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Chapter Three

Epistemic Aspects of Evil: The Three
Monkeys Meet The Atrocity Paradigm

Lynne Tirrell

THE THREE MONKEYS:
COGNITIVE FAILURE AS MORAL EXCUSE

The Three Monkeys say, “See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.”* The mes-
sage that a good life is one that avoids evil sets moral purity as an appealing
ideal. Such moral purity paradoxically requires more knowledge than the
three monkeys concept allows, {or 10 avoid evil, one mus( perceive it as evil,
so one must simuttaneously see it as evil and somehow fail (o see it at all. To
see an aclion as evil, one must see il as culpably inflicting an intolerable harm
on another person. Further, to avoid evil, even once one has seen it, requires
tremendous control over oneself and one’s circumstances, somelimes more
thEﬂIT seems humanly possible. Finally, there is the question whether moral
pﬂumy of the three monkeys kind is actually morally responsible. Claudia
Card's analysis in The Atrocity Paradigm underlines a message that echoes
throughout her work: seeing evil as evil compels us to act against that evil,
not to simply shut our eyes to i, but to act against it.2
The three monkeys problem, simply put, is this: if the monkeys are sur-
founded by evil, but shield their eyes, stop their eurs, and cover their lips, can
“:“3}' really maintain their innocence? Shielding their eyes and covering their
e s S sl
nol innocence -mﬂ oflen il?ti !'L 1n ™ "_L'-T"-"“”}‘ﬁ OF s el i
il ey i : u: arm of Lcln:pi:r_'llj._t’.!i course silence born
lm.:;;fj-_,t -ruinlmlk.u-uld. |I‘1_rr.|:_>mucf-. HEI ghi lusu:‘r innocence in others, bul Lhis is not
¥ L is an ignorance horn of weakness, not strength. The three
Monkeys problem illusimies the cognitive failure excuse: f didn’t know, so
What cowld | do? This is the cicuse that the United States disingenuoijsly
Ysed o claim moral innocence in ignoring the genocide in Rwanda.? It is an
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excuse individuals use frequently, sometimes justifiably, but often not. If the
cognitive failure excuse is sometimes permissible, we need Lo set the standard
high enough to block active inlentional cognitive [ailure of the three monkeys
kind. which secms to amount to complicity through inaction and indirection.

In The Arrocity Paradigm: A Theory of Evil, Claudia Card presents a harm-
centered theory of evil, This paper explores the cognitive dimensions of Card's
account, looking first at the ways in which Card’s theory provides an excel-
lent account of atrocities, using the 1994 Rwandan genocide as a test case,
Atrocities lend to be marked by their severity and extremily, but Card wanlts
us to learn Irom the clarity of atrocity about the nature of evil per se, includ-
ing chronic evils like severe enduring oppression. The Rwandan genocide was
an acule explosion of ferocious devasialion: ongoing sexism and racism also
diminish and destroy lives, but differently. Toward the énd of the essay we'll
come hack to this question of the application of the arocity paradigm o chronic
systemic harms like sexism.

The three monkeys problem applied in a variety of ways 1o the ex perences of
Rwandans prior to the genocide, and it continues 1o plague as they cope with the
altermath of those experiences, Some Rwandans might join the genocide SUrvi-
vor in Kibuye who said: “To continue Lo talk about what happened risks infect-
ing vour children, who didn’teven see il IU's better thal they don't hear that there
were others who killed with machetes.™ On the other hand, many Rwandans
think such avoidance is impossible, that children will inevitably hear of it, and
so they join Rwandan president Paul Kagame, who emphasizes thal ignorance,
silence, and complicity intertwine. When asked if the focus on the genocide as
the defining event for Rwandan history should diminish, Kagame said:

[t must not diminish. It has to stay. But we have to change the way we look at it.
... I think there has got to be some serious reflection on the question of being
rational. But you can't lose [ocus on the genocide. it has so many implications.
It tefls us about the past. It tells us about the present. It tells us about the future.
1t tells us a lot about our country.”

Kagame argues against the three monkeys strategy, on the grounds thal ratio-
nality requires mindfulness of the past.

Epistemic considerations thoroughly shape Card’s harm-centered defini-
tion of evil. She defines evil as:

a harm that is (1) rcasonably furesecuble (or appreciable) and (2) culpably in-
[Micted {or tolerated, aggravati, or maintainedy, and (3) deprives, or seriously
risks depriving, others of the hasies (hat are necessury o make a life possible
and tolerable or decent {or 1o ke o death decent)”

The intolerable harm clause sets the framework for the other clauses, but is
not itself sulficient for a harm to be an evil; as Card says, “not all intoler-

e oo
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able harms produced by human agency are evils, but only those perpetrated
culpably.” Culpability and foreseeability go hand in hand, marking this as
a definition of moral evil. Foreseeability respects the perpetrator’s agency,
showing that the harm done to the sufferer was brought about intention-
ally and not accidentally. Assessing the action requires asking whether a
reasonable person, before the fact, would have been able to understand the
nature, magnitude, and manner of the harm the action would impose on its
victim. In the case of atrocity, the answer is usually ‘yes’, except in special
cases.t Foreseeability sets a standard that shapes culpability. Here Card
draws on Aristotle’s view of culpable ignorance, which treats the weak as
less blameworthy than the vicious and corrupt, and which takes account
of what the agent ought to have known, not just what he or she did in fact
know. Culpability based on a normative reasonable person standard puts
the first two monkeys in trouble. They want to evade moral responsibility
by evading epistemic responsibility, but Card blocks this move. Offering a
heuristic test, Card asks whether the agent exercised “reasonable reflection
and care” about the nature of the harm, about the proposed experience of
the other.® The monkeys fail this test.

In applying Card’s account of evil to the Rwandan genocide, | will use the
testimony of both survivors and perpetrators to support, clarify, and extend
Card’s view. Such testimony is hard (o take, but its use in the spirit of Card’s
work.'? Attending o Lthe perceptions of agents who survived or inflicted the
genocide respects their agency, and allows us to explore Lhe role of cognition
on their behavior. Relying on their testimony, while respecting their agency,
also closes the geographical and cultural distance belween us. David New-
bury points out that:

1o many Westerners Rwanda may seem distant, both geographically and
culturally. But when we distance ourselves and attribute the genocide to
“evil devils” or “uncivilized primitives” we simply excuse (as well as il-
lustrate) our own ignorance. An alternative approach . . . would be to seck
understanding. For although we may ncver fully explain human history, we
can never avoid coming Lo grips with it, and therefore we need to seek 1o
understand it.!"

Survivor testimony does not justify treating the perpetrators as if they were
overcome with madness, and although some survivors worried about their
Own sanity in the face of their experiences, 1 will also assume that in general
they remained rational agents. Facing their experience will help us overcome
our tendency toward self-protective ignorance. Just as Audre Lorde said that
her silence did not protect her, and urged us (o see that our silence would not
protect us, we must fight the other two monkeys as well, and open our eyes
and ears 1o a wide range of human experiences.'
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II. CULPABLE INTOLERABLE HARMS:
RECOGNITION AND FORESEEABILITY

One friendly amendment 1 would add to Card’s account is the concept of
recognition harm, which I think is the fundament of evil. A recognilion harm
is a failure to recognize and treat another human being as a person, step-
ping beyond the moral pale in the case of genocide, but occurring with more
subtlety in everyday life under oppression. This concept is a friendly amend-
ment to Card’s view, because she says that evils “manifest a lack of respect
for humanity and for basic freedoms,”" and elsewhere she emphasizes social
death as the heart of genocide."* Recognition harms are those harms that call
forth the lament “how could you?” and to which the answer “I didn’t know
better” is unthinkable, boomeranging back to showcase the perpetrator’s own
inhumanity. In some cases recognilion harms seem presupposed by the decd,
in others they seem constitutive of the deed, and in others they seem (0 be its
consequence. Recognition harms are manifest in behavior, but their inherent
nature is cognitive and epistemic.

My concern with epistemic aspects of Card’s account might seem mis-
placed, because she says, “itis the harm, rather than the culpable wrongdoing
that distinguishes evils [rom other wrongs.”"* Still, the harm must be sceable,
imaginable, and comprehensible. Keep in mind that seeable does not mean
seen, so someone who covers their eyes (o avoid seeing what js seeable has
not evaded Card’s criterion. Evil, understood as “foreseeable intolerable
harms produced by culpable wrongdoing,” involves an interplay of moral
and epistemic dimensions. The effect of Lhe perpetrator’s actions on the life
of the other must be foreseeable, by any rcasonable person, in order for the
action to count as evil. This sets an epistemic standard, well met by most in
the Rwandan genocide. Such dramatic harms were foreseeable, intolerable,
and many if not most participants wanted (o inflict these intolerable harms
on the Tutsis. Total destruction of the group, as cfficiently as possible, was
the goal.® Complete disregard for the dignity and humanity of the viclim is
seen in the common practice of inflicting blows that were falal but not im-
mediately so. In the name of elficiency, killers would leave the victims to die
a slow, painful, and incvilable death instead of finishing them on the spot.
This mercilessness shows no recognition of the victim’s humanity. To sce the
victim as a person would be to see such harm as intolerable, and thus would
prohibit both the mortal wounds and the abandonment.

On Card’s view, an evil perpetrator fails (o appreciale the basic right of gach
person to a tolerable life, including death with dignity. A tolerable life is “at keast
minimally worth living for its own sake and from the standpoint of the being
whose lile it is, not just as a means to the ends of others.”"” This draws on Kan-
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tian principles; a tolerable life allows one to maintain one’s personhood. Persons
are beings worthy of basic respect, whose lile activities (projects) involve do-
mains, which are and ought i be protected from interference. Borrowing from
Shafer’s & Frye’s analysis of rape, we can see that a tolerable life leaves one’s
legitimate domain intact and at one’s own disposal.’® To accomplish evil, per-
petrators often cultivate the cognitive failure of not seeing a person as a being
to whom a tolerable life is owed; they do this through propaganda and willfully
ignoring evidence right before their eyes. Willful ignorance, of the three mon-
keys kind, has no effect on foreseeability, only on what is actually foreseen, and
Card is right to eliminaie it as a moral excuse. Such willful ignorance is a moral
failure, one thal sets the stage for inflicting basic harms.”

Card defines basic harms as deprivations that “would render anyone’s life,
or a significant portion of it, intolerable™;™ at their worst, they are such as to
destroy a human being’s prospect of living life as a person. We can distinguish
abstractly between what is tolerable and what is tolerated, reminding ourselves
of Mill’s distinction belween what is desired and what is desirable. As Card
points out, paradoxically, people tolcrate the intclerable every day. So there
must be some kind of implicit normative baseline at work here. The baseline
can be seen with a look at a few basic harms Card specifies: constant pain,
loss of a sustaining environment,” severe and prolonged immobility, severe
and prolonged isolation, and “the deprivation of the bases for self-respect and
human dignity (including death with dignity).”> The baseline, on Card’s view
delimited by basic harms, sets the minimal domain that marks personhood.

_ The Rwandan genocide illustrales each of these basic harms. Consider isola-
tion. Berthe Mwanankabandi, a survivor, observes that *the genocide drives to-
ward isolation those it did not drive toward death.”” Many survivors talk about
a sense of deep and abiding isolation, isolation not just from non-survivors,
bU[E‘i true sense of being alone with oneself. Innocent Rwililiza says that “We
survivors have become more foreign, this in our cwn land we never left, than all
the foreigners and expatriates who look on us with worried eyes.”?! Genocide
differs from mass murder, which could be random, because it attacks a person
as a member of a group that has been designated for destruction. The idea of the
feton is part of the action, and lingers in its moral residue Tor vears to come,
Christine Nyransabmana, who was a child in the fifth gradein I‘J‘u\-i the daugh-
lep '2:1| i Tutsi father and a Hutu mother, says, "g-:nnwini: SUMPISSES War, |ICL‘it;-IhL'
the intention endures forever, even if it is not crowned with suceess.”™
sorl(;ttl)i il;a::, ::::t one can “read” culpability off of basic harm§, because it is
Lar e havgr_tyone ought Lo l{(n()“: better, showrf somt?thmg abo.ut what
A recogni[ionl?j ;:r(;)nm?(?n, 'fvhdt mdkes:rthcm basic. This underlying fea-

; , Tailure Lo recognize a person as a person, which is
an epistemic harm presupposed by and sometimes constitutive of the kinds
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of intolerable harms that constitute evil. Not all recognition harms are evil,
bul all evils involve recognition harms. When the bureaucrat on the telephone
acts like a machine and treats you like one, it is not clear that this is evil, bul
it is a recognition harm. When a Hutu brutally hacks a Tutsi, leaving her o
die for three days in the mud, that is an cvil that stems from failure to respect
and recognize her humanity *

In addition (o the type of deprivalion evil imposes, Card urges us to con-
sider its magnitude, manner, reversibility or irreversibility, and compensa-
bility. Material losses can be compensated, but the genocidal aspects of the
losses suffered by the Tutsi have reshaped the living of their lives, under the
shadow of the lingering intent of the génocidaires to wipe out ali Tutsi. Most
survivors report a fundamental loss of laith in people, an inability to find joy
in living, trouble thinking about both the past and the future, and find them-
selves stuck in an almost timeless present, rendered timeless by their own
enduring fears, Jeanelle Aiyvinkamive, who was eleven years old while hiding
in the marshes in the summer of 1994, says, “In truth, I do nol feel com{ort-
able with life. I cannot think beyond the present.” Jean-Baptiste Munyakore
was a schoolteacher in his fifties when the genocide broke out, He says “I
lead a life of no interest Lo me anymore. At night, I go through a life all 100
peopled with the many dead of my family, who as killed folk talk amongst
themselves, and who ignore me and do not even look at me anymore. During
the day, the pain of solitude is of another kind.”* Some survivors report a
sense of fragmentation: there is the setf before, the self during, the self now,
and a loss of sense of whal a future self might become.? The magnitude of
the harm inflicted in such an atrocity is extreme, the manner is heinous, and
most of (he damage is irreversible and impossible to compensate. Farms and
property can be restored, but nol 1ost family, lost friends, and too often, not
lost faith, For those who are personally touched, the lessons of genocidal evil
cannot be unlearned, only managed.

Card is sensitive to the power of evil to extend beyond the immediate ac-
Lion into ongoing relationship to one’s own life; she says that “loss of the
opportunily o live out a meaningful life can be a major harm.™™ Of course
it is notoriously difficult to give a positive account of what a meaningful life
is, but in real life cases we can sce when meaning has been lost. Angelique
Mukamanzi, a Tutsi teenager at the time of the genocide, dreamed of “*a beau-
tiful career;” she says: “I studied diligently ... T was very well regarded by
the boys, lile seemed good.”™" Angelique conlinues,

Before the war, | had decided to turn away from village life, as I cherished study-
ing so much. If the genocide had not overwhelmed us, perhaps I would have
passed the national exam, [ would have clinched my diploma in law, and I would
be dressed in lawyer’s robes in a privale practice in Kigali. But today | am twenty-
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five years old. Alf f can see are obstacles to my life, marshes around my memories,
and a hoe holding out its handle to me. 1 do not know which way my head should
turn to find a husband anymore . . . [ have forgotten the fantasy of love.™

Her lament is not simply that she has traded law books [or a hoe, or that she
is alone without a life partner, but that she has lost hope for a future that is
more than survival. 'The point is nol that a farmer’s lile has less meaning than
a lawyer’s life, but rather thal the meaning of Angelique’s life before the geno-
cide was self-improvement as seitled by her own values, and that prospect and
its process are lost to her now. Angelique’s lost prospects and Card’s view of
intolerability illustrate Beauvoir’s claim, in the midst of her analysis of oppres-
sion, that “Life is occupied in both perpetualing itself and in surpassing itself; if
all it does is maintain itself, then living is only not dying, and human exisience
is indistinguishable from an absurd vegetation.”™” The immediate harms of the
genocide were heinous, bul the lingering harms breed isotation and despair.

II1. PERPETRATORS:
INTENT, PROXIMITY, AND CULPABILITY

Card’s analysis is sensitive to complex social evils, which she addresses
primarily as institutional evils, acknowledging that because “people who
participate in an institution do not all have the same knowledge or ability Lo
foresee or confront the same oplions, some participants may be evil and oth-
ers not.”™ There were at least three levels of involvemenl amongst perpetra-
tors of the genocide: planners, willing participants who understood the nature
of the harms they inflicted, and minimalists—the reluctant who tried to do
as little as possible, for whom their own survival was an issue. Clearly those
who wielded macheies knew that they were killing their ncighbors, even if
they did not plan the genocide and took no leadership roles. Their testimony
shows that they knew that the goat was the complete eradication of the Tutsis,
and that they thought they would succeed. They almost did. If indeed they
decided that Tutsi are less than human, but that should increase, not decrease,
their morai culpability.

Levels of knowledge of the nature and extent of the harm inflicted matter
0 our assessments of moral culpability. Most plannets probably count as dia-
bolical, according to Card’s definition, because of their forcknowledge and
their intent, but also importantly because of what they did to the choices of
Others, Card says that diabolical evil

consists in placing others under the extreme stress, even severe duress, of hav-
Ing to choose belween grave risks of horrible physical suffering or death (not
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necessarily their own) and equally grave risks of moral compromise, the loss of
moral inlegrily, even moral death.”

Hutu planners put Hutu minimalists into & gray zone: their plan was witaliz-
ing, creating u situation in which everyone hiaadd 10 be involved, actively or in
a support rule, or die. For those who understood and wanted 1o reject the big
picture, the decision to compromise and participate, was to risk what Card
calls “moral death.” This ereation of morally untenable positions is part of the
evil for which the planners are responsible.

Failure to engage in reasonable reflection is culpable, but someonc intent
on harm or its outcomes usually will resist such reflection, for it requires an
exercise of the moral imagination, to see the action through the experience
of the other, the victim. This exercise of the moral imagination may be one
reason Card centers her account on the experience of the victim or survivor.*
The cognitive distortions that permit and encourage genocidal harms are not
accidental; they are intentional on the part of planners, and in many cases
require from others complicity born of sel-interest. The three monkeys apply
here. The result of such complicily can be a kind of widespread mystification,
and mystification undermines moral rectitude,

Those responsible for the broadcasts inciting genocide clearly had fore-
knowledge of the damage they were doing, bul the average unemploved
Huty youth was undereducated and manipulated. Further, the cultore ol
abedience is strong in Rwanda, Speaking about the early anti-Tutsi bfoad-
casts of RTLM, Monique Mujawamuariya, says, "1 had a lot of worries
after listening to the programs because in Rwandan culture, words kil
more quickly, und more efficiently, than weapons. Our people are pot very
well educated, so 1 was afraid how this propaganda would affect them.™"
Mujawumariya does not seek to excuse them, but puinis oul the power
of mystification when background ignorance leaves people with few de-
fenses.™ Propaganda offers tools (o become the first two monkeys, rebus-
ing o see evil as evil, refusing Lo sC¢ Persons 4s persons, and these two
cognitive failures facilitate participation in evil practices. Whatever one s
education level, skeptical questions remain aboul whether one sees persois
as persons, whether one has druwn the moral map ghtly, whether one’s
wetions are causing irrevocable recognition harms. Even amongst the well
educated, mystilication and group-think can promote complicity in evil
Card suggests most people make these same sorl of Tailures aboul animid
rights and animal wellare. We must not sec the example of the atrocity ol
the Rwandan genocide 1s so extreme as 10 [ail o apply 1o our own daily
lives. The chullenges for moral epistemology apply much more broadly and
begin with designations of dilference, w hich leads us to the third monke)
speak no evil.
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Using difference Lo rationalize harm is commeon in racial, ethnic, and sexist
propaganda and in wartime propaganda. Adalbert Munzigura, the head of a
death squad, explains how increasingly derogatory terms for the Tutsi shaped
perceived permissibility for the slaughter:

When we spotted a small group of runaways (rying (o escape by creeping
through the mud, we called them snakes. Before the killings we usually called
them cockroaches. But during, it was more sutlable o call them snakes, because
of their attitude, or zeros, or dogs, because in our country we don’t like dogs, in
any case, they were less-than-nothings. 7
For some of us, those taunts were just minor diversions. The impertant thing
was not to let them get away. For others, the insults were invigoraling, made the
job easier. The perpetralors felt more comforiable insulting and hitting crawlers

in rags rather than properly upright people. Because they seemed less like us in
that position.®

To see the Tutsi as fundamentally persons would make the daily work of
hunting them impossible, would take away the prospect of stealing their
pfoperty, and establishing a new social order without their competition. The
killers report bracketing these practical reflections through their immersion in
this falsified worldview in which Tutsi were snakes and “crawlers in rags.”
_ffroximity has epistemic consequences. The violent, up-close process of
killing in Rwanda had a complex cognitive impact on both killers and survi-
vors; all mention the horror of death by machete. One expert on the psychot-
ogy of killing says, “As the range between perpetralor and victim decreases,
however, killing becomes increasingly difficull—becoming most difficult in
edgecli—weapons and hand-to-hand combat range.”' Fiie Mizinge, in prison
for his part in the Nyamata killings, agrees, saying “killing with a gun is
Bamff E:Ompared to the machete, it’s not so close up.”* Proximily undermines
?}'sltlllmli_nn. making it harder 1o inflict basic harms. Recognition of shared
I:Jman:t}- imposes normative demands that preclude such barms, Why, then,
iuﬁﬁlﬁ-,ﬂr‘?“;?;:k?ﬁ weapons 1hu% are hoth physically and psyuhuh;g'rca[[}-
. dm;_iiml :.nrl £ .n?.u.rncul reasons include that macheles are cheap and casy
Exp];;in., ""'|'Lt;-l|1l }Hi.mg‘f‘nruu wias young and strong, and as Elie Mizinge
% muuh;,-m_l] ‘-Iu: ‘.mdun 15 pecustomed (o th machete from childhood. Grab
i 1 mL |.5. “.I hat w € do every morning. We cut sorghum, we prune
s L‘i we |'|:d.L]\ oul vines, we Kill chickens . . | Whatever the job, the
: gesture comes naturally o our hands,™
i ;U:i:::dtﬁ ilil'l.l.|_ h,”.“"q l\.i.}[inlgh' have n different kind of epistemic power; a
e i |j.::: lepl.m.u his view Lhat |.Il'H..'j cul and mutifated Tuisis o mke
iy m all thal was human and thus Kill them more easily ™ The prosimity
irutality of the process, which would seem 6 impose recognition, in fact
Mﬂﬂuﬁimli}-‘, reinforced lailed recognition.™ Failing to see Tulsis as |HII!I1I.I;
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enabled the killers to kill more efficiently, enabling them to think of hunling
Tutsi in the marshes as “a grubby job,” and more challenging and more profit-
able than (arming.* Léopord Twagirayezu, a cell leader in the genocide, thinks
back to the first killings and says “at the time of those murders I didn’t even
notice the tiny thing that would change me into a killer.”" The killers tend (o
deny being haunted by the visions of what they have done, bul evidence indi-
cates that later they were effected more than they admit.®

Returning to Card’s test question for cuipability, “reasonable reflection and
care” about the nature of the harm from the perspective of the other, it is obvi-
ous that the Rwandan killers actively resisted looking at their actions from a
Tutsi point of view. Ignace Rukiramakumu says: “At first we were (00 fired
up to think. Later on we were oo used to it. In our condition, it meant nothing
to us (o think we were cutting our neighbors down to the last one. It became
a goes-without-saying.”™ With startling honesty, another killer analyzes his
experience of (he power of seeing himsell, both literally and metaphorically,
in the eyes of his victim. Pancrace Hakizamungili says,

Still, I do remember the first person who looked at me ai the moment of the
deadly blow. Now that was something. The eyes of someone you kill are im-
morfal, if they face you al the fatal instant. They have a terrible black color.
They shake you more than the sircams of blood and the death rattles, even in a
great turmoil of dying. The eyes of the killed, for the killer, are his calamity if
he looks into them. They are the blame of the person he kills.®

This did not stop Pancrace from Killing, but it did teach him not o fook his
victims in the eye. Proximity can be an antidote to mystification, bul brutality
sels the price of that lesson too high. Failure to recognize the other as a person
facilitates evil, and perhaps Pancrace shows us thal evil further facilitates fail-
ure to recognize the other as a person. Pancrace exemplifies the first monkey,
See-no-evil, in extremis. His self-protective cognitive failures cannot mitigate
his moraf responsibility; he knew what he was doing, and then chose not (o
think about it.

We have a tendency, from the distances of time and place, to see the
Rwandan genocide in absolutist terms. The horror of the victims demands
it. It is impossible to hear their stories without engaging the moral imagina-
tion, and the weight of such cngagement is overwhelming. Even perpetrators
know that what they did defies the powers of imagination; scale matters.™
Survivor testimony reveals that the killings were very personal, made inti-
mate by proximity of perpetrators Lo their victims combined wilh the fact thal
usually they knew each other. Further, the ways in which the Killings were
conducted— the brutality, proximity, and systematicity of them, their inescap-
abilily, the slowness of the deaths—all this makes us wanl to further distance
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ourselves by finding some kind of underlying fault in the perpetrators, who
must cither be mad or moral monsters. If we can see them (his way, we
convince ourselves that we need not fear such events at home, and we avoid
the question “what would you do?” We can join the three monkeys. Lack of
education and economic despair of young Rwandans certainly contributed to
their acceptance of Hutu exiremist propaganda, but this cannot be the whole
story, because even educated and employed Hutus took part. Card’s theory
reinforces ArendUs view that evil is banal, that it is embedded in everyday
practices and that it is too often carried out by people who just see what they
are doing as “doing their jobs.” Even the Hutu killers iooked at what they were
doing as a job, a very profitable job in fact.

IV. MYSTIFICATION AND SYSTEMIC EVIL

Thinking about the banality of evil, one tends to think of situations in which
Participants in an evil system make it operate by making the trains run on
time, by making sure machetes are distributed, by doing other things which
in a different context would not be evil at all. Face-to-face heinous murders
and mutilations do not fit Arendt’s concept. Bear in mind that some evils are
acute, others are chronic. In Rwanda, a sociely imploded upon itself, leaving
over 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus brutally murdered, mostly by ma-
chete blows, mostly by people they knew. In Rwanda today, tens of thousands
qf women are living with AIDS and raising children born of rape, and an es-
timated 1 million children are orphaned or otherwise at risk. Rwanda's social
infrastructure was destroyed, setting the stage for further evils.

T(_) compare an acute brutal situation like this to the chronic sexism en-
demic to American society seems unseemly, exaggerated, perhaps even op-
portunistic. Nevertheless, such a comparison need not arrogate the suffering
Of Rwandans 1o our own, and need not claim parity. Card warns us thal min;;-
Eu rank evils engenders disrespect, especially from the victim's ;wi'spmrEiru:

l'_nr the individual, intolerable is intolerable.”™™ Keeping in mind thal chronic
evils do deep and widespread damage, Card holds that the core elements of
the atrocity paradigm should apply Lo systematic enduring oppression. Focus-
g on the harm done, Card explains that

Tht‘: atrocity theory of evil lends support to the kinds of feminism and other
social justice or liberation movements Lhat largel severe oppression. Severe
Oppression is a paradigm evil . . . The oppressed—a people, a group, individu-
als—survive— but with severely diminished potentialitics. As Frye noles, they
are caught between opposing social forces in such a way that they are i’n the
wrong, and they lose, no malter what they do.®
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Tater, Card invokes the core concepts of her theory more explicitly:

To find misogynist environments evil, on the atrocity puridigm, is to find that
they are also the product of culpable wrongdoing and thit the hindrance they
pose to female health and development deprives females of what is basic to a
tolcrable cxistence.™

[his requires looking at women’s lives Lo see whether we are comsistently
and predictably subject w basic harms. Empirical research shows that we are.
The culpable wrongdoing criterion asks: should those who participate in the
system know better! There is no single answer lor all participants. because,
like the genocide cose, some have the power to make the harms unforeseeable
to others. This is the power of mystification.

Remember Lhat in addition to the rype of deprivation evil imposes, Card
urges us Lo consider its magnitude, manner, reversibility or irreversibility, and
compensability. This is where sexism seems unlike genocide—it seems the
manner and magnitude are different, that the harms of sexism might be reversed
and compensated. This is both plausible and suspect, for the following rcasons.
First, we must not underestimate the magnitude of the harms against women.
Amnesty International reports, for example, that in the United States, a womarn
is raped every 6 minules, @ woman is battered every 15 seconds, in China
each vear, more than 15,000 women are sold into sexual slavery; in India, ap-
proximately 7,000 women a year are killed by their families in dowry disputes.
The World Health Organization reports that, annually, about 5,000 women are
murdered by family members in the name of honor > In lerms of manner, under
patriarchy, most harms to women are diffused and mystified; the terrorism thil
Card so eloquently teaches us 10 see as terrortsim is @ case in point.® Tulsis
did not have 1o be taught to see their assaults as assuults, because the mystli
cation of their society was less complete. Thal women still need to be taught
that sexual harassment is a basic harm, that incest is not a personal failure, that
rape is a macroscopic problem, not an individual lapse in self-protection, that
we need to learn these things is evidence of the thoroughgoing hegemony of a
patriaechal world view in which women’s status as i person hus not yet fully
caught hold, even amongst women. Finally, the diffuseness of these harms also
holds out the possibility of reversibility and compensability. Some of the harms
against women can be reversed, not in the sense ol undone, but in the sense of
overcome. Such overcoming would only be a reversal if it brings sirengthened
resotution, both epistemic (as in a clearer picture) and moral (being resolved to
move forward in one’s lile). Some of our experiences under patriarchy do lead
lo greater epistemic and moral resolution, which is why Gloria Steinem could
say (years ago) that women gel more radical with age.” Palriarchal mystilica-
tion tends Lo be most successful on younger womein.
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[ want to end with a little puzzle. Card’s analysis of atrocity as a paradigm
for understanding evil is excellent, as I hope I have shown by applying Card’s
theory (o the Rwandan genocide. When applied to a systemic evil like sex-
ism, particularly if it is well-ordered sexism, then we have trouble with the
foresecability and intolerability conditions because of the power of mystifica-
tion. If mystification realfy convinces most people that men and women have
distinct natures, that dominance is inherent o men’s natures and submission
is natural o women, that certain kinds of treatment follow from those natures
and so on, then how is it foreseeable that women subordinating their needs l(;
men’s leads to intolerable lives, intolerable and yet tolerated. This leaves us
with three logical options: (1) limit the application, (2) change the conditions
or (3) change the analysis of the widespread enduring systemic evil., I thinlé
Card has given us good reason to take the third option. The change indicated
by attention to The Atrocity Paradigm would be to include actions that tamper
with foreseeability as part of the evil that widespread enduring oppression
causes. This would emphasize gray zones, and cast the strongest aspersions
on those who establish and enforce those zones, while responding to those
within them with a measure of compassion,

Se;fism is institutional and chronic; its mystification compromises not just
what is foreseen but foresecablity for many of those whose actions maintain
the system. The more widespread and enduring the evil is, the harder it will
bfa to see it as evil, because the harms will have become construed as natures
via a sell-perpetuating social construction process. Mystification hides both
Fhe costs of compliance and benefits of deviance, and it co-opts the oppressed
into 'm_aintaining the system. Card is keenly sensitive to this issue, and devel-
0ps it in detail in her discussion of gray zones. She says,

lPerha[-)s the greatest danger threatening victims of oppression is that of becom-
Ing evil themselves. Knowingly (o enlist others in their own severe oppression
o.r murdcr and in the betrayal, oppression, or murder of those they love is as
diabolical an evil as [ can imagine.®

To avoild cooptation, one needs to fight mystification. What does it take (o
$€c sexism as sexism, to see evil as evil? Card says: “Avoiding or ceasing
Such complicity can require more alertness, habits of reflection, loss of in-
Pul:ence, sensitivity 1o risks—not 1o mention moral imagination, creativity,
4nd courage—than most young people have.™ Feminist consciousness
Sandy Bartky says, involves “resistance, wariness, and suspicion,™ I'n_
Caug? “the very meaning of what the feminist apprehends s itlumin;nrd by
:hﬂ_llghLlnl' what cught 1o be.™ Feminist vision is both normative and onto-
o i L <

! \ sell as s g a way that others (oo often do
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not. Card’s emphasis on harms to victims, resistance Lo evil, and avoiding
complicity are shaped by the depth of her feminist ethics. I want to empha-
size the challenge of what Card has laid out here for avoiding complicity
in gray zones: this beautifully spare list—"alertness, habils of rellection,
loss of innocence, and sensitivity to risks” —actually encompasses tremen-
dously painful work that brings with it insights that are both damaging and
liberating, causing a person to change utlerly in the face of an awakened
dual vision of the world as it is and as it should be. This challenge is both
epistemic and moral. It is exemplilied in the dual apprehension of women
as damaged under patriarchy while simultaneously creatively imagining
healthy women’s lives, an apprehension that feminists have been develop-
ing for the last 40 years, at least. Card’s work on feminist ethics, brought
to culmination in The Atrocity Paradigm, demands thal we not flinch from
hard truths, but also demands that we do the work to see what is in light of
what ought to be. Claudia Card teaches us that we must conlinue (0 name
the evils that we see and resist the forces of mystification, continuing the
important feminist work of fosiering alertness, habits of reflection, moral
imagination, creativity, and courage in ourselves and in others.”
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