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The Problem of Evil

Spring, 2010
Tuesday, Thursday: 9:50-11:10
 Professor Andrew Flescher 
andrew.flescher@stonybrook.edu
Course Description

What is the nature of evil? Is evil better described as the presence of a satanic, monstrous entity or as the absence of goodness altogether? Is evil something which is part of or at least necessary to know the good? Or is evil, alternatively, an arbitrary designation, a perspective from which we can wrest ourselves given the right sort of reinvention? Finally, how shall we account for evil, or the “shadow,” that lurks within ourselves, and which causes us to despair? In this class, we shall address the problem of evil from several---fictional and non-fictional---angles. The course will divide into four sections examined under the following headings: (1) “evil as the presence of  badness” (i.e. evil as substantively and radically separate from the good; Manicheanism); (2) “evil as the presence of goodness” (i.e. evil as tantamount to the good; theodicy); (3) “evil as the absence of badness” (i.e. evil as subjective perspective; thoroughgoing relativism); (4) “evil as the absence of goodness” (i.e. evil as privation; Augustinianism). We will approach these “four models of evil” through consultation with literary and cinematic sources. 
Protocol

This course is highly interactive. Attendance and class participation are absolutely crucial. Each class that we do not watch a film will be a combination of lecture and discussion. You will be expected to play an active role in the discussion, both by asking questions and raising points that emerge from the readings and films, which includes responding to the comments of your peers. In order to ground the discussion in the readings, it is of the utmost importance that you bring the assigned texts with you to class. The readings listed under each session are to have been completed by the day of that session. We will not be reading a textbook in this class. You have only primary sources. There are no tests in this course, only papers. We will be doing a lot of reading and writing.
Requirements and Evaluation

20%: Participation. (Please note, attendance is mandatory. It strongly influences the class participation grade. More than 3 missed classes constitutes failure of the course.) 
20 % Paper 1 (Five pages), due:  2/18
20 % Paper 2 (Five pages), due:  3/16
20 % Paper 3 (Five pages), due:  4/13
20 % Paper 4 (Five pages), due:  5/13
Books Required for Purchase:

Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem

Albert Camus, The Fall

Chaung Tzu, The Inner Chapters

Joseph Conrad, The Heart of Darkness

Herman Hesse, Demian

C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed

Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, The Many Faces of Evil: Historical Perspectives
Mary Doria Russell, The Sparrow

Academic Honesty
Plagiarism constitutes the worst possible thing that you can do as a student. It is automatically grounds for failure of the course. More will be said about academic honesty in our discussion about writing papers on February 16th, before the first assignment is due.
1/26:

Introduction to Course: “Evil” and Evil 

Section One: Evil as the Presence of Badness

1/28:

Manicheanism and the Duality of Good and Evil



Readings

Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, The Many Faces of Evil: Historical Perspectives, preface, pp. xi-xviii.
Gnostics, “The War between Darkness and Light,” in Rorty, pp. 24-36.



The Marquis de Sade, “Murdering Nature,” in Rorty, pp. 193-194.



J. W. Von Goethe, “Mephistopheles Speaks,” in Rorty, pp. 195-197.



William Blake, “Shame is Pride’s Cloak,” in Rorty, pp. 198-205.



Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Dreams of Evil,” in Rorty, pp. 206-215.



Charles Baudelaire, “The Sweetness of Evil,” in Rorty, pp. 216-217.
2/2:
 
Criminality and Human Cruelty

Readings

Niccolò Machiaveli, “A Prince’s Virtue: Timely Ruthlessness,” in Rorty, pp. 137-144.



Thomas Hobbes, “The Natural Condition of Mankind,” in Rorty, pp. 145-150.



Samuel Butler, “Varieties of Malice and Corruption,” in Rorty, pp. 151-156.

2/4:  

A Look at the Shadow that Lurks Within



Readings

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, pp. 7-76 (text only)

2/9-2/11: 
Film: No Country for Old Men (Written and Directed by Joel and Ethan Coen)
Readings

Finish Conrad, Heart of Darkness
2/16: 

Evil and Human Nature (discussion)


Writing Papers (discussion)

Section Two: Evil as the Presence of Goodness
2/18:

The Problem of Theodicy
Readings:

 St. Thomas Aquinas, “On Evil,” in Rorty, pp. 84-92.
G.W. von Leibniz, “The Justice of God and the Problem of Evil,” in Rorty,  pp. 161-164.
Bernard Mandeville, “Private Vices, Public Benefits,” in Rorty, pp. 165-167.
2/18:

Paper One is Due
2/23:

Is Grief Compatible with the All-Loving Deity?


Readings:

C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed
Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali, “There is No evil in Allah’s Perfect World,” in Rorty, pp. 54-55.
2/25:
Pain as the Counterpart to Pleasure, Suffering as the Counterpart to Redemption


Readings:

Finish, A Grief Observed




Begin Mary Doria Russell, The Sparrow
3/2:

Theodicy Criticized
Readings:

Voltaire, “Conscience and Original Sin,” in Rorty, pp. 168-171.


Continue Mary Doria Russell, The Sparrow
3/4:

Evil and Meaning: Is Suffering Ever Justified?
Readings:

Fyodor Dostoevsky, “Ivan Speaks of Human Cruelty,” in Rorty, pp. 241-247.

Mary Doria Russell, finish The Sparrow

3/9-3/11: 
Film: Jacob’s Ladder (Directed by Adrian Lyne, Written by Bruce Joel Rubin)
Section Three: Evil as the Absence of Badness
3/16:

“Beyond Good and Evil”

Readings:
Friedrich Nietzsche, “Beyond Good and Evil,” in Rorty, pp. 222-235 
3/16:

Paper Two is Due
3/18: 

Evil as Perspective
Readings:

Herman Hesse, Damien 
3/23:

Self-Reinvention


Readings:

finish Hesse, Damien continued

3/25:
The Taoist Chuang Tzu: Reason, Artificiality, and Overcoming Distinctions
Readings:

Burton Watson, trans. Chuang Tzu (Zhuangzi), pp. 1-49, 59-63; 73-38, 89-95, 111-117, 136-140.
Week of March 29th-April 2nd: Spring Break

4/6-4/8: 
Film: American Beauty (Directed by Sam Mendes, Written by Alan Ball)

Section Four: Evil as the Absence of Goodness
4/13:

St. Augustine and the Privation Thesis (Evil as Absence of God)
Readings:

St. Augustine, “The Discoveries of Guilt and Divine Benevolence,” in Rorty, pp. 39-53.

Peter Abelard, “Sin Moves Inward,” in Rorty, pp. 56-64.
Moses Maimonides, “Divine Rationality and Moral Character,” in Rorty, pp. 65-77.

4/13: 

Paper Three is Due
4/15:

Evil and Moral Responsibility
Readings:

Begin reading Albert Camus, The Fall  

4/20:

Evil as Absence of Goodness
Readings:

Finish Camus, The Fall 

4/22:

The Banality of Evil: Evil as a Fungus


Readings:

Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, pp. 3-111.


Michael Stocker, “On Desiring the Bad,” in Rorty, pp. 269-281.
4/27:

The Nazis Were Parents Too


Readings:

continue Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, pp. 111-193.

Amëlie Rorty, “How to Harden Your Heart: Six Easy Ways to Become Corrupt,” in Rorty, pp. 282-287.
4/29:

The Contingency of Good and Evil
Readings:

finish Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem.


Amos Oz, “On Degrees of Evil,” in Rorty, pp. 288-290. 
5/4-5/6:            Film: Changing Lanes (Director, Roger Michell, Written by Chap Taylor)

 5/13: 

Paper Four is Due
