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Abstract This article seeks to analyse the shift away from the moral certainties of
the Cold War epoch and of humanitarian interventions in the 1990s, to suggest that
‘evil’ plays a very different role in politics and international relations today. In current
constructions of the world – as much more global, complex and non-linear – the past
certainties of liberal internationalism appear to be a symptom of problematic moral hubris.
Rather than the transcendental moral certainties of good and evil, globalization and com-
plexity seem to suggest a more immanent perspective of emergent causality, eliciting a
reflexive ethics of continual work on ‘good’ public modes of being. In which case, ‘evil’
is no longer considered to be an exception but becomes normalized as an ethical learning
resource. The 2011 case of the mass killings by Norwegian Anders Breivik will be high-
lighted as an example of this process. This article suggests that this ‘democratization’ of
evil is problematic in articulating evil as a revealed or emergent truth in the world that
requires social and personal self-reflexivity, thereby suborning moral choice to onto-
ethical necessity.
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Introduction

The Cold War epoch was one of fixed moral certainties. There was a clear geo-
political and ideological division of the world between the two ‘super powers’: the
Soviet Union and the United States of America. This division took a moral, political
and military-strategic form, which provided a clear framework of meaning and policy
orientation for international institutions and alliances, national governments and
domestic political structures. This clarity of purpose was regularly drawn on to
bolster authority structures in times of internal crisis as, for example, when US
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President Ronald Reagan famously described the Soviet Union as the ‘Evil Empire’
in the early 1980s. With the end of the Cold War fixity of the international sphere, a
new source of meaning and moral authority was rapidly found in the 1990s’
international discourses of humanitarian intervention. The conception of evil seemed
to be alive and well, and crucial to driving declarations of moral foreign policy of
Western governments and to giving ethical content to doctrines of humanitarian
intervention and human rights enforcement. Discussions of humanitarian atrocities
from Rwanda to Srebrenica focused on evil ‘others’, particularly evil individuals and
elites, held to bear direct individual moral responsibility for war crimes (see further,
Kaldor, 1999; Ainley, 2008).

This article suggests that this usage of evil to ‘other’ criminal, insane or maleficent
elites and individuals, held to be responsible for mass killings and humanitarian
abuses has become a much less dominant motif for ethical and moral understandings
today. It suggests that conceptions of evil have become increasingly democratized or
societalized, reflecting the less certain framings of moral agency and responsibility
today and the concomitant desire to restore a sense of active political community.
The difference being that the moral community of good and bad is inner-directed at
the self-production of community connection, while the discourse of good and evil
presupposed cohesive modern political understandings of ‘friend and enemy’
(Schmitt, 1996, p. 26; Mouffe, 2005, p. 76). In the 2010s, it is clear that the
certainties of liberal internationalism have been cumulatively undermined by the
ongoing problems of international administrations in the Balkans, disastrous inter-
ventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, and uncertainty and international division over
international intervention in Libya and Syria. The humbling of Western power and
authority, international financial crisis, domestic political disillusionment and the
growing concerns with problems of global warming and environmental destruction
have encouraged the rise of understandings of a globalized world, less amenable to
fixed understandings of community and perceived to be more fluid, complex and
interconnected. This article heuristically draws out the implications of this shift from
a liberal internationalist understanding of evil as ‘other’ – as isolatable or containable
through discourses of moral responsibility and criminal punishment – to the
socialization or democratization of evil as an emergent social product or unintended
outcome of complex social interconnection.

The demise of liberal internationalist understandings of the world as becoming
‘domesticated’ – increasingly taking the form of the nation-state writ large, with
global or cosmopolitan framings of liberal ethics and law – can be seen in the rise of
complexity theorizing (see, for example, Waldrop, 1992; DeLanda, 2006; Mitchell,
2009; Room, 2011). In a world of globalization and complexity, states are no longer
understood as standing above society, directing and controlling – in an outdated
Newtonian understanding of a world of law and regularity (Coole and Frost, 2010;
Cudworth and Hobden, 2011) – but rather as interpreters and managers of emergent
effects, generated by social interaction (see Chandler, 2014). It is argued that, in a
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fluid and complex world, ‘time’s arrow’ continually alters the context in which
decisions are taken; with unknowable ‘tipping points’ and non-linear outcomes it is
therefore no longer possible to project forwards on the basis of the past. The complex
interacting processes of ‘emergent causality’ mean that we can only trace under-
standings backwards, after the fact (Connolly, 2004; Chandler, 2013a). Working
backwards from the appearance of the world to the emergent context of the action or
decision makes moral judgements problematic.

It is only possible ‘to speak Evil’ and to make judgements of good and evil if the
capacity exists to link future outcomes with intentions ‘to do wrong’ (Arendt, 1963,
p. 277); globalization thereby removes the ‘intent’ that is concomitant with the freedom
of the subject, replacing moral freedom with the onto-ethics of post-hoc reflexivity.1

This article focuses on this shift and argues that globalization, understood as removing
the fixed or ‘organic’ nature of political communities and ties between states and
societies, problematizes the possibility of fixed moral frameworks of judgement. In this
diminishment of the sense of community, evil does not directly reveal difference and
distinction but works indirectly to reveal social interconnection and to strengthen or
substitute for formal bonds of political connection. Evil becomes transformed in ways
that can be understood as banalizing, democratizing or societalizing our conception of
it. The acts of individuals – from acts of terror to those of mass killings – become
transformed from ‘evil’ exceptions to deeper reflections upon society, social values,
informal institutions of socialization and unintended social outcomes. Evil, internalized
in these ‘flatter’, more inclusive framings, can be understood as ontologically
constitutive of communities of affect and adaptation – through the process of self-
reflection upon the social bonds of indirect connection.

Evil and the Autonomy of the Individual

A globalized, complex ‘runaway’ world appears to be out of the conscious control of
humanity (Giddens, 2002). It is regularly argued now that humans are not so special;
that we are not somehow subjects separate from or distinct from the world in which
we live. For post-Cartesian approaches, increasingly dominant in the discipline of
International Relations, subjects are embedded and dependent upon their external
environment and relational social contexts (for example, Bennett, 2010; Cudworth
and Hobden, 2011). The autonomous individual has been increasingly effaced in our
discourses of understanding through two inter-connected processes, which downplay
the importance of the subject as an intentional or moral agent but stress the subject’s
causal agency in the production and reproduction of the world.

The first is the understanding that individuals are not autonomous actors but
are embedded products of their social contexts and relations. Rather than having
decision-making autonomy, individuals are understood to have a constricted or
bounded rationality, shaped by past experiences and by the institutional cognitive
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and ideational processes in which they are embedded (exemplified in the rise of new
institutionalist understandings, for example, North, 1990; Peters, 2005; Mahoney and
Thelen, 2010). In effect, the individual is no longer seen as an isolated actor but as a
social product. It is also argued that our social and material embeddedness does not
just differentiate, limit and constrain our rationality but that, even more problemati-
cally, the consequences of our decisions take on greater importance as our actions are
inserted into powerful processes of complex global interaction, extending the impact
of our individual actions and choices (Giddens, 1994, 2002; Beck, 2009). The
combination of our advances in science and technology and the globalization of our
world makes our social powers the biggest threat both to ourselves and to the planet
upon which we live and reveals the modernist myth of the autonomous rational
subject to be particularly problematic (Dewey, 1927; Latour, 1993, 2007).

The second shift is the ambiguation introduced into the idea of the moral respon-
sibility of an individual for their actions where intentionality is much less central
to the concept of responsibility. The individual is ‘responsible’ for causing the
outcomes of their actions or decisions but this understanding increasingly escapes
traditional liberal groundings of direct responsibility as, in a world increasingly
governed by complexity, there are no clear relations between actions and outcomes:
in other words, less linearity of relation between cause and effect. There is, thereby, a
greater level of social determinism before the act or decision of the individual and a
greater level of contingency or indeterminism subsequent to the action or behaviour.
Through both these shifts in understanding, the autonomous individual becomes
increasingly less liable to be judged not only in terms of formal legal framings (with
the rise of societal, medical and therapeutic understandings) but also in terms of
moral values of good and evil.

With this discursive shift, it is argued that it is human hubris – our inability to
understand our true, interconnected associated nature and its consequences – that
explains the gap between the disastrous appearance of the world and the illusory
promise of the liberal modernist vision (Latour, 2004; Bennett, 2010; Connolly,
2011). The new onto-ethics of ‘evil’ enable this gap to bridged. Acts that were once
‘evil’ – which we would previously have seen as external or ‘other’ – now reveal the
democratization of evil: the social, emergent nature of the world. Emergent
conceptions of evil enable ethical self-reflection to displace the modernist disavowal
of our real social interconnection and its consequences. Rather than exceptions to the
norm, the acts of Norwegian Anders Breivik2 or any other acts of mass killing or
destruction are increasingly understood to be reflections upon ourselves and our own
societies – a ‘truth’ or a ‘message’ about our own modes of existence – one that
beneath the surface expressions of shock or of outrage seems strangely compelling or
reassuring (see, for example, Baudrillard, 2002).

Evil is therefore increasingly ‘all about us’, not in order to clarify the world as a
precondition of external policy intervention (of vigilance against the Soviets or of
intervention against non-enlightened human rights abusers) but as a mechanism of
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self-reflexivity upon the world we live in and are understood to have constructed
ourselves (see Chandler, 2013b). As Baudrillard (2009) puts it, we ‘will’ the
democratization of evil – and its transformation into good and bad – not as a spur to
collective or political action but as a ratification and rationalization of the need to be
more attuned to our own weaknesses and inadequacies. The moral ‘ability to speak Evil’
was a call to action in the world and the reflection of a cohered and engaged subject. The
less we can speak Evil, the more actions that once reflected the subjectivity of the ‘other’
are understood to reflect the problematic subjectivity of ourselves. The difference is a
marked one: in the past, it was often understood that the crimes of Hitler’s Germany or
Stalin’s Russia were evil, or even perhaps the US dropping of the atomic bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. But in these cases evil stood as a call to action in the external
world: a call to politics, to collective, transformative engagement. This is very different
to the evils of market inequalities, global warming or social fragmentation today, which
as we shall see below, tend to elicit an inward-looking self-orientated concern with
individual and collective ethical self-reflexivity.

The End of Evil

Global complexity, and the ethical constructions it gives rise to, discursively tends to
elide any clear divide between subject and the external world and between the public
and the private. For this reason, Weber’s (2004) binary ethical ontology that: ‘all
ethically orientated action can be guided by either of two fundamentally different,
irredeemably incompatible maxims: … an “ethics of conviction” or an “ethics of
responsibility” ’ (p. 83), seems to be much less tenable today. In a world of
complexity, ethical responsibility tends to be reformulated to take account of the fact
that the consequences of our actions are dependent upon the socio-material processes
into which they are inserted (see Chandler, 2013c). The field of ethical and political
responsibility is therefore defined less by our personal or our public choices and more
by our embeddedness in emergent chains of causality (Connolly, 2004; Bennett,
2010; Cudworth and Hobden, 2011). In a global relational ontology, our ethical
responsibilities stem from the unintended consequences of our relational embedded-
ness and our ethical duty to become reflexively awareness of this. Ethical duties arise
post-hoc: they are derived from the appearances of the world and the capacity to take
reflexive responsibility for these appearances rather than from personal under-
standings or political or forward-looking aspirations.

Under discourses of complexity and social relationality, power relations can easily
evaporate into complex processes of indirect interconnection, where responsibility for
the actions of governments, as much as the actions of individuals, are seen to be shared
much more equally. This process of dismantling frameworks of individual and
collective responsibility often appears as an enlightened, socially rich, actor-networked
perspective (see, for example, Latour, 2007). These richer social ontological
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approaches – highlighted in the rise of assemblage theory, new materialism and
post-humanism – tend to work on the basis of ‘flat’ or ‘bottom-up’ ontologies of
interconnection (DeLanda, 2006, p. 28, 32). Here, agency is distributed away from
the formal centres of political power (the focus of liberal ontologies) and towards the
margins or the ‘everyday’ where the ‘tactics’ of ordinary people contest and disrupt
the strategies and understandings of the powerful (see, for example, de Certeau,
1988). In these more fluid ontologies, governing or personal intentionality is much
less important than the complex ontological reality of social interconnectivity. The
more broadly the connections are drawn, the more diverse are the actors and agents
that need to be drawn in to provide an adequate explanation of concrete social
outcomes (Latour, 2007). The focus upon the social relational embeddedness that
produces concrete realities, rather than upon the abstract or metaphysical construc-
tions of human purpose and intention, also enables agency to be redistributed beyond
purely human, or anthropomorphic constructions of intentionality (for example,
Bennett, 2010; Connolly, 2011).

This shift, away from discourses of moral autonomy, has been prefigured in many
conservative frameworks, critical or resistant to liberal ontologies of the autonomy of
the subject (see Malik, 1996). However, these had always been marginalized as long
as liberal understandings of government and the state were maintained, as they were
through the long Cold War, which froze the social conflict at the heart of modern
understandings of political autonomy and human progress. It was social conflict,
which both framed the need for the state, as standing above society, and articulated
the telos of progress and the space of human freedom in contested understandings
of the future. As long as we had liberal ontologies – the social contract understanding
of the autonomous subject: the morally autonomous individual – as the basis of
modern framings of law and politics, then evil could always exist as a way of framing
the ‘other’ as an exception to the norm. The exhaustion of this perspective, the
democratization of evil to society, through embedding the individual in their inter-
subjective, institutional, cognitive, cultural and ideational contexts, always lurked
beneath the liberal surface. This subterranean world – in which evil, along with moral
autonomy, could be effaced – and its disruptive effects on liberal framings of the
operation of law were acutely examined in Arendt’s (1963) powerful examination of
the ‘banality of evil’ in her discussion of the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem.

Perhaps a useful contemporary example of going beyond good and evil in the
understanding of the exceptional acts of individuals is that of the Breivik case of the
Norwegian mass killings in July 2011. The striking aspect, compared with most
previous mass murders carried out by isolated and individual fantasists, is that
Breivik’s actions were not discursively framed in terms of those of a problematic,
‘evil’ or insane ‘other’, nor in terms of a morally responsible autonomous individual.
The most compelling aspect of the case is the resistance to any understanding of
Breivik as ‘other’; reflected in the widespread criticism of the original psychiatric
report that he was insane and incapable of guilt as a paranoid schizophrenic
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(Traufetter, 2012a). In response, the court took the unprecedented step of ordering a
second psychiatric report that found that he was perfectly sane, with no signs ‘that
he suffered from impaired consciousness’ (Traufetter, 2012b). The argument that
Breivik was perfectly sane did not however reduce his actions to those of a morally
responsible criminal individual. Instead, the case developed a set of meanings with
similarly disturbing implications for Norwegian society as those of the Eichmann
trial, in terms of banalizing or normalizing the acts that had such shocking and
dehumanizing consequences.

The difference, of course, was that Eichmann followed orders under a Nazi
regime, making his crimes difficult to isolate or understand as the ‘evil’ acts of an
isolated individual. Eichmann could not be portrayed as an exception, or ‘other’ to
the norm, and it was his ‘normality’ that was exactly the morally appalling aspect
which Arendt (1963) sought to draw attention to. The key aspect of the Breivik case,
which is important to illustratively highlight, is the social or cultural sensitivities at
play that sought to see Breivik in similar terms to Eichmann: as revealing a deeper
emergent societal cause. Rather than exceptional – ‘evil’ – acts of an individual,
Breivik’s actions have been broadly understood as a ‘wake-up call’ or urgent lesson
for the society in which he lived. The evil of Breivik was ‘democratized’ or, perhaps
more accurately, ‘societalized’ and understood as a social and unintended product of
the formal and informal societal context.3 Rather than Breivik being interpellated as
an ‘evil’ individual, societal institutional or environmental frameworks were seen as
in need of reflexive adaptation in order to prevent such actions from recurring.

In short, Breivik’s actions were understood as being caused by the faults or
problems of societal frameworks of institutionalization. These were not understood to
be at fault materially, for example, through depriving him of material needs, or to be at
fault intentionally or negligently, as if the consequences of institutional arrangements
could have been understood in advance, making them amenable to rational or scientific
planning. Breivik’s institutional and ideational environment was judged to be the
unintentional emergent outcome of societal practices and understandings, leading to
problematic behavioural outcomes. The event of mass murder was read backwards to
indicate what needed to be done in terms of adaptive environmental changes to prevent
such actions recurring. Rather than action of an exceptional – ‘evil’ – individual,
Breivik’s actions were seen as a demand for self-reflection upon society itself,
understood as an inter-subjective institutional ideational or cognitive context for
individual decision making. It was Breivik’s embeddedness that enabled his action
(which could otherwise have been seen as an arbitrary act of an individual fantasist) to
be ‘societalized’ (Fleming, 2012; Orange, 2012; Moore, 2012).

This framework of understanding highlights the consequences of a shift from
rationalist approaches to the subject – which maintain moral autonomy – to
embedded approaches that internalize ‘evil’ as an emergent unintentional social
product with no concomitant subject/object separation. Nietzsche was probably the
first theorist to recognize the importance of this separation between the subject and
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the world. In his aphorism on ‘The fable of intelligible freedom’ he stressed the error
of ‘moral responsibility’, which confuses human intent with outcomes in the world:
the error in which ‘we take the effect to be the cause’ and thereby work backwards
from the appearance of the world to understand it as a reflection upon human nature
(Nietzsche, 1984, p. 43). Nietzsche (1984) argued that without a forward-looking
understanding, which posited a necessary gap of contingency between man and the
world, man would be denied genuine responsibility for his actions and any ‘freedom of
the will’ (p. 43). In frameworks of emergent causality, this is exactly the outcome: evil
becomes democratized, banalized or societalized, and the individual is considered
merely as an embedded subject, with much less moral – individual – responsibility for
their actions.

However, it is not just the individual subject that loses their subject autonomy. The
democratization or societalization of evil also reflects a major shift in state–society
relations and responsibilities. Once the individual is no longer understood to be
morally autonomous, the liberal barriers between the public and the private spheres
become progressively effaced as the state becomes active in the environmental or
institutional shaping of the cognitive contexts of individual decision making and
behaviour. As the choice-architects of Nudge argue, if individuals are influenced by
the various inter-subjective contexts in which they are embedded, it is the duty of the
government to also engage in influencing individual behavioural choices (Thaler and
Sunstein, 2009; see also John et al, 2011).

In this framework, government also loses its autonomy to control and shape
society through the liberal process of law-making; instead, government becomes
immersed in the social processes of governance: shaping the choice-making
environment of individuals. As Foucault (2003) indicated, this shift away from
sovereign and disciplinary power constitutes ‘the population as a political problem’

and, within this, focuses on the real lives or the everyday of individuals and
communities ‘and their environment, the milieu in which they live … to the extent
that it is not a natural environment, that it has been created by the population and
therefore has effects on that population’ (p. 245). It is this ‘milieu’ that accounts ‘for
action at a distance of one body on another’ and thereby ‘appears as a field of
intervention’ (Foucault, 2007, pp. 20–21). In this framework, governance operates
indirectly, through work on the informal level of societal life itself, rather than
through the formal framework of public law in relation to individuals as citizens:
‘action is brought to bear on the rules of the game rather than on the players’ as
Foucault (2008) stated in The Birth of Biopolitics (p. 260).

Unlike government, governance makes no assumptions regarding the autonomy of
the political – as a sphere separate from or above societal decision making. The
democratizing or societalizing of evil thereby can be understood to reflect the
attenuation of liberal understandings of the autonomy of both states and subjects, as
the management of complex social processes removes both government and indivi-
duals from the field of moral judgement. As Baudrillard perceptively commented, evil
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is effectively banished from this world, in which autonomous subjects bleed into
social processes, no longer permitting the clear distinctions of Self and Other. The
attenuation of the liberal subject means that in the West: ‘We can no longer speak
Evil’ (Baudrillard, 2009, p. 97). Today, it seems that the societalization of the subject
has turned moral understandings of evil exceptions into policy programmes of
governance around the norm. Where evil denoted the dark side of the freedom and
autonomy of the individual, today governance through the onto-ethics of necessity
denotes a world beyond good and evil.

Understanding the democratization of evil in terms of biopolitical or societal shifts,
through which the state submerses itself within society and governs from the bottom-up
rather than the top-down, has received plenty of analytic attention, not just from
Foucauldian-informed theorists. For example, the sociologist Furedi, 2011 notes:

Today the traditional categories of sinners and the morally inferior have been
displaced by jargon drawn from behavioural economics, evolutionary psychol-
ogy, and neuroscience. The resources of the disciplines have been mobilized
effectively to discredit the idea of moral autonomy. (p. 136)

The democratization of evil, as a programme of governance, is dependent upon the
inversion of liberal meta-narratives with their telos of future-orientated progress. This
inversion is highlighted in the field of International Relations with the rise of
complexity approaches, philosophical pragmatism, new materialism, post-humanism
and other approaches that emphasize the embedded nature of the subject. This shift,
from a world of laws and causation to one of complexity and indeterminacy, has been
less commented on in relation to the problematic of evil and moral autonomy and is
the subject of the concluding sections.

Onto-Ethics and the Construction of Community

One of the most insightful presentations of the world beyond good and evil was that
of the philosophical pragmatist John Dewey, who outlined these ideas clearly in his
1927 classic The Public and its Problems. For Dewey, liberal subject/object under-
standings made little sense in a world in which associative behavioural interconnec-
tions meant that social outcomes were not amenable to individual understanding or
fixed frameworks of meaning. Dewey (1927) understood this as a ‘new era of human
relationships’ where ‘indirect consequences of conjoint activity outweigh, beyond the
possibility of reckoning, the results directly contemplated’ (p. 107). In a world of rich
social affects, it was clear that efforts to improve the world could no longer work in
top-down ways – through morals and law – as the public was no longer constituted in
fixed communities with shared frameworks of norms and understanding. For Dewey,
political communities could not be constituted by choice or by fiat but only in relation
to the understanding of shared associational consequences. It seems quite possible that
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the revival of pragmatic understandings today can be explained by the erosion of
frameworks of meaning of Left and Right that shaped political contestation and
representational legitimization. In a pragmatic framing, hostile to metaphysical
constructions, evil is no longer externalized as an exception but internalized as a
shared experience, which enables communities not only to constitute themselves in
the absence of former means of political affiliation and participation but also to give a
positive purpose – ethico-necessity – to this associative framework.

Following the logic of Dewey, we could then understand the democratization of
evil as a way of constituting communities through the continual search for ethical
‘lessons’ which both affirm community and provide a focus for the ongoing process of
community building and social meaning construction. It appears that rather than great
‘causes’ or political principles it is the onto-ethics of necessity that bring people
together and can reassert relational ties through a new conception of shared ‘respon-
sibility’. Societal reflection upon the mechanisms of social existence provides an ethic
which at least partially can replace the moral certainties of the past. This idea of
a reflexive ethic of community responsibility fits with Dewey’s (1927) idea of
democracy as ‘the idea of community life itself’ (p. 148). Political community then
becomes real, not its formal constitution in the public sphere but in the reflective
considerations of the consequences that emerge from community association and
reflexive attempts to adapt to and manage potential consequences. For Dewey (1927),
the ontological fact of political community only emerges with this self-reflexive
awareness of the consequences of social affinities and relations (p. 149). Political
community does not emerge merely from social relationality, which is unconscious and
unplanned, but only when self-reflection reveals the emergent causality, which
indicates the real inner characteristics of the community (ibid., pp. 151–152).

Good and evil, and the social judgements connected with these concepts, cannot
exist in a world without fixed structures of meaning derived from the separation of the
subject from the world. Rather than moral judgements based upon fixed frameworks of
right and wrong, political actors are more likely to evade judgements allocating
responsibility and less likely to take sides for or against a particular policy on the basis
of political principle. This is reflected in the rise of relational ontologies, such as
pragmatism, new materialism or post-humanism, which suggest that any transcenden-
tal framing of right and wrong is inherently problematic. If we can no longer stand
apart from the world, then we are left only with immanent understandings of complex
chains of emergent causation. Rather than good and evil as metaphysical or normative
constructs, good and bad forms of interconnection are revealed through their practical
consequences as relational ontologies trace outcomes back through concrete social
processes. Deleuze (1988) in his ‘practical philosophy’ captures this well:

… Ethics, which is to say, a typology of immanent modes of existence, Ethics
overthrows the system of judgement. The opposition of values (good-evil) is
supplanted by the qualitative difference of modes of existence (good-bad). (p. 23)
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In the world of immanent chains of connection, social outcomes reflect modes of
being, either ‘good’ modes of being, which reflect upon embedded affinities and
connections, or ‘bad’ and unreflective modes of being, which do not reflect on the
effects of actions or inactions. In a globalized world of unintended consequences of
interconnection, the appearances of the world enable us to reflect upon the
ontological necessity of reflexively learning from bad modes of social being. Here
the appearance of ‘evil’ seems to enable just such reflexive learning, indeed to
impose reflexivity as an ethico-political social necessity. Evil thus provides a
framework of experiential learning but only on the basis of understanding evil not
as an exception to the norm but by inversing this reasoning to understand evil as
revealing an underlying truth or ontological reality in its emergence.

This understanding of evil as an emergent causality, a product of the unintended
effects of societal interconnection and association, was provided by the Breivik case.
The treatment of Breivik provided a snapshot of a world beyond good and evil, where
evil is considered as much less the ‘other’ to the norm than as entirely imbricated
within it. Breivik illustrated an ‘evil’ that was entirely socialized, understood as
immanent beneath the social surface and as generated by a problematic social milieu
or socialization process. The response therefore was similar to that of post-Nazi
Germany, of engaging in a correcting societalizing process of social education
(or de-nazification). The Breivik trial itself was less about proving the guilt or
innocence of Breivik, there was no doubt about this, but about ‘sending a message’,
a demonstration of the democratic consensus and its importance to Norwegian
society, along with the gory and in-depth descriptions of the horrors that can occur if
there is a fault in this process. In order for Breivik’s case to perform this ethical work
of community construction in the milieus through which the problem was seen to
arise, it was vital that Breivik’s ‘evil’ was understood to be not the arbitrary, criminal
or insane exception to the norm but rather as an emergent social or societal product.

The evil of Breivik, much like that of Eichmann in Arendt’s reading, was
societalized or banalized precisely because it was no longer possible to understand
it as an isolated act of an individual. The individual may still be legally responsible,
but is no longer considered to bear the full moral responsibility – the moral
responsibility is that of society not the individual. Evil is a social product – a
problem that cannot be ‘othered’ or excluded from the norm. This approach is so
dominant that a typical example of the ‘lessons of Breivik’ goes thus:

The onus falls on everyone in society to raise their voice a bit more often to
correct that borderline racist in the pub or that colleague spreading bigoted
nonsense about Muslims or immigrants at work. Once the terrible grief has
eased in Norway, one of the conclusions may well be that the ‘it couldn’t
happen here’ complacency of a civilised country that did not prepare properly
and was too tolerant of the sentiments of the likes of Breivik was a factor in
failing to stop the horror…Well, it did happen there. And it could happen here

Beyond good and evil

451© 2014 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1384-5748 International Politics Vol. 51, 4, 441–457



too if we do not take adequate steps to prevent the growth of extremism in all
its forms. (Knott, 2012)

The fact that there is no clarity or consensus on exactly how or which milieu-shaping
institutional practices are at fault or stand in a causal relationship to Breivik’s acts is
not a barrier to the perceived necessity of ‘learning the lessons’. These lessons are
those of governance: of societal intervention as a ‘milieu-shaping’ project understood
to be a preventive and precautionary exercise of adapting societal institutions to
prevent the repeat of humanitarian tragedy. This is a process driven by the lessons of
necessity, and therefore to be taken across Norwegian society itself, ensuring to
include every avenue of societal shaping-influence, from schools and workplaces
to places of worship and the media. And, as the above quote illustrates, the
democratization of evil does not stop at the Norwegian border, in a globalized world,
Breivik teaches the need for ‘everyone in society’ to take moral responsibility for the
environmental milieu in which social values are inculcated.

To explain how the democratization of evil works, it is important to recall a
point emphasized in the work of Hannah Arendt on how agency works in relation
to ‘guilt’. As Arendt (2003) noted, when we claim that ‘we are all guilty’ we are
actually expressing ‘solidarity with the wrong-doers’ rather than the wronged
(p. 148). As wrong-doers, we are then ethically called upon to reform ourselves
and are unable to distinguish ourselves from the world in order to pass judgement
upon the acts of others. A striking example of how this dispersal of responsibility
works in constructions of globalization and complexity is in relation to capitalism
or market relations. In modernist framings, political solidarity was often demon-
strated in understanding a common cause of struggle against market relations and
its enforcement through the coercive political power of capital. In today’s
understandings of embedded associational responsibility for the unintended
consequences of our actions, we are more likely to see our lifestyle or consump-
tion choices as responsible for inequalities, conflict or environmental problems in
other parts of the world (see, for example, Cheah and Robbins, 1998; Dobson,
2003). However, it needs to be stressed that this reflectivity plays an important role
in providing meaning and political purpose when modernist structures of social
mediation no longer exist or seem to be hollow remnants.

In an age of political complexity, when it is ‘easier to imagine the end of the world
than the end of capitalism’ (Jameson, 2003; Žižek, 2011), responsibility is recast or
internalized, displacing capitalism as the problem through vicariously seeing
ourselves as responsible. Thus, capitalism is understood as merely a complex
emergent process of exchanges in which we are to differing extents embedded and
therefore indirectly responsible. In an age where the overthrow of capitalism seems
unimaginable, capitalism is transformed as the sociological vehicle of connection,
displacing the conscious and direct chains of public political connection. In fact,
a substitute sense of community and of social interconnection is gained through
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socially reimagining market relations as empowering: enabling self-reflexive agency
to operate in a complex world. It is precisely through this shift of political
responsibility, from social structures and political frameworks external to ourselves,
to the recognition of our own indirect social or societal responsibility, as complicit
through our own choices and actions, that onto-ethics operates.

Self-reflexive ethics redistribute responsibility and emphasize the indirect,
unintended and relational networks of complex causation. Collective problems
are reconceived ontologically: as constitutive of communities and of political
purpose. This is why many radical and critical voices in the West are drawn to the
problems of ‘side effects’, of ‘second-order’ consequences – of a lack of knowl-
edge of the emergent causality at play in the complex interconnections of the
global world. The more these interconnections are revealed, though the work of
self-reflexivity and self-reflection, the more ethical authority can be regained by
governments and other agents of governance. We learn and learn again that we are
responsible for the world, not because of our conscious choices or because our
actions lacked the right ethical intention, but because the world’s complexity is
beyond our capacity to know and understand in advance. The unknowability of the
outcomes of our action does not remove our ethical responsibility for our actions,
it, in fact, heightens our responsibility for these second-order consequences or side
effects. In a complex and interconnected world, few events or problems evade
appropriation within this framing, providing an opportunity for recasting respon-
sibility in these ways.

The new ethics of indirect responsibility for market consequences can be seen
clearly in the idea of environmental taxation, both state-enforced through
interventions in the market and as taken up by both firms and individuals. The
idea that we should pay a carbon tax on air travel is a leading example of this, in
terms of governmental intervention, passing the burden of such problems on to
‘unethical’ consumers who are not reflexive enough to consider the impact of
package holidays on the environment. At a broader level, the personalized ethico-
political understanding that individuals should be responsible for and measure
their own ‘carbon footprint’ shifts the emphasis from an understanding of broader
inter-relations between modernity, the market and the environment to a much
narrower understanding of personal indirect responsibility, linking all aspects of
everyday decision making to the problems of global warming (see, for example,
Marres, 2012). The shared responsibility for the Breivik murders is not different –
ontologically – from the societally shared responsibility for global warming or
other problematic appearances in the world. Through our actions and inactions we
collectively constitute the frameworks in which others act and make decisions –
failing to raise our voice against ‘borderline racism’ or extremism in a bar makes
us indirectly responsible for acts of racism or extremism in the same way that
failing to save water or minimize air travel makes us indirectly responsible for the
melting polar ice caps.
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Conclusion

This article has sought to raise some important ethical implications with regard to
the demise of rationalist understandings of the human subject. It seems clear that
without liberal constructions of moral autonomy, the moral divide of good and
evil has much less purchase on understandings of politics and international
relations. The relationally embedded subject has a very different relation to the
moral world – in a globalized world, ethics are ontologically constitutive of
community rather than reflective products of community norms. Individuals do not
morally choose to constitute a community, rather ontologically already existing
communities come to self-realization through a post-hoc ethic of self-reflexivity.
This is a call to action, but one very different to the moral division of good and
evil, which called subjects to act transformatively in the external world. The
ethics of embedded reflexivity merely call on the subject to reflect upon the world
and to reflexively act upon themselves in relation to this ethical reflection. In this
representation, the external world of appearances becomes the source of post-hoc
ethical guidance. This is the opposite from learning from experience through
engaging with the world with a morally autonomous – self-chosen – aim or goal
and interpellates the human as an adaptive or reactive subject rather than an active
or transformative one.

In the globalized world of the embedded subject, there is no longer a distance or
gap between the subject and the world. We are literally ‘responsible’ for the world of
appearances and, to that extent we are all potentially guilty – as much for the acts of
Anders Breivik as for problems of financial crisis or global warming. The
democratization of evil, thus distances us from the world and recasts the ethical
realm of action as work upon the self rather than directly upon the external world.
The ethics of reflexivity then displaces morality as a guide to action because the
subject is no longer seen as the conscious or intentional initiator of the world, but
rather ethically confined to reflection upon the world that exists. The shift from
morality to ethics – from good and evil to good and bad – may seem like an
empowering and emancipatory one, however the cost is high as the freedom of moral
choice disappears. Instead, we are left with the objective ‘ethics’ of necessity, based
upon self-reflexive understandings of emergent causality: the onto-ethical constraint
of objectively ‘good’ or ‘bad’ modes of existence.
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Notes

1 In an onto-ethical understanding, there is no transcendental divide between the internal and external
worlds: the subject is part of the world rather than external to it (see, for example, Cheng, 2011, p. 20).

2 On 22 July 2011, Anders Behring Breivik, a right-wing extremist, set off a bomb near the government
building in Oslo, killing eight people, then went on a shooting rampage on the nearby Utoya island,
where the ruling Labour Party’s youth wing was hosting a summer camp. He killed 69 people on the
island, most of them teenagers.

3 Of course, this does not mean that there is a consensus on the inter-subjective ideational context, whether
this is the world of parenting, of internet chat rooms or gaming, of right-wing political parties or of
government-sponsored multiculturalism, or of violent or non-constitutional political protest. Each of
these frameworks suggests ways in which societal processes can be better managed or regulated to
prevent other individuals from making similar behavioural choices.
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