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This is drawn from an unpublished paper, “The Aesthetic Criterion 
and the Structure of Evil.” I am still working on the paper. 
I welcome your questions and comments.  
 
 
 

Wie es nur eine logische Notwendigkeit gibt, so gibt es auch 
nur eine logische Unmöglichkeit.  

 
 Wherof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent 
 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus Ludwig Wittgenstein 1922 
 

What radical evil really is I don’t know, but it has …some 
how to do with the phenomenon of making human beings as 
human beings superfluous… [it is ]an organized attempt [to] 
eradicate the concept of the human being.   
 Hannah Arendt in  Radical Evil, R. Bernstein, 2002 
 

   **** 
 
 I was very, very young when I heard them wailing behind the 
closed doors of the synagogue as my father led me home.  
 
 I was scared.  
 Soft sounds and loud sounds at the same time. 
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 I don't remember if I asked him what was happening but I 
know I saw his face and his lips were tight and his eyes were 
watering and I knew something was wrong and my recollection is 
that somehow he communicate to me that what was going on was 
something I shouldn’t know about.  
 
 Couldn’t know about.  
 
 That there were no words for him to say that or words for me 
to hear. 
 
 I was frightened.  Then my memory ends. 
 
 It was years later – not so many years ago, actually – that I 
realized that those people I heard as a child were relatives of 
European Jews on the High Holy days in the safety of post-war 
America were mourning their slaughtered families.  
 
  I was hearing the sounding of grief so fresh, lamentations so 
raw, with cries that stood outside of time itself, suspended in an 
extended moment ….   
 
 It was unspeakable murders, unnamable evil for which my 
father could find no words for his boy’s ears to hear. 
 
 My father could find no words to tell me what was happening 
behind those doors, not because he was inarticulate, but because 
human speaking fails in the face of this evil. 
 
 The evil for which there are no words, however, is the sight 
that cannot be seen.  
 
 It is that for which there are no words and we must remain 
silent.  
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 Yet we also cannot. We must not. Being silent is not an 
option. Fail as we inevitable must, our inadequate words must 
burst forth from our mouths. It is our responsibility.  
 
 It was said that even Wittgenstein broke his own logical 
maxim.  
 
 This is the “evil” I am considering here – not evil as an 
absence of the good or a turning away from the other or sinning or 
being bad or doing bad and so on.   
 These are matters of morality and theology we deal with by 
laws or religions.  
 
 I might even call them everyday or factical – and this “evil” 
factical or everyday evil. Ordinary.  
 
 It is “evil” as a word we use casually and colloquially even 
though there is a deep philosophical tradition using this term – and 
I am mindful of it.  
 
 (My apologies to Nietzsche, for example.  I seem to 
apologize to him a lot even when I agree with him, these days. 
Don’t get me started on Heidegger – a gargantuan ethical crisis for 
those of us liberated by his thinking.)  
 
 In Evil in Modern Philosophy, (2002) Susan Nieman 
suggested two events challenged us to re-think – or think—evil. 
The first was the devastating Lisbon earthquake in 1755. The 
Enlightenment struggled to make sense of so much senseless 
human loss presumably at the hands of God. Think Leibnitz’s 
theistic “best of all possible worlds” and then Voltaire’s satire of 
it.Evil in Mi   
 Nieman says the second event was the Holocaust, the Shoah. 
How could human beings bring such hell to earth?   
 



 4 

 Hannah Arendt was perhaps more focused when she said that 
after WWI, we were left with the ethical question: how was it 
possible that human beings could cause so much destruction?  
 
 She continued. After WWII and the Holocaust, How was it 
possible that human beings could cause so much annihilation?   
 WWI tore the ethical fabric of Europe.  
 After World War II and the holocaust in particular,  there was 
no fabric to tear now, nothing but ashes, nothing but awe that 
brought generations to their knees – events as we still struggle to 
make sense of.  
 
 This is the difference between the evil that led to the 
causalities of war, however “monstrous”  and the evil that one 
writer could refer to creating “a hole in the heart of the world.”  
  
 This is the evil that Hannah Arendt called “radical evil,” an 
evil that attempts to annihilate the very essence of humanness.   
 
 It is the evil bequeathed to us by the last century as an ethical 
torment for us to suffer with.  
 
 This is not an evil that calls forth heroism, call us to battle. 
This isn’t an evil that can be defeated.  
 
 But this is an evil by its radical extremity provokes an 
experience that turns us to the suffering other and challenges us to 
explore a radical ethics of responsibility. 
 Radical evil leads to radical ethics.  
 
 I think gestalt therapy has something to say about this. 
 
 In what follows, I will think about evil phenomenologically, 
from our gestalt therapy perspective. 
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  It is at the contact-boundary where sensible, aesthetic 
criterion of contact reveal structures that can and do support a 
radical ethics of responsibility.    
 
Excess and the contact-boundary 
 
 There experiences that as if overwhelm the contact-boundary  
each with different consequences.   
 
 They are experiences of excess.  
 
 For example, there is beauty and evil.   
 
Beauty  
 
 I remember the first time I saw the Grand Canyon in the USA. 
I felt as if I were being sucked up into the sky, exploding forward 
and down into the endless chasm, and my feet sinking as anchors 
into the center of the earth. Perhaps I am self-dramatizing.  
 
 Enlightenment Western philosophers of beauty referred to 
this kind of overwhelm of awe the sublime. 
 
 It is an experience that overwhelms all reason, that unseats 
sensibility in all senses of the word, puns intended. But is 
restorative. 
 
 There are less dramatic experiences of this, to be sure.  A 
better personal example would be my own response to Richard 
Wagner’s music since I’m going to Munich for one his operas next 
week. 
 
 So then, I ask you to recall when your favorite piece of music 
makes some turn and all time stands still in a breathless, 
engrossing moment.   
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 This is also an experience of overwhelm in which the 
contact-boundary itself seems eclipsed if not made irrelevant.  
Seems. 
 
 Yet it is pleasurable.  
 
 We as if return from this experience with some degree of 
enrichment.  Refreshed 
 
 Something is added. Our world gained a degree of 
enchantment.  
 
 And we desire more.  
 
  Goodman calls this a glimpse of Paradise.   
 
 Perhaps the English poet, John Keats, takes beauty a step too 
far: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty and this is all ye need to know.”    
 
But it is easy to be sympathetic to his affection for this experience 
of excess. 
 
Friedrich Nietzsche offers a sobering antidote  -- 
 

It is unworthy of a philosopher to say: the good and the 
beautiful are one; if he goes on to add, "also the true," 
one ought to thrash him. Truth is ugly: we possess art 
lest we perish of the truth. 

   Nietzsche 
 
   
 Who disagrees that we become pleasurably, transcendentally, 
and recuperatively lost in beauty – without losing our confidence 
that we will return fuller, richer, and extended?  
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 Our experience of beauty expands the horizon of who we are.   
 
 We assimilate this experience in an uninterrupted self 
process; a new figure emerges, brighter, clearer, and more resilient.  
 
 Beauty is excess that is contactable.   
  
 This is materially, dramatically, tragically, different from the 
experience of evil.  
 
 In this experience, evil is not contacted – but the effects of 
evil are.  
 
 Evil cannot be contacted, like infinity itself, it can be named, 
but it is ungraspable.  
 
 Beauty has an aesthetic. It is sensed and is perhaps even 
sensibility raised exponentially.  
 
 Evil, radical evil, is an excess that is quite the opposite. A 
sight that cannot be seen. 
 
 Emmanuel Levinas was the French phenomenologist whose 
post-Holocaust ethical phenomenology changed the way ethics, 
self, and the other are understood.   
  
 His ideas help show how evil as unassimilable excess or 
overwhelm at the contact-boundary can point us to the suffering 
other and responsibility. 
 
 Flat out, Levinas says that evil is excess per se. It 
overwhelms. 
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 To Levinas, “evil is not only non-integrateble, it is also the 
nonintegratability of the nonintegrable.”   
 
 The malignant sublime. It eludes total comprehension, defies 
categorization.  
 
 It our terms in which contacting necessarily includes 
comprehension and integration, evil eludes contacting. But then 
what? 
 
 Primo Levi bore witness to his imprisonment in Auschwitz.   
 
 This is from his  Survival in Auschwitz 
 
 He and others have been led off the box cars through the cold 
and snow to a room. They had already been brutalized, and seen 
unspeakable horrors….. . 
 
 As he describes it, they’d been transformed from human 
selves to indistinguishable things.  
 

A huge, empty room: we are tired, standing on our feet, 
with a tap which drips while we cannot drink the water, , 
and nothing happens and nothing continues to happen. 
What can one think about? One cannot think anymore, 
it is like being already dead. ... Levi, Survival in 
Auschwitz 1959(emphasis added) 
    

 
  Every phrase in Levi’s record of the horror of Auschwitz has 
within it the unsayable, unconveyable, in-experienceable, mark of 
evil that his pen tried to make speak.  
 
It takes us to the very locus, place, where the sensible is senseless. 
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 The experience of evil is excess  -- it, annihilates time with a 
temporality that stands still in which nothing happens and nothing 
continues to happen… in which life is death…. 
  
 There an experience without experience.  An empty room. 
 Speechlessness.  
 There is evil’s effect.  
 There is a hole in experience. Nothing happens 
 We become things.  
 Our personhood is annihilated. 
 
It is sight that cannot be seen. 
I	quote	from	“Elements	of	a	phenomenology	of	evil	and	
forgiveness,”	by	Gerrit	Glass	In:	N.	Potter	(Ed.)	(2006),	Trauma,	
Truth,	and	Reconciliation.	Healing	damaged	relationships.	
Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	171-202.	
	 		

[s]omething exists in the nature of evil itself that resists 
being spoken about and thought about. It is precisely 
this resistance that can be analyzed in terms of a 
dynamic operating in acts of evil and their aftermath. 
The nontransparency of evil is, then, not just a (static) 
feature of evil. Nontransparency does not point 
primarily to our difficulty in describing evil acts and 
evildoers’ motives. Instead, it is a dynamical category: 
something occurs during the process of experiencing 
and telling and analyzing that manifests itself in 
malfunction of one’s very capacity to experience, in 
inability to verbalize, and in the ineffectiveness of the 
systems with which we categorize our moral world. In 
other words, it is by concentrating on the 
nontransparency of evil that we are in a better position 
to detect the dynamical pattern in the effects and 
transmission of evil. Glass  172 -3 emphasis added 
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The excess of beauty restores personhood; the excess of evil 
annihilates.  
 
It calls out – screams for and demands  -- radical ethics. 
  
 A sight unseeable, a scream beyond hearing, we are moved 
by Levi’s experience. The horror of evil’s effect opens me up and 
invites an ethical response.  
 
 At the edge evil we find the suffering person.   
 
 At this very edge, we experience our own experience of the 
effects of evil – in the suffering other.  
 
 Our aesthetic criterion of contacting takes us to the very edge 
of evil, but as the contact-boundary itself is overburdened by 
excess, evil as excess  transcends sensibility – our capacity to make 
sense of our senses.   
 
 We turn away from it.  
 
 We turn toward the other suffering the effects of this evil.  
 
 The experience of our contacting the suffering other is not an 
experience that overwhelms the contact-boundary, but is one of 
sadness grief, harmony, care, and responsibility.   
 
 Again in Levinasian terms, as we contact the figure of 
suffering at the contact-contact boundary, we are taken hold of by 
the intensity of the other’s devastation.  
 
 We are “persecuted.”  
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 Taken hostage.    
 
 This reveals the deepest ethical structure of the contact-
boundary and self emergence.  
 
 The environment of the organism/environment is a populated 
world out of which each human self emerges always already part 
of living social network.   
 
 The implicit structure of self must therefore include a 
multitude of not-yet-known others constituting the givens of 
experience. In modern phenomenological terms we are plural first 
persons, each I,  -- a we.  First person plurals.  In our terms, each 
figural “I” is background “we.” I do not mean this is any social 
constructivist sense, however. There is no time here for me to say 
more. 
  
 As such, we always hear the cries of the other. We are 
attuned to them. We are response – able.  
 
 This responsibility is not chosen, but given.  
 
 Given – but revealed in our experience of the suffering other, 
clarified and sharpened to us by evil. 
 
 Like radical evil, it is a radical ethics, and ethics at the root of 
humanness.  
 
 How we act within the givens of that radical ethics is a 
different matter. 
 
 Is there hope?  
 There is hope only where it can be found: in our non-
indifference to the suffering other. 
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 This does not mean that we always turn toward this other and 
offer help. That is a matter of right or wrong.  
 But non-indifference is always a statement that we cannot but 
sense from the very heart of our sensibilities that we are 
responsible to the other, to whose suffering we cannot be 
indifferent, even if we ignore it. 
 Non-indifference is entwined in the relational threads of self 
functioning – which is our contactful organizing within the world-
with-others.  The humanness of our human being. And it is this 
humanness that radical evil aims to annihilate.  
 
 Is there “hope”? 
 
 I suggest that the premise of the question needs careful 
examination. For every scratch there is an itch. What is the “itch” 
that the question attempts to “scratch”? What is the ache the 
question seeks to comfort? 
 
  
   
  
  
  
  
  


