
PHIL 1000A 11-13-13

Recap:

*Iris Murdoch well represented on the exam

Lecture Notes:

*most readable book of the three; page-turner, Eagleton very funny

*dedicated to Henry Kissinger; fully a war criminal; on the Colbert Report

*Eagleton: living literary critic; Northern Irish; teaches English; critical of post-modernism; written widely on religion; critical on atheism; Marxist; written on Marxism; book: Why Marx Was Right

*why do a book on evil? introduced to metaphysics and epistemology with Russell; axiology with Murdoch; talking about goodness

*goodness might be the most important thing to talk about; generous approach with Murdoch

*if art is all about goodness, does art simply equal consolation? true art should bother us; Murdoch: anything which consoles us is a fake; if you love somebody, you admire them in their innermost being (bad qualities and all)

*most of the art mainly just distractions (naked people, flashing lights); McLennan doesn’t know what anyone’s doing

*the question of whether or not we can study the light without the dark; Eagleton perfect complement; focuses almost entirely on evil

*is evil referring to anything? the absence of good? subsistent universal category on immoral acts? is it subjective? if it’s subjective, then it isn’t anything

*if you think that good people are subjective, just saying that people have different tastes; example: if evil was subjective, would just be saying “I don’t like murder”

*variety of ways we can slice it; conversation on applied ethics; what accounts for that?

*Western philosophy rooted in Platonic theories; Plato very important philosopher; still echoing today; Platonic perspective: evil not really a thing; just an absence of good; absence from the forms

*can you have good without evil? if you only have good, you can’t call it good; can’t distinguish without a polar opposite

*Plato: opposite of the good would be chaos or nothingness; what’s maximally nothing? 

*is everything good or evil? or is there middle ground?

*example: Prof McLennan took night shift with son; still gets up and thinks “where am I? I’m hungry. fuck you;” thinks his son is good; but then thinks there are no bad babies; so does that make babies good?

*the baby contains goodness, but only so much of it; the rest is nothingness; can you have varying degrees of what already is?

*Western traditions: evil is the failure to respect the tradition; marked in distance from what is maximally good

*how can you have good without evil; still informs our thinking on evil

*example: leftist attitude; social deviants are a product of their upbringing; social ills tend to be products of poorly structured societies; not truly an evil person

*example: Winnipeg has a lot of racism against Aboriginal people; worse in some way because they don’t have many opportunities (leftist opinion); society’s fault; inflicts sick behaviour

*have critical tool which allows us to explain away evil; example: person abused their child because that person was abused; does that take away from the awfulness of the deed?

*if you explain away the evil deed, you are saying the individual lacks the good quality; basic claim: deviants only need reformation; person who rapes and kills children would only need social education; they are not evil; does not allow for as robust a decision as you would like

*nobody’s really evil; we just suffer from a sick society; kind of sociological Platanism; search for good without having attained it

*if they can’t change, then they’re not evil; they can’t change; they’re innocent; example: if you have blue eyes, you can’t change that; in the genes; that’s how it is; if that’s their nature, can’t hold them responsible for that

*we’re the products of our environment; explaining evil away; should bother us very much

*when a person is affected by a disease, would you want to take your medication? Prof. McLennan’s friend has manic depression; would not want to take his medication while in the manic state

*conservative position: see evil everywhere; it’s your fault; go to jail; solution is larger prisons rather than reform; have to admit that every single person is free to choose; not rational to choose evil; would choose good if you have a choice; says there are some people who are inherently evil

*if some people are just bad, it’s not their fault either

*example: two ten year old boys captured, tortured and killed a toddler; are they evil?

*if you say yes, you’re treating the ten year old boys as adults? are you intrinsically bad if you don’t?

*what do we not let ten year olds do? can’t drive, consent to sex; saying that they are not mature enough to do that; they are somehow not fully formed; yet can we try them as adults? if we do, there’s an inconsistency there

*boredom also a factor; that’s one of the main reasons why Prof. McLennan did bad things as a kid

*Lord of the Flies: kids say the adults would know what to do; see adults shooting each other in planes

*why do we expect kids to act as adults?

*if they can torture someone for an extended period of time, they must find some sort of amusement out of it; something to be said for how we treat each other today

*torturing each other for amusement; some bullies don’t go on to be criminals after they finish bullying

*to what point are ten year olds able to make certain decisions? seem to be arbitrarily chosen; why is the age of consent sixteen?

*not the sick social environment causing the crime, it’s in the genes

*paradox: if it’s the society’s fault, no one is to blame; if there are evil people, they can’t be blamed either if they can’t help it

*no such thing as rehabilitation in the prison system; more like cordoning off the bad people; if they’re bad, then it’s not their fault

*want to avoid errors: want to avoid saying they are just a product of their society and they are not to blame; something about that that does not get it right; if they can’t be reformed, then they’re not responsible either; like being tall; you’re not responsible for being tall

*both ways are kind of wrong; society: missing out on something real; self: might as well stop conversation as we are not doing philosophy

*Eagleton: evil is a real thing; society should be reformed

*where does it start? no evil people sit down and say “yeah evil!” they don’t sit down and try to make a bad society; all think they are making a good society

*Al Qaeda: think they are doing the right thing; don’t set out to fuck everyone over; believe they are good to some extent

*Eagleton: saying people who grow up in less than ideal social conditions can make something of their lives regardless is like arguing that some people who smoke don’t die of cancer; therefore nobody who smokes dies of cancer

*can say people rise above social standards; have to be careful of saying people have an innate goodness

*Oliver Twist: never looses his bright personality; would have spoken Cockney even if he had grown up in Buckingham Palace

*if you’re innately good, should not be celebrated for it; if you can’t do anything else, should not be anything special; is there honour in goodness if we can’t choose to not be good? if we choose to be good when we have the option to do bad, would be more special than if you had no choice?

*Freud: born as monsters who have sex, eat and kill people

*not mad at bears for killing people because they aren’t of the same moral standards as us

*example: shooting elephants and calling them assholes; if they can be an asshole, they are a member of our moral community; should not shoot it; no longer a raging animal if they have a choice in their actions

*have to click over to evil at a certain point

*Hitler was a vegetarian and cared for animals; loved his wife; can’t be pure evil because there are moments of good; no one can be pure evil even if they’re Hitler is a controversial claim; if Hitler isn’t evil, what is?

*Eagleton: evil is rare; does not deny that things are evil; people are both evil and responsible; all have the seeds of evil in us

*evil person wills that the universe does not exist; think it would be better for nothing to exist at all; that’s why there are few truly evil people in the world

*evil possibility for every single person because the seeds of evil are in us; person who is evil takes up a position; does a certain amount of metaphysics; makes an axiological judgement; says it’s better for nothing to exist

*Hitler’s doctrine was about the superiority of the German people; Hitler abandons them at the end of the war; says it’s their fault; was Nazism truly a racial doctrine?

*can people do metaphysics without knowing it? can people be evil without knowing it?

