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Chapter 1.

Evil is Real
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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
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