant nor irrelevant, but meaningless - are transformed into a field charged with significance. Or if you will, it is by means of our moral concepts that we recognise certain factual features as moral symptoms and accord them relevance and importance.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  J.M. Brennan, The Open Texture of Moral Concepts, (London: Macmillan Press, 1977) pp 34-35] 

What Brennan is expressing here is that moral concepts and understanding are not as simple as Kant’s argument puts it. There is no fixed right moral understanding or judgement because our perspective changes based on certain situations. For instance, watching a violent sport like wresting where people get beaten up badly just for fun, and seeing a fight on the street, would be seen differently. A fight on the street would be frowned upon because it goes against society’s code of conduct but watching the same action for sport usually does not trigger any questionable moral judgements on it. So why are we able to accept some actions that we would usually look down on in certain situations, but readily accept them in other situations where it is a societal norm? Even though the absolute notion of right and wrong can be quite inflexible, this approach can work when people hold these beliefs regarding what moral decisions to take because they already have an understanding of the natural law of right and wrong. However, this can create conflict between what a person believes to be morally wrong and what society says is right. The absolutist notion of morality would say that murder or killing is wrong, but society would always find a way to make people comfortable with the act of killing with the right justification behind it. John Ladd defines the absolutist approach as ‘moral beliefs and practices that are logically independent of the cultural or social background of the person accepting them’.[footnoteRef:7] Stanley Milgram’s experiments might just be an illustration of how ‘moral judgements have been drawn regarding the ethical principles that guide the behaviour and mould the value systems of different peoples’.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  John Ladd, Ethical Relativism, (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1973) pp. 3-4]  [8:   Ibid, pp. 58-59] 

 Stanley Milgram’s obedience experiment is one of the many controversial case studies often discussed in psychology.[footnoteRef:9] It highlights the things people will do just to achieve an aim that they believe is for societal good, and how people choose to remain bystanders even when they are witnesses to such appalling actions that would normally be frowned upon. But most of all it demonstrates how people choose to remain subservient in a situation that they know and understand is not right, opting instead to ignore it or believe that they have no power to change it because they have given their consent or because they support a legitimate authority. These are all recurring themes that echo in most societal institutions where there is a dilemma between choosing what we believe to be right and accepting what society thinks is right. We view events such as the Holocaust or the Rwandan Genocide as extremely evil, we ponder on why people would kill their fellow men due to hate or political differences.  [9:  Nestar Russell, Understanding Willing Participants, (Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018 )] 

The question is, why are people so indifferent to the deaths of many as opposed to how they often react to a single death, especially of someone who is related to them? For example, groups like the red army soldiers of the Soviet Union founded by Leon Trotsky, a group mostly consisting of workers and peasants,  believed they were fighting for their country, for a revolutionary change and refused to acknowledge the brutality and lack of humanity of many of their actions such as raping women in Poland, Hungary and Yugoslavia,  because to them, this was a normal occurrence in war. They just had to achieve their aim of protecting their Soviet Homeland, even if it meant harming unharmed civilians. It was all about fulfilling a pledge to the government and their homeland, even though most people certainly disagreed with their actions.[footnoteRef:10] Surely, they could have achieved their aim without having to go through all the brutality and inhumane actions, but their actions did not seem evil to them as long as they obeyed authority and believed in their cause. The people committing evil acts were not mad or psychopaths who could not tell that slaughtering defenceless humans or committing any evil acts were wrong, they were normal workers and peasants who were just focused on wider collective goals and obediently followed instructions because, even though they there is no evidence to suggest that they were threatened to follow instructions, people feel obligations and a duty to their society. It was all about the: [10:  Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands, (London: Vintage books, 2011) pp. 313-338 (322).] 

 …deference simply as a product of socialisation and evolution, a “deeply ingrained behaviour tendency” to comply with the directives of those positioned hierarchically above even to the point of performing repugnant actions in violation of “universally accepted” moral norms.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  Christopher .R. Browning, Ordinary men, (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), pp. 171-172] 

 In his essay Revisiting the Banality of Evil: contemporary Political Violence and the Milgram Experiments, Paul Hollander emphasises a pattern of behaviour that people take on when it comes to the issue of morality. Using Milgram’s experiments and the Holocaust as a model, he points out the similarities between both cases, where people willingly committed heinous acts due to an authority figure telling them to do so even, if it means the suffering of their fellow men.[footnoteRef:12]  Milgram’s research uncovered a startling behavioural pattern among humans, that human beings are capable and willing to surrender their own moral principles and reason to inflict pain and commit murder on the words of an authority figure alone without question. This demonstrate how people fail to condemn moral decisions backed by a legitimate authority because they support that authority or rather believe that authority is right. Perhaps some of them do not agree with that authority figure but still choose to obey against their own moral principle because they do not want to undermine the authority and wish to remain a loyal member of that society. Even though most of the Germans during the holocaust did not support Hitler’s approach to making Germany great again by killing a vast number of people in society to ‘cleanse’ the ‘German race’, most of them chose not to say anything because they also wanted Germany to return to its golden days even if it meant the death of Jews, people with disabilities and those with different sexual orientations.  [12:  Paul Hollander, ‘Revisiting the Banality of Evil: contemporary Political Violence and the Milgram Experiments’, Society, 1(2016), pp 56-66. ] 

Of course, the holocaust is often regarded as one of the greatest evils perpetrated upon humanity, an event characterised by utter disregard for any moral concerns. Raimond Gaita suggests that there may be an irreconcilable conflict between ethics and politics as ordinary citizens are aware and concerned about evils often perpetrated by governments in revolutionary politics.[footnoteRef:13] Loyalty and compliance to authority are some of the many notably ingrained values that socialisation instils in people within societies. Therefore, whatever moral judgements or beliefs are adopted would be a reflection of the authority’s will. Arendt, however, is concerned with the how evil committed under this umbrella of authority or normative principles is to be approached. Should people be responsible for actions that the majority would agree to be wrong but morally accepted in their own communities? This is another moral dilemma in the question of who takes moral responsibility in the world today. Is it the person who commits the evil act or is it the society that made them believe that their actions are morally right? Or are we wrong about what constitutes a moral right or wrong because of the dogmatic insistence on what human nature is and how social order should be? [13:  Raimond Gaita, Good & Evil, (Houndsmills: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1991) p. 251] 


[bookmark: _Toc8828292]Eichmann’s Moral Judgement and Political Ideology
Hannah Arendt, a political theorist and German philosopher, provides a very profound viewpoint on evil in her book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. Arendt attempts to unveil the mystery behind the ‘monster’ Eichmann, who had all the sins and atrocities of anti-Semitism during the Nazi regime heaped upon him. To Arendt, Eichmann was not some alien monster who dropped from another planet with an innate tendency to commit evil atrocities, lacking the moral conscience that most humans have when committing an evil of that distinction on another human. Arendt tries to establish that evil is all around us by ‘humanising’ Eichmann, by describing what kind of man Eichmann was through observation. According to Arendt’s description, Eichmann seemed like a funny man who could not even remember most of the actions he took to support the Nazi party he supported, a man who tried to embellish and make up stories to make himself feel important. 
Eichmann felt no remorse for what he had done not because he thought the Nazis were morally good or evil, but because he believed in the Nazi ideology. He felt accepted and had a sense of vision, regardless of how immoral it was; he was needed for something important in his society. It made him have a sense of purpose as opposed to the mundane life he used to live as a travelling salesman. It is obvious that Eichmann sought a life of excitement and meaning even though his blind faith in the immoral Nazi ideology was erroneous. It certainly fulfilled the void that his uneventful life had caused him, and he just could not let go of his faith in an ideal that gave him what he wanted no matter the cost. Was he morally right to pursue his own goal in career accomplishment even if he had to obey orders to commit evil atrocities to his fellow humans? I cannot say it is right or wrong, he had a duty to his own people and government, he had a duty to fulfil his own personal goals and also one to humanity itself. Would it have been less evil if he had refused to support the Nazi government in their agenda of killing the Jews? It is difficult to imagine, but one thing we know is he chose an ideology that aligned with his own moral beliefs or a lack of morality altogether.  Arendt’s discussion of Eichmann’s character and attitude towards the act of aiding and abetting in the killing of the Jews which he believed to be his only crime, highlights the conflict between a believed moral obligation to his own community and his own lack of a sense of morality. She points out that Eichmann felt that he had no conflict with the Jews, he was friends with them and even saved some of them from the fate of the final solution. Although he was appalled by the bloody solution through violence, he did not feel morally responsible for their deaths because he believed he had a duty to the German people and the Nazi regime plans to make Germany great again. Arendt suggests that one of the larger issues when considering Eichmann’s trial is that the modern justice system is constructed upon intent being a necessary factor in classifying an action as a crime. If ‘the ability to distinguish right from wrong is impaired, we feel no crime has been committed’.[footnoteRef:14] Thus, in the case of Eichmann, Arendt feels that he was tried on getting justice for crimes committed against humanity as a whole. It was vengeance for an evil committed against the natural order, that is supporting an authority that determined what race should exist or not even though they had no right doing so.  But who is to say that the perceived natural order would remain the same? There was a time when the natural order was believed to be that men should be the dominators while women remained as conquests and decorations because it was thought that women had nothing to offer the world except leisure and procreation. Rather than saying that Eichmann and his superiors committed a crime against the natural order of things, it is better to say their actions were infinitely wrong in themselves, a crime against a currently accepted universal law of right and wrong. [14:  Hannah Arendt, ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem’, (New York: Penguin group, 1963), p. 277] 

While Arendt’s report focuses on the man on trial, her report also draws attention to the moral hypocrisy behind the decision of David Ben-Gurion, the Prime Minister of Israel’s decision to bring Eichmann to Justice in the Jewish court.  Ben-Gurion supposedly wanted to bring Eichmann to justice even if it meant kidnapping Eichmann from Argentina to achieve this aim. In his view, morally wrong or not, justice must be served. One of the many other hypocrisies that Arendt highlights is the possible exploitation of the trial as a tool to distort the Jewish people’s perception of people outside the Jewish Community. Thus, the trial was not just to make an example of Eichmann but also to convince the oriental Jews of the monstrosity of the outside world. If this is not a manipulation of the moral integrity of the outside world towards Jews based on the actions of another culture, I do not understand the reasons behind it.[footnoteRef:15] Certainly in Ben-Gurion’s defence, he was doing all things necessary to keep his people safe or to prevent events like the holocaust from happening again. It could also be as a form of gaining more control over his people. Nonetheless, whatever he thought should be the outcome of his actions, the process of making it happen is morally wrong in my perspective. Arendt points out some of the law that prevents Jewish citizens from marrying outside their community such as ‘mixed children’ born out of wedlock being considered illegitimate, a lawful segregation of life and death imposed upon them, as opposed to how the children of ‘pure’ Jewish parentage are treated. According to Arendt, the reasons often put forward for this ‘evil’, although not recognised as that, is that accepting inter-cultural marriage would split the house of Israel.[footnoteRef:16] This is clearly a case of a pot calling the kettle black. Majority of people would agree to the similarities of the German and Jewish authorities wanting to keep their respective ‘race pure’. Assuredly, the Germans took very extreme actions to achieve this aim, while the Jewish community maintained a ‘strict but humane’ attitude to achieving the same aim as the Nazis. The Jewish community certainly believed they were doing what was morally right compared to the Germans’ blatant disregard for the sanctity of human life. This reveals how people’s perception of evil and morality are distorted based on familiarity, because they are naturally inclined to defend their own people or culture. [15:  Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, (New York: Penguin group, 1963) pp. 1-55]  [16:  Ibid, p. 7] 

The report on Eichmann is a classic example of the pressure of living in a society that believes or supports a certain ideology and defends certain moral acts that would normally seem outrageous to their societies in order for them to become part of a norm. Arendt believed that Eichmann should have been charged with an atrocity against humanity perpetrated upon the Jews rather than a crime against the Jews directly as she believed that there is a possibility of such an act repeating itself again.[footnoteRef:17][footnoteRef:18] The relevant question here is, if Arendt is correct, is history repeating itself again? Are we slowly returning back to a state of nature or are our moral principles simply declining overtime? [17:  Ibid, p. 254]  [18:  Raimond Gaita, A Common Humanity, (London: Routledge, 1998) pp.136-137] 
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[bookmark: _Toc8828294]Social Contract Model
Are moral decisions made as a form of conformity to what we believe to be right in our society wrong in any way, even though they seem evil to other societies? The idea of the social contract theory is that people in the state of nature uphold a kind of collective agreement to establish social, moral and political rules in society either through tacit consent or ‘voluntaristic obligation’, to submit to authority and for the state to have power over us. Jonathan Wolff describes a ‘participatory democracy in which all citizens take an active role in government, far more extensive than anything we have encountered in modern democracies’.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Jonathan Wolff, An Introduction to Political Philosophy, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) p. 45. ] 

This is part of the political obligation that arises in society where people make decisions that demonstrate complete subservience to authority as long as they are part of that state, as failure to do so would mean that they lose the benefit of the state. However, there is a debate about whether all people in the state have actually agreed to sign up to this so called contract, that came into place as a result of a group of people in the state of nature agreeing to remain under a political rule for the hope of a better and more secure future, which is what most people want for themselves. This is where the hypothetical consent comes in; it simply implies that we would hypothetically agree to a social contract if we were to experience the state of nature where, according to Hobbes’ pessimistic views of humans in their natural state, people are always looking out for themselves. People are naturally driven by the desire to gain more power and struggle for more resources ultimately leading to war. Thus, morality in the state of nature, applying Hobbes’ view, would be utter chaos.  The concept of evil or moral wrongness in this state would possibly not exist as there would be no sense of justice if people are always competing with one another over resources and power therefore creating social inequality.
In their chapter on the social contract, Gilbert Harman and Judith Jarvis Thomson suggest that the social contract model is a way of resolving moral disputes that occur due to the moral differences that arise because of the diversity of values and moral beliefs in society. Thus, we develop and adopt conventional principles on morality in a way that is accepted by the wider society in order to create social order.[footnoteRef:20]  Speaking in terms of moral judgements, the American tendency to moralise about  the deeply held national values of freedom and the American dream, upheld by most Americans as a sign of their social identity, is another example of evils that occur from values set by society.  [20:  Gilbert Harman & Judith Jarvis Thomson, Moral Relativism and Moral Objectivity, (Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1996) pp. 20-24.] 

It is common knowledge that the American people hold freedom as a central theme within their culture, especially in the institutional spheres of influence, and all moral judgements are often centred upon this particular value that they all share. In The Betrayal of the American Dream, Donald Barlett and James Steele address the issue of American policies being rigged against the middle-class members of their society. As a culture that not only values individual autonomy and the freedom to pursue self-interests, it means that the economy only benefits the rich and powerful who become elite members of society, especially large corporate enterprises who determine most of the public policies implemented. Although the American dream aids the citizens in maintaining a positive and optimistic outlook on life by having the freedom to pursue their self-interests, get better jobs, live comfortable lives and foster propitious prospects for their families and generations, it is basically a nightmare, a perpetually broken promise of  equality, justice and the hope of attaining a higher and higher standard of living.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steele, The Betrayal of the American Dream, (Public Affairs: New York, 2012)] 

In his chapter of Psychology and Ideology, Noam Chomsky analyses B.F. Skinner’s behavioural theory which implies that human behaviour and belief systems are established entirely on reinforcements.[footnoteRef:22] Societal behaviour and beliefs are promptly modified using reinforcers. Using this system, authorities do not actively tell people what moral belief to uphold but use conditioned reinforcers as a form of persuasion to get people to follow the rules and laws of that culture. The American Dream and the values of freedom would be a kind of conditioned reinforcer in this regard. The American Dream appears to be a subtle contingency in maintaining the value of freedom that is nationally upheld by the American society. Thus, even if capitalism has become a social, economic and political crisis, American society constantly chases after the possible reward for exploiting this mine of wealth (capitalism), the reward being to achieve the ‘dream’ and hold on to the belief of a better future prospect as a social reward that is assured after hard work. [22:  Noam Chomsky, For Reasons of State, (Suffolk: Fontana, 1973) pp. 104-150] 

Additionally, examining the American Dream in regard to Hobbes’ social contract model, morality is lost in the problematic issue of capitalism and ‘modern slavery’ where the few economic elites continue to become richer at the expense of the middle and lower classes who continue to remain poor with only the illusion of the American Dream. Whether or not this is evil is difficult to say as people like me who assess this prideful ideal from the outside would deem it quite evil considering the inconsistencies that exist in the cultural and moral principles that Americans are supposed to uphold. Somehow, moral agreements are navigated to suit the elite. People conform to evil actions and injustice with ‘relevant justification’ even if these actions affect society as whole. For instance, we can compare the outrage regarding Bill Clinton’s disregard of the American moral ideals in his abuse of power, his undermining of a criminal investigation, the evidence of deep corruption as well as the Lewinsky sex scandal which later led to his impeachment, with the present-day acceptance of practically the same morally corrupt behaviour from Donald Trump to achieve the aim of making America great again even if it means that some morally corrupt actions would become a norm in American society since the leader already has a questionable moral character.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:   William J. Bennett, The Death of Outrage, (New York: Free Press, 1998)] 

This begs the question of why people still choose to support or submit to blatantly morally corrupt authorities. Is it the case of a deep-rooted fear of authority or an extension of Milgram’s experiments where people choose to follow authorities because they feel morally obligated to do so? According to Arthur Ripstein, Rousseau’s general will theory of the social contract model is concerned with ‘the manner in which any sorts of structures are able to generate both obligations and the possibility of freedom’.[footnoteRef:24] Rousseau is concerned with ‘how an aggregate of persons can become a creator of rights and obligations, able to coerce its members on grounds of freedom’.[footnoteRef:25] Rousseau’s observation can be applied to  the American illusion of the American dream, believing in freedom (of speech) and the notion that as long as people keep working hard and chasing the dream, they will rise to a higher class. For Ripstein, this ‘will’ is the acceptance of the general will as one’s own individual will.  [24:  Arthur Ripstein, ‘The General Will’, in The Social Contract theorists, ed. By Christopher W. Morris (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1999) pp. 219-238, (p. 219)]  [25:  Ibid] 

The social contract model in this view blinds people from what would normally be considered right or wrong.  Many Americans believe in owning firearms because they think that self-defence is both a right and a duty to them as Americans, not just to protect themselves, but also their families, friends and nation. While some Americans might agree that the collective agreement of most Americans on the use of firearms causes more harm than good, they ultimately still conform to the strongly internalised ideals of the firearms being a symbol of their shared values of freedom. These ideals play a significant role in a cultural tradition that embodies its legend of fighting a war for freedom. Policies developed by authorities who exploit their sense of shared moral ideal are accepted in most cases even if they seem morally wrong.
This belief in and practice of the second amendment right represents  the sovereignty that Americans have of their own countries.[footnoteRef:26] Although it is clear that the issue of using guns and senseless killings has plagued America for decades, they simply do not think that it is wrong to withhold a policy that is obviously detrimental to the life of their own people because the right to own firearms is part of their culture and identity; losing this right would strip them of their pride in freedom which is a central theme of their cultural identity. Thus, the act of killing for self-defence in this particular group of people would seem normal even though it goes against the universal law of right and wrong. This particular culture obviously has a different moral code to what most societies would allow; it demonstrates how people’s perception of right and wrong is sometimes, or in most cases, shaped by the society that they live in. Christopher Browning noted that most social systems fundamentally ‘exerts tremendous pressure on behaviour and set moral norms’ as many ‘societies are afflicted by traditions of racism and caught in the mentality of the threat of war’.[footnoteRef:27] This creates a convergence of moral responsibility to the state or system and an absolute notion of morality. In Browning’s words,  [26:  David B Kopel, The Truth About Gun Control, (New York: Encounter books, 2013)]  [27:  Christopher. Browning, Ordinary men, (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), p. 189] 

Everywhere society conditions people to respect and defer to authority, and indeed could scarcely function otherwise. Everywhere people seek career advancement. In every modern society, the complexity of life and the resulting bureaucratisation and the specialisation attenuate the sense of personal responsibility of those implementing official policy.[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Christopher .R. Browning, Ordinary men, (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), p. 189] 

Thus, most times people find it difficult to identify the wrongness of certain actions in their territory or community because these actions are part of their societal norm, but we are mostly able to point out the evilness of the same actions in other societies because these actions are independent of us and our cultural impression of moral understanding.  While it may be quite easy to criticise other cultures such as the American cultural and moral practice regarding their standard of right and wrong, it is difficult to say whether we are misconstruing our own culture’s standards of right and wrong or objectively criticising the wrongness of these practices based on facts. Even so, I have no trust in an objective fact when it comes to moral judgements.    
                                                                                             
[bookmark: _Toc8828295]The Hangman and Moral Concern
Maurice Ogden’s ‘The Hangman’ is an allegorical poem that highlights the different forms of evil in society.[footnoteRef:29] It is a poem parallel to the Holocaust. The hangman comes to town, puts up the gallows and starts killing everyone. No one objects or defends themselves from such evil actions, their sole response is to cry until only the narrator is left behind. However, he has no one to defend him. The society in the poem is ruled by a tyrant who has at his command the instruments of force. The Hangman is a symbol of an authority that projects an aura of authority and the appearance of being an elite member of society based on the people’s impression of him as one with ‘air so knowing and business-like’.  The poem depicts a series of evil atrocities being carried out by a person of authority which is met by the people with few protests and mostly by surrender until their own deaths. It illustrates how people remain bystanders in the face of an immoral authority who commits evil and injustice; this is probably because they forget that the power that people of authority wield comes from the collective agreement or acceptance of citizens.  [29:  Jack Denoya, ‘The Hangman’, Masses & Mainstream, 7(1) (1954)] 

The narrator, faced with an opportunity he believed gave him a chance to save himself, made an effort to grab it at the expense of the deaths of his fellow men. Was it wrong that the narrator ignores his social responsibility while prioritising his own right to live?  People are taught to recognise and accept values such as generosity, a selfless attitude in our actions and motives, and to fight against injustice in society.  Thus, the perspective from the narrator’s point of view is something that we reject and consciously choose not to understand. Our perspective as human beings making a moral judgement on the actions of the narrator would be that it was evil of the narrator to prioritise his own life over his friends, family and community. It is a moral fact that it is evil to let someone die when there is a possibility that we could have saved them, or at least the majority of people would agree with that statement. It illustrates the moral dilemma that people face when it comes to making a moral decision to save themselves or to save their fellow men even if it means they will lose their own lives. 
In Hannah Arendt’s book, Eichmann in Jerusalem, Eichmann was more concerned with why the Jews did not resist when they were all being taken to the concentration camps. Just like Hitler or the Nazi regime as a whole, the Hangman first killed the ‘man from another land’ which in this case would represent the Jews. Although the people in the narrator’s community recognise the evilness of the narrator’s actions, they choose to remain quiet out of respect for the Hangman’s cloak. The cloak becomes a symbol of the hangman’s authority, similar to the authority taken on by the Nazi regime and accepted by many of the German people. This is an indication of people being able to recognise what is right and wrong but afflicted with the dilemma of going against an authority that they believe is right in itself but committing evil actions that they cannot speak against because they would be denouncing that authority by doing so, or because they just assume that they have no power against such authority. The cloak, or rather authority, would mostly always be a factorial consideration when making moral judgement for the good of a particular cause or just part of the collective moral inclination.  The Germans refused to speak against the evilness of the actions taken against communities that were not a part of the German race because they understood that, according to Hitler’s plan to revive their country, it was a ‘necessary condition’ in the process of making Germany great again, even if it meant they had to be morally compromised. 
Whatever moral conventions we adopt today, they are conventions acknowledged by the majority, and when the majority agrees that an act that we would consider evil in itself is in fact morally right, even if people are uncomfortable with it for a little while, they always get used to it eventually. A majority here could be in numbers or small group of people who hold power or are reputable enough to convince people of the moral ‘truths’ to follow. Or as D. Z. Phillips and H. O. Mounce suggest:
Whether conventional behaviour is a characteristic of majority or minority groups, the essential difference is in the attitude of people who so conform as compared with moral regard…. As only a man who has regard for moral values develops a feeling for them and an understanding of them.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  D. Z. Phillips and H. O. Mounce, Moral Practices, (London: Routlege and Kegan Paul, 1969) p. 67] 

The society in the poem represents a demoralised society where everyone sticks out for themselves alone without considering the rest of the community. This shows that this behaviour is a characteristic of this particular group who have little or less moral regard for lives other than themselves. It is not a surprise that the narrator chose not to defend any of his people since no one in that society did. The narrator’s behaviour is a common attitude to witnessing morally wrong actions and choosing to remain a bystander because we think that the people being perpetrated upon are not a part of us. When the Hangman chose to kill ‘a Jew’ and ‘the doomed and black’, they chose to remain silent just like the Germans did even though it was morally wrong. 
Christopher R. Browning, the author of Ordinary Men used the term ‘easy rationalisation’ to describe how people make moral judgements on actions that are right or wrong in society.[footnoteRef:31] The books explore how the German police did things without reflecting on the wrongness of the action at all or because they thought that it would not make any difference if they chose to sit out killing the Jews or not, the Jews were not going to escape their predicament. So, it seemed reasonable that they would conform with the actions of their group being carried out on orders. Ordinary citizens like the metal-worker and his neighbour who killed a mother and her child respectively because they thought it was better to kill the child as it would eventually die without its mother’s care. This event demonstrates how most Germans living under the Nazi rule have a modified sense of morality that fit perfectly under the belief system that was being propagated at them and the acceptance of killing every other ‘race’ apart from a ‘true German’ as a normal occurrence. As evil as this action is, the only justification for brutally killing a child is mercy-killing. This is a view on morality that supports the popular saying that ‘all is fair in war’, or as Browning says about his impression of the Germans, [31:  Christopher .R. Browning, Ordinary men, (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), pp 72] 

the Jews stood outside their circle of human obligation and responsibility. Such a polarisation between “us” and “them”, between one’s comrades and the enemy, is of course standard of war.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Christopher .R. Browning, Ordinary men, (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), p. 73] 

Geoffrey Russell Grice’s solution to the dilemma of applying a true moral judgement in the interest of everyone is that people consider what their obligations are, because as members of humanity we are faced with conflicting obligations as a member of a state.[footnoteRef:33] What about people who do not think that they are obligated to the rest of humanity except themselves, their families and their communities? Should their actions, even if considered good for their society and evil to the rest of the world, be classified as morally wrong? [33:  Geoffrey Russell Grice, The Grounds of Moral Judgement, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), p. 153] 

[bookmark: _Toc8828296]A Declining Moral Reasoning? Or a Recurring Problem of Normative Otherness?
Is normative otherness the culprit of the blindness to a deep sense of right and wrong in society today? Ladd defines Ethnocentrism as when a group of people deem themselves to be superior to all others and are scaled and rated with reference to it.[footnoteRef:34]  It is an inculcated rigidity or arrogance that stops people from accepting differences of any form in society. People fear accepting differences such as political, physical, religious and even sexual differences. The scope of morality is left within the bounds of a culture of groups whose authority deems it so. Hence, the dilemma in determining a moral obligation or moral judgement on actions that are against our society’s requirements is a major problem of morality especially when it comes to the belief in the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ way of thinking.  [34:  John Ladd, Ethical Relativism, (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1973) p. 28] 

According to Ladd, people are indoctrinated with societal values and traditions before they are even capable of reasoning to determine if whatever values they are being ingrained with are right or wrong. Therefore, if we live in a society where child marriage was normal, we unconsciously choose not to really question this action because we have always experienced it that way. But from an outsider perspective, this being a perspective of a person from a different culture entirely who disagrees with child marriage because they have come to understand the immorality of it, this moral norm would seem absolutely immoral to them and they would probably consider those people who practice such marriages to be evil. They would question why the people of this culture do not show any uncertainty about the obviously evil normative immoral values in their society; surely they should be able to naturally feel that it is wrong to put a child through such an ordeal and that a child should be allowed to reach an adult age and be able to choose who they want to marry. Based on this difference alone, we would automatically place our own cultural values and norms on a higher pedestal against such a culture. Or unwillingness to accept differences could also be a natural or biological disposition of fear and hostility towards other groups that are unrelated to us or cultures with a different moral preference. 
But even if child labour or child marriage are the kind of practices that are reinforced as right and commonly accepted by this culture, are people in this culture wrong to perceive that their norms and customs are right in their own understanding? Perhaps it is as Ladd implies, that most cultures are never really given the chance to choose what values should be considered right or wrong or which moral stance should be accepted. They probably never thought of these actions in regard to a moral spectrum, as norms are just accepted without question because that is how they have always been. Many less developed cultures adhere to customary accounts of morality that seem meaningful to them just by virtue of their historical significance. Thus, in this case, the moral judgements or principles of these societies are then based primarily on the conceptions taken from the customary accounts of morality.  History, therefore, in terms of morality could be harmful or it could be as Neiman says that it ‘enable us to understand the world and gives us hope of changing it’.[footnoteRef:35] It is a double-edged sword that requires us to reflect on past moral values, and to determine the kind of behaviour or moral concerns that we should accept or restrict in today’s society. Neiman’s insight on the subject of evil states that: ‘If evil was introduced into the world, then it might also be eradicated’.[footnoteRef:36] The world has seen the progress in people’s moral conducts. We seem to learn from past mistakes in moral judgements either from our society or other societies.   [35:  Susan Nieman, Evil in modern Thoughts, (Princeton University Press, 2002) p. 44]  [36:  Susan Nieman, Evil in modern Thoughts, (Princeton University Press, 2002) p. 44] 

In the paper Immorality with a Clear Conscience, D. Goldstick proposes a fresh outlook on morality.[footnoteRef:37] He argues that rather than criticising the moral norms of societies and cultures, and ultimately crossing out their way of life, we should try to understand why and how these societies are different from us or why they accept the moral norms that they employ. Jonathan Glover, however, questions why group conflict occurs when it comes to territorial groups and national, religious, or ethnic identity, but such conflict rarely occurs in relation to different types of jobs such as doctors, lawyers, or even politicians. His explanation for this occurrence is that most groups have a biological disposition to protect genetically related people from attacks by others because unrelated individuals may be dangerous.[footnoteRef:38] Jonathan’s justification for normative otherness between groups could feasibly be used to explain the actions of the Nazi regime in preserving ‘pure’ national identity as Germans through the killing of the Jews, or Ben-Gurion’s revenge against the Germans under the guise of Eichmann’s trial as a quest for justice on crimes committed against humanity. [37:   D. Goldstick, ‘Immorality with a Clean Conscience’, American Philosophical Quarterly, 17(3) (1980), 245-250.]  [38:  Jonathan Glover, Humanity, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1999), p. 142] 

Glover believes that being indoctrinated into a belief system could transform people’s sense of morality.[footnoteRef:39] This indoctrination saves people from feeling personally and morally responsible for acts of evil for which there is a cultural justification. In this regard, it would prove difficult for a culture that inculcates an absolute law of morality to understand a world with so many different moral values. For example, some cultures might not agree to killings as a result of self defence just because they believe in an absolute moral code regarding the wrongness of murder whatever the context. Groups and cultures who believe in absolute truths like the wrongness of killing might find it difficult to accept other cultures who believe in killing as a form of justice. While some cultural groups like most European cultures detest the killing of animals for sport or food because they believe that animals suffer like humans and that they should be treated like any other human, most African cultures might not understand this point of view. Based on a direct experience of an African community’s attitude towards animals, I believe there is some form of indifference to the fact that animals could just be on the street as another human. They just treat animals who live among them as different species that share the same space as them. Of course, this natural indifference to sharing a space with animals, being able to treat them as pets, and being able to kill them without batting an eyelid would naturally be frowned upon by those European cultures whose moral system believes in the protection of animal rights.  [39:   Jonathan Glover, Humanity, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1999), p. 296] 

[bookmark: _Toc8828297]Conclusion
This thesis has discussed the issue of authority as a deciding factor in moral judgements and actions. It has examined the implications of the social contract model of morality against a Kantian absolute morality. Using Hannah Arendt’s book Eichmann in Jerusalem, I have explored to what extent he should be required to take responsibility for the evils that came about from his actions, or whether he should simply be considered to be a man who supported what we now consider to be a heinous moral system. I have examined how people who have no experience beyond their own normative beliefs on what constitutes an act of evil might find it difficult to understand the imperfections of their own moral judgements. I have also established how people’s perception of evil and morality are veiled by their culture’s moral belief system and how people become blinded to absolute right and wrong due to cultural values and a dominant ideology. 
Even though different moral belief systems may have their own strengths and weakness, our understanding of the issues affecting our perception of morality are sufficient for now. Humanity is constantly questioning morality and trying to improve its understanding of it. It seems to me that we particularly notice and remember the weaknesses of our imperfect understanding of morality more prominently than we do the strengths. I just cannot imagine what a world without society’s guiding moral principles in place would look like if we were to leave the subject of morality and the perception of evil to our individual judgements based upon a personal sense of right and wrong alone. 
The human perception of evil and morality in whatever moral system we comprehend and accept will always somehow produce conflicts whether we like it or not as there is always a different perception of the ‘other’s’ humanity. People’s moral judgements on what constitutes evil are generally considered to be right in themselves at some point in history until our understanding of morality evolves or another moral belief questions the rightness of believing. Maybe the best attitude towards morality would be to accept that moral truths can be relative to time, place and people. There would be no questioning of morality at all without these factors; morality is always an ongoing question that may or may never be understood until the end of time. Nevertheless, having societal moral principles as moral rules guiding behaviour in society is a good thing in my opinion.
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