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Chapter 1.

Evil is Real

[image: ]


Introduction

Few words in the modern world provoke more hesitation than the word evil.

We expect to encounter it in sensational reporting, where accounts of human violence and cruelty are used to capture attention—stories of child abuse, domestic brutality, torture, and murder. Such horrors appear without end, and the language used to describe them is correspondingly absolute. The perpetrators are described not merely as violent or disturbed, but as evil—sometimes even as pure evil. I call this the ‘monstrous’ account of evil.  

In more sophisticated settings, however—learned journals, academic discussion, or the measured tones of contemporary podcasts—the term is conspicuously avoided. It feels excessive, simplistic, even pre-scientific. Those with an educated sensibility recoil from it. Gentler vocabularies are preferred: behaviour is described as dysfunctional, traumatic, pathological, or maladaptive. At most, one might speak of wickedness or malevolence. But evil? That word, we are told, belongs to an archaic religious past from which modern understanding has supposedly advanced.

It is in the face of this reluctance that I recall a story told by Nadezhda Mandelstam, widow of the poet Osip Mandelstam, who perished in the vast machinery of Stalin’s camps. Her authority to speak of evil did not arise from ideology or theory, but from her lived experience—years of living under surveillance, poverty, fear, and the slow erasure of human beings, neighbours, friends and loved ones whose only crime was to exist outside the demands of an all-encompassing political faith. The suffering culminated in the destruction of her husband, but it extended across a lifetime marked by insecurity and loss.

Years later, in the relative safety of the West, she attended a social gathering of her academic colleagues at which the conversation turned to Ronald Reagan’s description of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire.” Those present responded with laughter and dismissal, regarding the phrase as naïve, exaggerated, even intellectually crude. For them, the concept of evil was too absolute—too theological, too moralistic, too imprecise to be taken seriously. As the discussion moved on, she spoke quietly: “But it was an evil empire”. She did not argue in abstractions. She spoke of arrests in the night, fabricated accusations, hunger, terror, and the administrative disappearance of persons whose suffering left almost no trace behind. She spoke of her husband’s slow death from cold and deprivation, his feet splitting open from frostbite before he died in agony, all for writing a poem that disturbed Stalin’s sensitivities. In that moment, the distance between theory and experience became unmistakable

Her companions could afford to treat evil as a rhetorical excess because they had never lived within its reach—never lost what was good and beautiful, never faced the existential, spiritual, and physical annihilation it can bring. She had. And so had the great witnesses to evil of the twentieth century: Primo Levi, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Jean Améry, and others who endured the organised cruelty of modern regimes 

Primo Levi’s reflections on his experience in Auschwitz are particularly powerful. They resist both moral simplification and comforting denial. Levi does not present evil as an abstract philosophical problem, but as a lived reality that demands clarity rather than evasion. His work is marked by a careful and disciplined attention to what human beings proved capable of doing to one another under certain conditions. These conditions did not abolish choice, and his insights about how choice became corrupted is perhaps the deepest insight into his understanding of evil.

Consequently, Levi was particularly wary of explanations that dissolved responsibility into circumstance. While he acknowledged the extreme pressures of the camp environment, he resisted the temptation to view all behaviour as determined by necessity. Some individuals collaborated. Others exploited. Some inflicted suffering even when not compelled to do so. These differences mattered. To erase them, Levi suggested, would be to obscure the moral reality of what occurred.

At the same time, Levi rejected simplistic divisions between monsters and innocents. He famously described what he called a “grey zone,” a space in which victims and perpetrators could not always be neatly separated. Yet this observation did not weaken the reality of evil; it made it more troubling. The existence of the grey zone did not eliminate responsibility, but showed how human beings could be drawn into systems that blurred moral boundaries while still allowing for choices that harmed others.

Levi’s reflections therefore challenge both sentimental optimism and causal explanations. He does not portray evil as the product of ignorance alone, nor as a metaphysical force beyond human comprehension. Instead, he presents it as something enacted by human beings operating within distorted environments, yet still capable of decision. The cruelty of the camps was not merely accidental or unintended. It was structured, deliberate, and at times embraced.

What Levi warns against most forcefully is denial. The temptation to reinterpret such events in ways that soften their meaning, reduce their intentionality, or dissolve them into impersonal forces risks obscuring what they reveal about human possibility. To deny the reality of evil, in this sense, is not merely an intellectual error but a moral evasion. It replaces clarity with comfort and weakens the seriousness with which destructive potential must be confronted.

Levi’s testimony therefore reinforces the need to speak of evil as something real. Not as a metaphysical abstraction, but as a pattern of human action characterised by the deliberate infliction of grievous and undeserved harm. His work stands as a reminder that understanding must not come at the cost of recognition. Explanation must not become excuse. And clarity, however unsettling, is preferable to the illusions that arise when destructiveness is softened into something less troubling than it is.  Levi reminds us of the distinction between the drowned and the saved. The drowned cannot speak; they are gone. The saved bear the burden of testimony. Their task is to remember, to speak, and to help the living understand the reality of human evil. This book, in both its analysis and its recommendations is deeply influenced by Levi’s profound insights about evil and its resistance 

Resistance to the concept of evil

If the testimony of witnesses such as Levi compels recognition, it also raises a further question: why is the modern mind so resistant to the language of evil? The hesitation cannot be explained solely by intellectual caution. It is also rooted in a deeper psychological discomfort. To acknowledge the reality of evil is to confront possibilities that disturb our assumptions about human nature, moral progress, and even our own self-understanding.

Modern culture is shaped by a broadly optimistic anthropology. We prefer to believe that human beings are fundamentally reasonable, cooperative, and inclined toward the good. When cruelty occurs, it is therefore interpreted as the product of ignorance, deprivation, trauma, or social distortion. Such explanations are often valid, and they rightly encourage compassion. Yet they also perform a reassuring function. If harm arises from deficiency alone, then it can be corrected through education, improved conditions, or therapeutic intervention. Evil, in this view, dissolves into error.

The recognition of deliberate destructiveness disrupts this reassurance. It suggests that individuals may knowingly inflict suffering, that cruelty may be pursued rather than merely permitted, and that harm may be embraced even when alternatives are available. Such possibilities generate a tension between what we would like to believe about human beings and what history appears to reveal. One way of resolving this tension is to reinterpret the evidence in less troubling terms. The human capacity to delude ourselves when reality crashes into our often badly constructed beliefs is no great discovery.  

This dynamic can be understood through the phenomenon commonly described as cognitive dissonance. When deeply held beliefs come into conflict with disturbing realities, psychological discomfort arises. The mind seeks coherence, often by adjusting interpretation rather than altering foundational assumptions. If we hold the conviction that human beings are fundamentally benign, then evidence of deliberate cruelty challenges that conviction. The temptation is therefore to redescribe such cruelty as misunderstanding, pathology, or circumstance. In doing so, the tension is reduced, but the at the cost of denuding it of its moral element.

This process is rarely conscious. It operates quietly, shaping the language through which harm is described. Violence becomes dysfunction. Cruelty becomes maladjustment. Systematic degradation becomes unfortunate necessity. Each shift softens the moral edges of the phenomenon. The result is not outright denial, but a gradual erosion of the conceptual tools required to recognise certain forms of destructiveness.

Historical experience suggests that this reluctance is widespread. Reports of extreme cruelty are often met initially with disbelief, not only because of uncertainty about facts, but because the implications are difficult to accept. The scale and deliberateness of organised harm challenge assumptions about what human beings are capable of doing. Denial, minimisation, and reinterpretation become ways of preserving a more comfortable understanding of the world.

Yet this comfort carries a cost. When the concept of evil is avoided, the ability to name certain forms of harm weakens. Actions that involve deliberate humiliation, degradation, or destruction risk being absorbed into categories that emphasise explanation at the expense of recognition. Compassion for perpetrators may grow, but clarity about victims may diminish. The language becomes more humane, less precise, and denuded of moral judgement.

To acknowledge the reality of evil is therefore unsettling, not only because of what it reveals about others, but because of what it suggests about human possibility more generally. The witnesses of the twentieth century insist that such discomfort must be faced. Without this recognition, understanding remains incomplete, and moral vigilance gives way to reassurance. The refusal to name evil may appear enlightened, but it risks leaving us unprepared for the realities it seeks to soften.

It is against this background of both experience and resistance that the theoretical question emerges. If evil is neither merely rhetorical exaggeration nor psychological projection, how is it best understood.

The Meaning of Evil.

This book takes up that challenge. It seeks to restore the concept of evil to a central place in our understanding of human destructiveness. To do so requires two steps, a working definition of evil, and an examination of the dominant theoretical frameworks through which Western thought has interpreted evil—from early Greek philosophy through theology, the Enlightenment, and into contemporary secular culture. To restore the concept of evil to serious use requires more than indignation. It requires clarity. The word has been abused, inflated in moments of political rhetoric, and emptied of meaning through careless repetition. If it is to function as a disciplined moral category rather than a term of denunciation, it must be defined with restraint and used with care. Yet defining evil is not straightforward. Suffering alone does not suffice. Natural disaster, illness, and tragic accident bring grievous pain without involving moral agency. Nor is every injustice properly called evil. Human wrongdoing admits of degrees. Carelessness, weakness, and ignorance may cause real harm without reaching the moral depth that the word evil implies. What, then, marks the difference? At minimum, evil involves the infliction of serious and undeserved harm. But harm alone is insufficient. The orientation of the will matters. Evil concerns not merely that suffering occurs, but that it is brought about through intention, or permitted through culpable indifference. It names those actions, decisions, or structures in which destruction becomes central rather than incidental—where the dignity, integrity, or even existence of another is knowingly violated.

For the purposes of this inquiry, therefore, the following working definition may be offered: 

Evil refers to the intentional violation of the dignity and moral standing of persons through the infliction of grievous, non-consensual harm, or, or having others to do so on your behalf ,. Such harm need not be physical; it may consist in humiliation, degradation, coercion, or the systematic destruction of integrity. What marks evil is not suffering alone, but a willed or recklessly sustained orientation toward the domination or destruction of others.

The caveat “having others to do so on your behalf” has perhaps never been so relevant to our current political situation.  Electing people, placing them in position of power, while neglecting to recognise their own admitted proclivity toward evildoing is perhaps one of the most damaging phenomena of our times. 

This definition is neither exhaustive nor metaphysically final. It is offered as a guide for analysis. Its emphasis upon agency and harm does not settle deeper theoretical questions about the ultimate nature of evil. Rather, it establishes a template for analysis:  Thus, the term will be reserved for those forms of destructiveness in which serious harm is joined to moral responsibility. With this clarification in place, a deeper question emerges. If evil is real, how is it to be understood? 

How Evil Operates

If evil is to be recognised clearly, it must also be understood in terms of how it operates. The tendency to speak of “evil people” on the one hand, and “ordinary people” on the other, can obscure the more complex reality. Destructiveness rarely arises from a single source. It emerges through the interaction between different kinds of agency and the conditions that allow them to take effect.

At one level, there are individuals who actively pursue harmful ends. These include those who exploit, manipulate, dominate, or destroy with a degree of intention and clarity. In some cases, this takes the form of predation; in others, ideological conviction; in others still, forms of cruelty shaped by disorder or fragmentation. Such individuals are not simply mistaken or misinformed. Their actions are directed, purposeful, and often sustained.

Yet such agents do not act in isolation. Their influence depends upon a second set of conditions—those created by the responses of others and by the structures within which action takes place. Fear, conformity, deference to authority, moral uncertainty, and the desire for belonging can all contribute to an environment in which harmful actions are permitted, normalised, or left unchallenged. Institutions may fragment responsibility. Language may obscure reality. Individuals may remain passive where resistance is required.

Evil, therefore, does not require universal participation. It requires enough active agents, and enough enabling conditions. Where these coincide, destructiveness can extend far beyond the intentions or capacities of any one individual.

This distinction is important. It allows us to recognise that while not all individuals act with destructive intent, many may nonetheless become implicated in processes that sustain or amplify harm. At the same time, it preserves the reality that some forms of evil involve deliberate agency that cannot be reduced to misunderstanding or circumstance.

Western thought has long wrestled with this problem, and two broad approaches have proven especially influential. One understands evil as a privation or absence of the good. The other recognises it as a more active and enduring dimension of human possibility.

It is to these competing frameworks that we now turn.
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The Privative Theory of Evil
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Introduction

The first and most enduring attempt within Western thought to understand evil begins not with treating evil as a positive force or independent reality. but rather as the absence of the good. This is termed the privative tradition.  Evil, in this view, has no true substance of its own. It is not something that is, but something that fails to be what it ought to be. This idea is often expressed through a familiar metaphor. Light and Darkness. Light has positive reality: it illuminates, reveals, and makes things visible. Darkness, by contrast, has no independent existence. It is simply the absence of light. It cannot be produced in the same way; it appears wherever light is diminished or withdrawn.

The privative theory applies this analogy to the moral world. The good is understood as primary and substantive—something that exists in its own right. Evil, by contrast, is parasitic upon the good. It arises where goodness is lacking, distorted, or corrupted. Just as darkness depends upon the absence of light, so evil depends upon the absence or degradation of what ought to be. This way of thinking has exercised a profound influence on Western philosophy and theology and remains  influential today. It offers an account of evil that preserves the primacy of the good while avoiding the need to posit a separate or competing force of destruction.

Yet while this approach possesses considerable philosophical elegance, it also raises important questions. Can all forms of human cruelty be adequately understood as mere absence or deficiency? Does the language of privation fully capture the active and often deliberate character of destructive behaviour? And does this framework risk softening the reality of evil in ways that obscure its moral seriousness?

It is to these questions that we now turn.

Historical Trajectory

One of the earliest iterations of this view is found in the philosophy of Plato. For Plato, the deepest disorder in human life arises from ignorance of the good. For him, no one knowingly chooses what is truly harmful; wrongdoing flows from a failure of understanding. The soul, misled about what will bring genuine fulfilment, turns toward lesser goods—pleasure, power, domination—mistaking them for what is ultimately beneficial. Evil action is therefore not the triumph of a malevolent will, but the misdirection of a reasoning creature whose vision has become clouded.

Such a view carries an unmistakable moral simplicity. If evil is rooted in ignorance, then the remedy is knowledge. If wrongdoing arises from confusion, then the answer is education.
The moral life becomes inseparable from the intellectual life, and hope remains permanently open: what is mistaken may yet be corrected; what is disordered may yet be healed.
This Platonic formulation found its most influential theological expression in the thought of St. Augustine. Writing in the shadow of his own earlier attraction to dualism, Augustine rejected the idea that evil could exist as an independent metaphysical principle opposed to the good. He was forced into this conclusion because he had to find a solution to what a millennium later was referred to as ‘theodicy’.  In 1710 philosopher Gottleib Leibniz articulated the conundrum that Augustine had to solve.  How could an omniscient omnipotent all good creator God create a world where evil abounded?  This was the challenge Augustine faced. For him, all that exists is created by God and therefore, in its being, has to be good. God, by definition could not create evil. Therefore, evil cannot be a substance, for if it possessed true being it would share in goodness. Augustine does not deny the reality of personal evil. The devil himself is affirmed as a fallen spiritual being, active in temptation and disorder. Yet even here Augustine refuses metaphysical dualism: Satan is not an eternal power opposed to God, but a created good whose evil consists precisely in the privation of the good he was made to possess. Instead, evil must be understood as privation—a falling away from the fullness of order, harmony, and right relation that characterise the good.

Blindness is not a thing in itself, but the absence of sight. Rot is not a substance, but the corruption of living tissue. So too moral evil is not a created reality, but a defect of will—a turning away from higher goods toward lower ones, a disorder within love itself. Christian apologist C.S. Lewis summarises Augustine’s proposition thus: “Goodness is so to speak itself: badness is only spoiled goodness.  And there must be something good first before it can be spoiled. (p.46) 

Augustine’s formulation possesses extraordinary explanatory power. It preserves the goodness of creation, avoids positing a rival metaphysical darkness, and situates moral failure within the freedom of the human will rather than in cosmic necessity. Evil becomes parasitic rather than primary, dependent rather than self-subsisting. It cannot ultimately triumph, because it lacks the fullness of being that belongs to the good.

For centuries this privative understanding shaped Christian theology, medieval philosophy, and much of the moral imagination of the West. Even as explicit theology faded through the recent century, the underlying perception endured. Modern optimism about education, social reform, and psychological healing carries an implicit privative assumption: that cruelty arises from damage, deprivation, or distortion—and that with sufficient understanding, the roots of violence might finally be removed.

In its most humane form, the privative tradition expresses a profound confidence in the intelligibility and redeemability of the human person or more simply the perfectibility of the human condition.  No one is wholly lost. No darkness is absolute. Where evil appears strongest, it signals not the presence of a positive destructive force, but the tragic diminution of the good that ought to have been.

It is difficult not to embrace the moral attraction of this vision. Against despair, it offers hope. Against hatred, it offers understanding. Against vengeance, it offers the possibility of restoration. And yet, when placed beside the testimony of the witnesses with whom this chapter began, troubling questions arise. Does this language of privation adequately describe what these and millions of other innocents endured? Is organised cruelty merely a lack of good? Is the deliberate destruction of human beings sufficiently explained as ignorance, defect, or misdirection?  Renowned religious scholar Jeffrey Russell summarises Augustine’s solution thus “It is an elegant, logically beautiful solution but it does not work. It fails to account for the suffering of countless men women children and animals...real pain is not mere privation. (p.109)

The camps, the genocides, the calculated humiliations and systematic annihilations of the twentieth century press on the minds of those who are willing to look carefully. They seem to disclose not only absence, but intention; not only disorder, but purpose; not only blindness, but at times a chilling form of clarity directed toward destruction. The conclusion of such reflection is that the privative theory just doesn’t hold up.

To acknowledge this is not to fully abandon the privative tradition. Its insights remain profound and morally important. Any serious account of evil must recognise the roles of ignorance, damage, distortion, and deprivation in human wrongdoing. Much cruelty does indeed grow from woundedness, confusion, and fear. The privative theory illuminates these realities with compassion and philosophical depth. Alas, it is not enough. The question cannot be avoided forever. Are there forms of human destructiveness that exceed privation—that appear not merely as the absence of good, but as something more deliberate, more active, and more resistant to explanation through deficiency alone?

It is this question that gradually opens the path toward a different understanding—one that does not discard the privative insight, but asks whether it is sufficient. For alongside the long Western hope that evil is only a shadow cast by the good, there has persisted another, darker intuition: that human beings may harbour a genuine capacity for willed destruction, not reducible to ignorance or lack.

To explore that possibility requires turning from the privative vision toward what may be called the dualist understanding of evil. Before making that turn, however, the privative tradition deserves to be seen in its full modern expression—for only by recognising its truth can we understand why the problem of evil remains so difficult.  We cannot jettison the privative tradition; we need to give it its due but recognise that as a theory of human evil it is insufficient.  Certain forms of evil can fall within its remit, others will not, and making that distinction is critical to any comprehensive examination of this problem.  Currently, it appears that this tradition remains the main hope and guides almost all attempts to grapple with evil doing.  It does so in a new secularised form, denuded of its earlier religious accoutrements.

The Modern Secularisation of the Privative Vision

Although the privative understanding of evil emerged within classical philosophy and Christian theology, its influence did not disappear with the decline of metaphysical religion in the modern world. On the contrary, it underwent a profound secular transformation. What had once been expressed in the language of sin, privation, and disordered love reappeared in the modern era as a confidence in human innocence distorted by circumstance.

No figure is more decisive in this transformation than Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau’s moral psychology rests upon a radical claim: that the human being, in its natural condition, is fundamentally good. Corruption enters not from within the will but from society, with its inequalities, vanities, and artificial hierarchies. Evil therefore becomes historical rather than metaphysical—an effect of institutions, not an expression of a destructive core within the person. And at its base lies the moment Adam left the Garden of Eden because as Rousseau tells us “The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought himself of saying This is mine, and found people simple enough to believe him, was the real founder of civil society. From how many crimes, wars and murders, from how many horrors and misfortunes might not any one have saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, or filling up the ditch, and crying to his fellows, "Beware of listening to this impostor; you are undone if you once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody."

Mankind once live in idyllic cohabitation and shared the bounty of the earth only to become corrupted and become victims of “civil society” with all its defects.  Evil entered the world and the ‘noble savage’ was vanquished. The natural beauty and goodness of the newly formed humans were corrupted and damaged on its entry into this alien and inhumane world. 

In this way, Rousseau translates the ancient privative intuition into a modern key.
Evil is no longer a privation of divine order, but a deformation produced by society. Yet the underlying structure remains recognisably similar: destructiveness is still understood primarily as damage, distortion, or loss of an original good. 
The implications of this shift are immense. Perhaps best described in his classic work “The Emile”. Accordingly, if the child is born good, education must aim not at discipline of a dangerous will, but at the protection of natural innocence. If wrongdoing arises from social distortion, reform must focus not on moral struggle within the soul but on the reconstruction of environments. Hope relocates itself from repentance to reorganisation. 

Karl Marx radicalised this trajectory. Where Rousseau located corruption in civilisation broadly conceived, Marx situates it with analytic precision in material and economic structures. Human cruelty, alienation, and domination are interpreted not as expressions of a morally disordered will but as consequences of class relations, exploitation, and ideology rooted in material conditions. Transform the structure, and the human being will be transformed with it. This represents the privative pattern in its most ambitious secular form. Evil becomes not merely correctable but, in principle, historically eliminable. Revolution promises not only political change but the overcoming of the very conditions that generate oppression and violence. This optimism can have very real world consequences. 

The experience of the Soviet Union offers a sobering illustration of the limits of this confidence. In the case of the serial killer Andrei Chikatilo, who murdered dozens of victims—primarily children and young women—over a period of years, investigators were slow to recognise the pattern of repeated, sadistic violence. Their hesitation was not merely bad policing, but a conceptual limit in their thinking. Within an ideological framework that treated extreme cruelty as a by-product of capitalist decadence rather than an enduring human possibility, such crimes were, in a sense, unthinkable. The privative assumption—that evil is a defect arising from corrupt conditions—rendered its recognition more difficult because those conditions were believed to have been overcome. In this way, a system committed to the elimination of the sources of violence did not transcend evil; it helped to obscure its presence. For those interested in a more comprehensive look at how such evil can flourish in this ideological environment  Tom Rob Smiths novel “Child 44” or the movie based on it represents the stark reality of the time. 

Even where the more explicit elements of Marxist theory recede, the psychological and cultural inheritance of this vision remains deeply embedded in contemporary life. This subtle but persistent ideological bias is sometimes referred to as Neo Marxism.  Modern educational theory, for example, frequently assumes that destructive behaviour in children arises from unmet needs, trauma, or environmental failure rather than from any active orientation toward harm. Parenting cultures emphasise nurture, validation, and emotional attunement as primary remedies for aggression. Therapeutic psychology, in many of its popular forms, interprets cruelty through the lenses of wounding, deprivation, and dysregulation—conditions to be healed rather than moral realities to be confronted.

These developments have brought undeniable goods. They have deepened compassion, reduced harshness, and exposed the ways in which suffering reproduces suffering. Few would wish to abandon the humane insights that flow from recognising the roles of trauma, injustice, and neglect in shaping destructive lives. And yet the underlying philosophical inheritance is clear. Across education, parenting, and   therapy there persists a largely unspoken conviction: that if the damage were repaired, the conditions corrected, and the needs sufficiently met, human destructiveness would largely recede. Violence is thus interpreted primarily as privation in modern dress—absence of care, absence of justice, absence of psychological integration. 

In the twentieth century this transformation of moral language received one of its most penetrating diagnoses in the work of Philip Rieff, who described the emergence of a therapeutic culture in which the categories of sin, authority, and moral struggle were progressively displaced by the imperatives of psychological well-being. What had once been understood as a drama of good and evil came increasingly to be interpreted as a problem of health and adjustment. The privative intuition thus reached a new cultural form: not theological optimism, but therapeutic confidence in the healability of the human condition. As Rieff argues, modern culture no longer understands itself as morally responsible but therapeutically managed. Authority gives way to well-being; prohibition to permission; discipline to self-expression. In such a framework, the problem of evil is quietly re-described as a failure of adjustment rather than a disorder of will. This is succinctly expressed in his comment that ““religious man was born to be saved; psychological man is born to be pleased.” In such a climate, the language of sin and evil yields to that of health, adjustment, and well-being—an inheritance of the privative vision now translated into therapeutic form which is the dominant ideology as it relates to human destructiveness today.

The question that now presses forward is unavoidable. Does this secularised privative vision fully account for the darkest realities of human history and experience? Can every form of cruelty be explained as injury, distortion, or deprivation? Or do some acts disclose a more troubling possibility—one not exhausted by the language of damage, but suggestive of a positive orientation toward destruction itself? To raise such questions is not to deny the truths uncovered by Rousseau, Marx, or modern psychology. Their insights remain indispensable. But the witnesses with whom this chapter began—those who endured camps, genocides, and calculated humiliations—compel us to ask whether privation alone is sufficient.

The Limits of the Privative Account

The privative account of evil possesses an enduring appeal. By understanding evil as the absence or corruption of the good, it preserves a fundamentally optimistic view of human nature. Destructive behaviour is explained not as a positive inclination toward harm, but as the result of ignorance, deprivation, distortion, or misdirection. Individuals do not choose evil as such; they fail to grasp the good, or they pursue it in misguided ways. Within this framework, moral progress appears attainable through education, improved social conditions, and psychological insight. If evil is fundamentally privative, then the remedy lies in illumination, education, economic development, and repair.

Yet the privative account encounters increasing difficulty when confronted with certain forms of harm. There are instances in which individuals appear to understand the nature of their actions and proceed regardless. There are cases where suffering is not merely incidental but actively pursued. There are situations in which harm is organised, sustained, and even enjoyed. In such contexts, the language of absence begins to strain. Ignorance seems insufficient where awareness is present. Deprivation appears inadequate where harm is inflicted from a position of advantage. Distortion falters where cruelty is deliberate and sustained.

These difficulties do not invalidate the privative perspective altogether. Rather, they suggest that it is  incomplete. It captures an important dimension of human destructiveness but fails to account for its full range. To explain all evil as privation risks overlooking those instances in which harm appears to be chosen not merely as a misguided route to the good, but as an end in itself, or at least as something embraced despite clear recognition of its consequences.

At this point, the analysis must confront a more disconcerting possibility: that human beings may possess not only the capacity to fail in doing the good, but the capacity
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