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UNDERSTANDING HUMAN EVIL
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Having established (Volume 1) that evil is not merely the absence of the good but a real and active dimension of human possibility, we must now turn from theory to manifestation. If evil is indeed a feature of the human condition, then it cannot remain an abstraction. It must take form.

The task before us, therefore, is not simply to define evil, but to recognise how it appears in lived reality. For although evil is one in its essence—intentional or wilfully indifferent harm inflicted upon others—it is not uniform in its expression. It manifests through patterns of behaviour that, while interconnected, possess distinctive features. These patterns can be understood as different faces of evil: recognisable configurations through which destructive human potential becomes actual.

The classification that follows is not intended as a rigid taxonomy, nor as an exhaustive account of all possible forms of evil. Rather, it is a framework designed to illuminate recurring structures in human conduct—structures that reveal how harm is initiated, justified, sustained, and actualised.

At the same time, it is important to recognise that these forms do not exist in isolation. They are not discrete compartments into which human behaviour can be neatly sorted. In reality, they frequently overlap, reinforce, and give rise to one another. A single act of evil may contain elements of several forms; a single life may move between them. It is therefore more accurate to think of these faces of evil not as separate entities, but as interwoven strands—distinct in character, yet capable of being braided together into something far more powerful, more resilient, and more destructive than any one strand alone.

This image of interwoven strands is not merely illustrative; it reflects an important truth about the nature of evil itself. Predatory impulses may harden into vengeful retaliation; vengeance, once moralised, may seek justification in ideology; ideology, when institutionalised, may express itself through bureaucratic systems that distance the individual from the consequences of their actions. Even the most disordered or deranged forms of evil can, at times, draw upon and reinforce these other structures. What we encounter, therefore, is not a series of isolated phenomena, but a network of mutually sustaining dynamics.

The sequence in which these forms are presented is intended to aid understanding rather than to suggest a fixed progression. We begin with those expressions of evil that arise most immediately within the individual—direct, personal, and often recognisable in everyday experience. From there, we move toward forms that are increasingly mediated, organised, and embedded within wider systems of belief and administration. This movement—from the immediate to the structured, from the personal to the collective—allows us to trace how evil can expand in scope and consequence without losing its essential character.

The five faces of evil examined in this section are: predatory, vengeful, deranged ideological, and bureaucratic.  Each will be explored in turn, with attention to its defining features, its psychological and philosophical underpinnings, and the ways in which it manifests in both historical and contemporary contexts. The aim is not only to describe these forms, but to render them recognisable—to bring into clearer focus patterns of behaviour that are often obscured by habit, justification, or distance.

For it is only when evil is seen clearly, in its various guises, that it can be properly understood. And it is only when it is understood that it can, in any meaningful sense, be resisted.
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Chapter 1.

Predatory Evil
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Introduction

Following on from the previous discussion we can now investigate the various ways that evil manifests itself in the world. It is fitting here to begin with its most direct expression, that of the human predator.  

The language of predation is borrowed from the natural world. We are familiar with this phrase as we watch nature programs and most of us do so with an acceptance and tolerance of predation as a normal part of the natural world.  Within the animal kingdom the distinction between predator and prey forms part of the ordinary structure of survival. The hunt is neither moral nor immoral; it is functional. Species occupy niches and life feeds upon life. Predator and prey are typically distinguishable, and the dynamic is governed by biological necessity. The more sensitive of us find scenes of a pack of wild dogs devouring a still alive antelope somewhat difficult. More sanguine observers realise that there is no other way for these animals to survive without killing, often in a brutal and bloody manner.  Our human sensitivities to such events are easy to indulge because we can walk into a supermarket and buy our nicely packaged food. It is this exceptionalism that can lead to our failure to consider that humans too can become predators, and when they do, we have the clearest example of human evil. 

The Predator

Predatory evil is the form in which harm is neither concealed behind ideology nor diffused within institutions. It is immediate. It is personal. It is enacted upon another whose vulnerability is recognised and exploited. Here’s a fairly well recognised vignette that we read about on a daily basis. 

In the early hours of a winter morning, a man waits in his car outside a nightclub. He has been watching the exits for over an hour. He observes who leaves alone, who appears intoxicated, who seems disoriented. When a young woman emerges unaccompanied and begins walking toward the car park, he starts his engine and follows slowly at a distance. What occurs next is neither spontaneous nor confused. It has been rehearsed. He isolates her, threatens her, and assaults her. Later, when questioned, he expresses irritation rather than remorse. He insists that she “overreacted.” He lies about her consent. He does not deny what he did. He simply does not grant her suffering any moral weight.

Nothing in this scene requires ideology. No political vision justifies it. No bureaucratic machinery dilutes responsibility. The harm is immediate and personal. The victim is selected for vulnerability; her fear is part of the calculation. The act is not an accident of circumstance but an expression of the predator’s need for dominance, violation and power. 

A Philosophical account of Predatory Evil.

From a philosophical viewpoint, we can interpret predatory evil as a violation of Immanuel Kant’s prescription that the moral law requires us to treat humanity, whether in oneself or in another, always as an end and never merely as a means. The predator does precisely the opposite. The other person is not encountered as a bearer of intrinsic worth, but as material for use — a body to exploit, a vulnerability to manipulate, resources to steal, or a life to bend toward private gratification or gain.

The moral clarity in Kant’s formulation is illuminating here. To treat another merely as a means is not simply to use them — ordinary social life involves forms of mutual use — but to subordinate their dignity entirely to one’s own purposes, without regard for their autonomy or moral standing. In predatory evil, this subordination becomes absolute. The victim’s fear, resistance, or suffering does not interrupt the act; it confirms the asymmetry of power that the predator seeks to establish. In fact, in many situations of predatory evil the suffering and pain in the victim is part of the pleasure experienced by the predator.

This helps explain why predatory evil feels morally stark and more easily recognised as evil. It does not depend upon ideological distortion or accidents of circumstance. It is the direct willing of domination. The other is reduced to an object, and the moral law that recognises persons as ends is consciously or effectively ignored. 

Predatory Evil in Great Literature.

It is a failing of much modern therapeutic approaches to evil to ignore just how much insight is given to us through great literature.  One of my favourite depictions is that found in  the 1782 French novel by Pierre Choderlos de Laclos :  Les Liaisons Dangereuses (Dangerous Liaisons). This story fits extremely well as an example of predatory evil, and in some ways even more cleanly than many crime narratives. I particularly like this depiction because it takes evil out of the more lurid monstrous presentations of the sensationalist media, and shows it in a social and psychological context operating with refinement, status, education and charm rather than brute violence.  The film version starring Glenn Close. John Malkovich and Michelle Pfeffer is exquisite in its exploration of the cruel exploitation of the innocent and naïve Madame de Tourvel by the Marquise de Merteuil and the Vicomte de Valmont. Her seduction is calculated conquest and the manipulation of her innocence is purely for pleasure and reputation.  Her emotional destruction is treated as sport and the victim is reduced to instruments of gratification. Her life is destroyed to satisfy the power struggle and jealousy of the protagonists. 

Perhaps the greatest exposition of predatory evil is found in the character of Shakespeare’s Iago in the play Othello. Here again we see the role of calculated and intentional destruction. The psychological importance of Othello is that it shows the psychology of the predator and explores the powerful motivating force of jealousy.  Iago studies Othello’s vulnerability.  He then isolates him psychologically again paralleling the natural world where the one who can be separated out from the herd is more easily taken.  He manipulates his trust; in other words, he uses Othello’s trust to gain access to him. He destroys him and derives satisfaction from that destruction.  Importantly, Iago’s cruelty is cold rather than impulsive which is an important feature of predatory evil. What makes Iago disturbing is not merely that he deceives, but that he appears to take a cold satisfaction in the unravelling of another’s world.

There are many other figures in literature that give us a window into the behaviour, motivation and psychology of predatory evil.  There is a rich variety across classes, sexes and social contexts for these characters.  Bill Sikes in Dickens Oliver is a very different character from Kurtz in Heart of Darkness.  They all share however the following:  the suffering of the victim is not incidental to some larger project; it is central to the act itself. The other is reduced to instrument, obstacle, or prey. Whether motivated by gain, domination, sexual gratification, rage, or the thrill of control, the defining feature is the deliberate violation of another’s dignity for the sake of the aggressor’s ends.

This form of evil is often the easiest to recognise. Its visibility makes it appear almost simple. Yet beneath this apparent simplicity lies a disturbing psychological depth. For predatory cruelty is rarely chaotic alone. It may be calculating, patient, socially adaptive. The predator may appear charming, disciplined, even ordinary. Violence can coexist with composure. Destruction may be methodical rather than explosive.

Unlike ideological or bureaucratic evil, predatory harm does not depend upon abstract justification or systemic diffusion. It requires only the willingness to treat another person as disposable. One of the many insights from philosopher Hannah Arendt is precisely that.  Beneath the vast evils of the holocaust and the Holodomor lies this fundamental precept: certain human beings are simply disposable. In that context the moral boundary that ordinarily restrains aggression is not merely crossed but overridden.

At its core lies a distinctive orientation: domination. The other is not encountered as subject but as object — not as equal bearer of dignity but as material for use. In the case of predatory evil can be seen to contain three elements: Aggression, Domination, and Objectification

Aggression, Domination, and Objectification

Aggression is a natural and important human capacity. It emerges early in development and helps the individual to establish boundaries, to protect oneself, to succeed in competition, and in self-assertion. We can conclude therefore that most aggression is not evil. So, like most human capacities, it only becomes a force for evil when it detaches from moral restraint and fuses with indifference to, or even pleasure in, another’s suffering.

In predatory evil, aggression becomes instrumental. The suffering of the other is either irrelevant or intentionally desired. The act may produce material gain, sexual gratification, or the intoxication of power. In some cases, the pain itself becomes part of the reward. The violation confirms dominance; the victim’s helplessness intensifies the aggressor’s sense of potency. What begins as aggression is transformed into domination, and domination becomes self-validating. The capacity to override another’s will is experienced not merely as successful action, but as confirmation of superiority

At this point, the relation between self and other undergoes a significant shift. The other is no longer encountered as a subject with independent claims, but as something to be acted upon. Psychologically, this requires a narrowing of perception. The victim must be reduced—seen not as a full person, but as a body, a role, an object. Empathy is suspended or actively suppressed. The internal moral dialogue that ordinarily interrupts cruelty is silenced.  This insight into predator psychology is alien for most people.  Oftentimes a victim will resort to explaining to their abuser that their behaviour is hurting them.  This is grounded in the hope or belief that this will evoke some empathic response and the abuser will stop.  For most people it is really difficult to accept that the opposite is the case.  Some people enjoy the pain and helplessness in others. Telling them about it just confirms their success.

This process of reduction can be further illuminated through the work of French philosopher Michel Foucault, whose analysis of power emphasises its capacity to shape how individuals are perceived and treated within social relations. For Foucault, power is not only repressive but productive; it organises perception, categorisation, and the limits of what is recognised as humanly significant. In predatory contexts, this dynamic is evident in the way the victim is repositioned within a framework that renders them available for use. They are no longer encountered within
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