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.. Sometimes it is neither overwhelmed nor disconnected, but instead
subverted. When terrible orders are given, some people resist because of
their conception of who they are. But there may be no resistance wher, a
- person’s self-conception has been built round obedience. In the same way,

if someone’s self-conception is built round a tribal identity or round some

system of belief, resistance to tribal or ideological atrocities may have beep
subverted from within. A lot depends on how far the sense of mora|

identity has been narrowed to a merely tribal or ideological one. Again,
seeing how this happens can prompt resistance. :

Avoiding the kind of Belief that narrows the sense of identity means
keeping scepticism alive. It means not distorting everything else 1,
maintain a political or religious faith: not saving belief in Stalin by telling
yourself Britain and France are the real aggressors against Hitler. It means,
when under pressure to believe, staying alert to awkward evidence:
noticing, like Jung Chang, that Mao’s parents were heroes while other rich
peasants were class enemies. It means not giving so much of yourself to
Communism that you accept Palme Dutt’s claim that a Communist has no
private opinions apart from the collective thinking of the movement.

Another defence against the narrowing of moral identity is to keep tribal
psychology under control. This means struggling, as Slavenka Drakulic
did, to maintain an identity beyond being one of 4.5 million Croats. It
means keeping alive the other commitments which enabled Dr Mujkanovic
to treat wounded Serbian soldiers in Srebrenica side by side with Bosnian
ones.

To function as a restraint against atrocity, the sense of moral identity
most of all needs to be rooted in the human responses. The chilling Nazi
moral identity, built around hardness and the willingness to be cruel, is a
clear warning. Franz Stangl, doing everything at Treblinka as well as he
could, because ‘that is how I am’, did not lack a sense of moral identity, nor
did Himmler, when he said that SS men should not steal a single fur or
watch and that they had not been damaged in their soul, their character.

The two moral resources singled out here, the sense of moral identity
and the human responses, are both needed as defences against atrocity, but
the Nazi case brings out the primacy of the human responses. The
humanity of the sense of moral identity is crucial. When severed from the
human responses, or even hostile to them, it is useless or worse.

CHAPTER 43

Ethics 'Humanized

u have no God then your moral code is that of society. If society s -
upside down, 0 is your moral code. The communists made a virtue
gaging beastly to each other. L
Jung Chang, Independent on Sunday (10 September 1995)

have seen the triumph of evil after the values of humanism have been
fied and trampled on. The reason these values succumbed was probably
ey were based on nothing except boundless confidence in the human
ct. I think we may now find a better foundation for them, if only
use of the lessons we have drawn from our experience.
Nadezhda Mandelstam, Hope Against Hope

ture of our time is the fading of the moral law. The idea of a moral
rnal to us may never have had secure foundations, but, partly

se of the decline of religion in the Western world, awareness of this is

idespread.

hose of us who do not believe in a religious moral law should still be

d by its fading. The evils of re igious intolerance, religious
tion and religious wars are well known, but it is striking how many
against and acts of resistance to atrocity have-also come from
ipled religious commitment. (A handful of names: Bishop George
,Elizabcth'Anscombe, Bishop von Galen, Pastor Braune, Bernard
berg, André and Magda Trocmé and the villagers of Le Chambon,
e bishops of Denmark in 1943.) The decline of this moral

¥




Reconstructing Ethics

Not all sceptics about a non-human moral law see much to admire in

Nietzschean amoralism. The alternative is to keep ethics afloat without

external support. If there is no external moral law, morality needs to b

humanized: to be rooted in human needs and human values. (These may of
. course include caring about other species.) '

Morality interpreted in this way becomes tentative, exploratory angd
partly empirical. It is exploratory on the model of Socrates. Our deepest
values are not just obvious. They are not all on the surface. Questioning
and argument are needed to discover some of them. But ethics is also
exploratory in a different, more empirical, way. It includes seeing the
consequences of living by a code or set of values. A human disaster shows
the need to think again about the values. .

. With disasters on the scale of some in the twentieth century, any ethical
theory which either justifies them or can give no help in avoiding them is
inadequate. The thought at Auschwitz and at other places, ‘never again’, is
more compelling than any abstract ethical principle. (There is a parallel
with a thought sometimes expressed about another part of philosophy:
belief in the existence of the physical world is more compelling than belief
“in any philosophical theory which purports to disprove it.) If persuaded
that an otherwise convincing ethical theory could justify the Nazi genocide,
. I should without hesitation give up the theory. In reconstructing ethics,
revulsion against these things which people have done has a central place.

It is necessary to see the size and urgency of the problem. For those of

- us whose everyday life is in relatively calm and sheltered places, the
horrors of Rwanda or Bosnia or Kosovo seem unreal. The atrocities can be
put out of mind. The television news reports torture or a massacre and we
feel relief when it moves on to political scandals or sport. We bystanders
look away. Repressing each atrocity maintains the illusion that the world is
fundamentally a tolerable place. Yet it is almost certain that, as you read
this sentence, in some places people are being killed and in others people
are being tortured.: ‘

- Bystanders know enough to see that knowing more will be uncomfort-
able. Looking away, there is little sense of an enormous evil it is urgent to
stop. The first step is not to look away. As Norman Geras has written in

_ his fine book on this topic; ‘Under the sign of a different moral reality, the
duty would be to take the pain of thinking about these things. It would be
to take it enough to feel obliged to act against them,” C

The moral resources give some hope of opposing ' atrocities with a
strategy which fits human psychology. The sense of moral identity and the
human responses are parts of our psychology, independent of any external
metaphysics. The sense of moral identity is important, but in the
prevention: of atrocities it is reliable only when it is rooted in the human
responses. At the core of humanized ethics are the human responses.
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e obvious fact of recent history is that the human responses have
led to prevent these catastrophes. First, a sketch of the pattern of

the Human Responses Fail

propaganda of atrocity is often directed against the dignity of the
8. There are acts which humiliate the victims, often accompanied by
d joke. Such acts remove one of the main inhibitions against further
This was true both in Nazi Germany and in the Chinese Cultural
tion. And. those, responsible for atrocities are often people whose
ignity has not been respected. The persistent humiliation - of
t Calley in front of his men cannot have done much for his

to respect the dignity of the Vietnamese villagers. And how

th world owes to the childhood humiliation of Hitler by his father

be known for sure. It is not a universal truth that those to whom
done do evil in return, but it is true often enough, and Hitler is one
The spiral of vendetta in rival versions of ‘bent twig’ nationalism
others.
pmpathy can also fail as a restraint. Sometimes people are trapped in
hich make it ineffective. The trap of Hobbesian fear can do this. So.
ilitary traps: the human responses of those trapped in the trenches
ittle to mitigate the horror. The same goes for the thought of the
or after his first bombing raid on Hamburg: ‘What about those poor
‘under those fires?’

wreats to those they loved.
pathy can be defeated by Belief, of which the extreme case is the
erately cultivated hardness of the Nazis.

pympathy can be weakened or narrowed. It may be weakened by

ce, either physical or psychological. When General Groves said that
tomic bomb ‘went with a tremendous bang’, he was thousands of
y away from its victims. For Nazis, Jews were psychologically
ed by being dehumanized. In the Cultural Revolution the victims
stanced by being seen as enemies of the people or as bourgeois.
ism and belief, by creating psychological distance, succeed in
trophically narrowing the human responses, cutting them off to whole
s of people. o
pathy can be eliminated through a sense of unreality. Combat on a

n without a feature, where the landscape could be that of the moon,
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unre:ili;mx{:sig:::f: :vna: ::)gt];xgrou;shnet Rf:mb:t;vvorld aWay, creates thig | ‘conformity and obedience, bringing to the fore what matters \
think all this is not really happening, i css mak ) anly rather than the current norm or the official policy. It makes vivid

'victims and the human reality of what will be done to them.

side, or by secing the fascist soldier holding up his trousers as he

Sometimes the moral imagination involves both the emotions and the
llect. It can be stimulated by information, as in Kennedy’s briefing
out nuclear war. It can be stimulated by awareness of the effects of
ance or of dehumanizing people, and a determination to resist those
ects. ‘
i Questions and thinking are important for overcoming the effects of the
and technological division of labour. Take someone who works at a
puter in a British company making aircraft. He may be relatively
troubled by knowing the aircraft are sold to Indonesia and then used for
ocidal bombing. The victims are distant. The division of labour makes
e person’s contribution almost invisibly small.
The same British engineer at the computer might move to work in a
ntry where punishments include being stoned to death. He would
doubtedly be horrified if asked to carry out a stoning. (‘She committed
dultery. All you have to do is pelt her with these heavy stones. Do not be
put off by her screams, or by the blood, or by what the stones do to her
. Just keep going until she is dead.”) The questions which need to be
d are about the rationalizations which make the computer work seem
'so different. You would not do it alone,; but would you take part in a
g of the human responses as a restraint requires

e moral imagination. When Nixon and ot/

Cambodia, they sent ‘death and suffering tohers plarkicd the bombing of remote-control technology for mass stoning?

Ethics Now

There are features of our time which make it particularly important to

uild up moral defences against barbarism. Most obviously, there is the

. . way technology hugely increases the scale of atrocities. But there is the

taug!xt about the human eff; . : i increasing awareness of the fading of the moral law. As authority-based
POSCS;zle victims came alive. o i/ morality retreats, it can be replaced by a morality which is deliberately
tral to the moral imagination is see; ; - ¢ created. The best hope of this is to work with the grain of human nature,

When it is stimulated theril is a brl;kset;mg T,h“ '8 humanly important. !, making use of the respurces of moral identity and the human responses.
otherwise deadened b;r such thin d.roug of the human responses, But changes and additions to common-sense attitudes will be needed.
| gs as distance, tribalism or-ideology. It Many of these involve the social and personal cultivation of the moral

' - imagination. To advocate this' may sound like vague uplift with little
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EPILOGUE

. ill be a gap, - ..
;;“:.’3'“'“ May start to seem the , The Past Alive in the Present
idea of starting inter-group i '

0 long as the past and the present are outside one another, knowledge of
the past is not of much use in the present. But suppose the past lives on in
-the present; suppose, though encapsulated in it, and at first sight hidden
_beneath the present’s contradictory and more prominent features, it is still
"alive and active; then the historian may very well be related to the non-
historian as the trained woodsman is to the ignorant traveller.
' ‘ ‘ R.G. Collingwood, Autobiography
is book would not have been written without the belief that the past is
ive in the present. It started with another sentence from R.G.
llingwood: ‘The chief business of twentieth-century philosophy is to
i reckon with twentieth-century history.” The aim has been to participate in
'a little of that true business, taking Collingwood’s sentence in the obvious
way. This is the moment to apologize for taking Collingwood’s remark out
~of context: he was urging philosophers to reckon, not with the events of
“the century, but with the practice of twentieth-century historians. Despite

vinterpretation. At the end of the autobiography he published in 1939 he
‘described how his opposition to fascist irrationalism had made him see
‘links between philosophy and politics: ‘I know that all my life I have been
engaged unawares in a political struggle, fighting against these things in the
| dark. Henceforth I shall fight in the daylight.” ,
i One way in ‘which the past is alive in the present is in the use of
precedent as a justification. Sir Arthur Harris used the First World War
i blockade as a precedent for his bombing policy in the Second World War.
" He also took the mass slaughter in the trenches as a precedent to avoid.
Harris’s policy made easier the fire bombing of Japan, which itself paved
the way to the use of the atomic bomb. The First World War was alive at
Hiroshima. .
The past. can live on as resentment, in the support given to the spiral of
tribal hatred by historical narratives and by personal memories. More

.
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generally, people are shaped by their experi nces of i

influence of the First World War on Hitle's sugioey. i“fn'éff’reﬁ? e
his resentment that the war, whose outbreak made him ecs;tatic n
Odponsplalz, ended in defeat and a humiliating puee There was alm th'e
belief that the defeat came from betrayal;, and the stimulus of hisS(:)‘}:ns

suggest the form of revenge. -

‘Who remembers now the massacres of

P T : oqqe
sumlanty between this and Stalin’s comment while signi hereis a chiling

ng death warrants:

Most of all, there is the thought that ’ ‘
Mo I, ght that patterns to be found j th
may t::ll us things h.glpful to know now. If so,CoIliﬁﬁwo‘bd :r‘uayl tllumf bI:lesr:

Weapons and so no Hiroshima. Without Stalin or the S
there would probably have been no Mao or Pol Por, . ,
. This view is absurd, yet each part of the chain of reasoning is plausible.

we have to appeal to general tendenci i
s ave encies. Without the

a‘lmost' certainly another one
d Waxj as we know it, there
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t have been no Revolution in October 1917, but the state Russia was
ted a strong chance of some kind of revolution.
§ we get further from history as it did turn out, thinking gets more
ative. Would a different Russian Revolution have avoided Stalinism?
d a different First World War a year ‘or two later have led to a
victory? Might Hitler have been killed in it? We have no way of
ering these questions.

ut, if we move still further back from history as it did turn out, we get
region where some plausible suggestions again can be made. Just as
twentieth-century Europe can be seen as combustible matcrial, so the
ology of the human species can be seen as having a strong propensity
for getting trapped into conflict and also for cruelty and mass killing.
ntieth-century wars, massacres and genocides come from combining
s psychology with modern technology. Without Sarajevo, without Stalin
Hitler, it seems likely that the destructive technology would still have
en developed and used. (Here, perhaps a grim nod is appropriate to

cidegger’s phrase about the planetary encounter with technology.)
The psychology so visible in the twentieth century is a recurring one.
e French Revolution gives striking instances. Fabre d’Eglantine
oduced a poster urging townspeople to ‘let the blood of traitors be the
holocaust’. An exhortation by Jacques Roux makes him seem a
precursor of Pol Pot: ‘It is time that the liberty of the people was
consolidated by the shedding of impure blood.” Humiliation of victims
ore atrocities was common and often included the cold joke. Before the
ecution of Louis XVI, the guards scrawled graffiti for him to see:
pictures of a crowned figure hanging from a gibbet captioned ‘Louis
Taking a Bath in the Air’, or a fat figure having just been guillotined. Only
by fainting did Marie Antoinette escape being made to look at the head of
ione of her ladies-in-waiting stuck on a pike. On the counter-revolutionary

§ side in the Vendée, atrocities included forcing chains of prisoners to dig
i their own graves before being shot over them.?

This cruel psychology seized on the technology of mass killing even in
ts early and primitive forms. There was the guillotine, with some people

| enjoying watching its operation while others kept bureaucratic records of

hose killed. In Nantes Jean-Baptiste Carrier had holes made in barges
which could then be filled with bound prisoners for mass drownings in the
Loire. Over 2,000 people were killed in what the cold joke of the day called
republican baptisms’ or ‘the national bath’. There was the search for a

. more efficient technology. One revolutionary leader asked a distinguished
~ chemist to look into ‘mines, gassings or other means to destroy, put to

sleep or asphyxiate the enemy’.!

Inhumanity can be seen here stretching from our own time back to the
eighteenth century. Of course it goes back further. It goes as far back as we
know. The Tollund Man, whose peat-preserved body was found near
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Aarhus, had been executed in prehistoric times. In Northern Ireland in the
1970s Seamus Heaney wrote that he would go to Aarhus:

Out there in Jutland
In the old man-killing parishes
I will feel lost, L

" Unhappy and at home.*

But the French Revolutionary guillotine and the republican baptisms —
and the interest in the possibilities of gassing — all show how naturally
inhumanity combines with technology. No doubt the facts of twentieth-
century history would have been different if the assassination of the
Archduke had not taken place, but inhumanity would still have been
combined with modern technology. It is hard to see that there was much
chance.to escape some variant of the bloody twentieth century we know.

To avoid further disasters, we need political restraints on a world scale.
But politics is not the whole story. We have experienced the results of
- technology in the service of the destructive side of human psychology.
Something needs .to be done about this fatal combination. The means for
expressing cruelty and carrying out mass killing have been fully developed.
It is too late to stop the technology. It is to the psychology that we should
now turn, ‘ :
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