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Our past century was exemplary in a number of ways.  The advances it made in science and medicine were unparalleled.  Also without precedent was the destructiveness of its wars.  In part, this was due to an increasing technological sophistication.  The time lag between a scientific ad​vance and its technological application was, in the urgency of the century, constantly diminished.  Modern weaponry combined with mass production, communication and mobilization to produce what came to be known as “total war.”  This was a war without any of the limits that characterized the conflicts of the previous centuries.  It was this lack of restraint that, perhaps more than any​thing else, led to the terrible excesses of this century: its war time terror bombings, deportations, and geno​cidal slaughters.  It also led to the chief problem this century  presents to ethics: that of the grasp and comprehension of collective evil.  This problem is not just theoretical.  An inability of those involved in its collective processes to take thought--to actually apprehend the evil they were engaged in--characterized the disasters of our century.  At least in part, the participants’ lack of re​straint was based on a lack of recognition. 


 At the beginning of the century Joseph Conrad published a novella, The Heart of Darkness, which focused on evil, restraint, and recognition.  Its story revolves around Kurtz, de​scribed by its narrator, Marlow, as “a soul that knew no restraint, no faith, and no fear ...” (Conrad 1989, p. 108).
   Kurtz, until his last moment, failed to recognize the evil that positioned him within the “heart of darkness.”
   Such evil is both individual and collective;  it includes both Kurtz and the “Company” he works for.  The novel can be taken as an attempt to describe evil, its theme being the lack of restraint that is its most obvious marker.  More profoundly, however, its subject is the difficulty of recognizing evil.  The lack of restraint, which characterizes evil, is based on a lack of recognition.  This lack is not accidental.  It follows from the self-concealing nature of evil.  There is, in this view, a clear line of self-reinforcing causation: evil’s self-concealment generates a lack of recognition, which generates a lack of restraint, which generates evil.  In its ability to es​cape recognition, evil seems capable of an indefinite expansion.  


The pragmatic, ethical question that follows from this is: How does one break this circle of causation?  In what follows, I will look at Conrad’s descriptions of the difficulties involved in recognizing evil.  I shall then examine how a similar set of difficulties plague our attempts to come to terms with the evil of the Holocaust.  I will conclude with some reflections on the self-concealing nature of evil and on the special ability of literature to unmask this concealment.  My claim is that in such un​masking, literature achieves what philosophy cannot.  This achievement gives it its special, moral dimen​sion.

The Ab-sense of Evil


At a certain point in his tale, Marlow exclaims in exasperation: “Do you see the story?  Do you see anything.  It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream--making a vain attempt because no relation of a dream can convey the dream-sensation, that commingling of absurdity, surprise, and bewilderment..., that notion of being captured by the incredible which is of the very essence of dreams” (Conrad 1989, 57).  What frustrates his attempts to present a clear narrative is the sense​lessness of what he is describing.  Events occur without any clear purpose.  For example, as he travels down the coast of Africa, his ship encounters “a man-of-war ... shelling the bush” (ibid., p. 40).  He relates, “In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was, incompre​hensible, firing into a continent.  Pop, would go one of the six-inch guns; ... a tiny projectile would give a feeble screech--and nothing happened.  Nothing could happen.”  Given that the shore was empty, “there was a touch of insanity in the proceeding ...” (ibid., p. 41).  The French ship was firing at an invisible enemy while its own men “were dying of fever at the rate of three a-day” (ibid.).  


The same pattern of death and senselessness marks his further encounters.  At the trading station at the mouth of the river, he comes across a collection of abandoned objects including “a boiler wallowing in the grass” and a “a railway-truck .. with its wheels in the air.”  Their utter lack of utility matches the purposeless blasting of a nearby cliff.  He remarks, “They were building a railway.  The cliff was not in the way or any​thing; but this objectless blasting was all the work going on” (Conrad 1989, p. 42).  Again, illness haunts the proceedings.  In the shade by the falls, Marlow stumbles on a collection of dying natives: “Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees leaning against the trunks, clinging to the earth, half coming out, half effaced within the dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, abandonment, and despair.”  Left to their own devices after they had sickened, “they were dying slowly” (Conrad 1989, p. 44).  Their painfully thin shapes matched those of the black prisoners that had just passed him by.  In his description, “Black rags were wound round their lions, and the short ends behind waggled to and fro like tails.  I could see every rib, the joints of their limbs were like knots in a rope: each had an iron collar on his neck, and all were connected together with a chain ...” (ibid., p. 43).  They are carrying baskets of earth up the hillside in an activity as senseless as the incomprehensible blasting.  This combination of senselessness and death repeats itself in his encounter with the com​pany’s impeccably dressed accountant.  In his ramshackle office, a dying company agent has been placed in the corner.  Exhibiting a “gentle annoyance,” the accountant remarks, “The groans of this sick person ... distract my attention.  And without that it is extremely difficult to guard against clerical errors in this climate” (ibid., p. 46).  The natives outside are also a cause for his distress.  As Marlow relates his conversation, “‘When one has got to make correct entries, one comes to hate those savages--hate them to the death.’ ... ‘When you see Mr. Kurtz tell him that everything here’--he glanced at his desk--‘is very satisfactory’” (ibid., p. 47).


What exactly is “satisfactory”?  The reader is not told.  The glance at the desk suggests that the reference is the accounts he is keeping.  This focus allows him not to see the death that is be​fore him nor the senselessness of the Company’s enterprise.  Again and again, this lack of sense or purpose is driven home.  Conrad writes, for example, of the company’s upriver outpost: “There was an air of plotting about that station, but nothing came of it, of course.  It was as unreal as ev​erything else--as the philanthropic pretense of the whole concern, as their talk, as their govern​ment, as their show of work” (Conrad 1989, p. 54).  What is truly uncanny is the fact that those engaged in it do not see it.  Marlow sees them “strolling aimlessly about” the station’s enclosure.  He relates: “I asked myself sometimes what it all meant.”  But the best he can come up with is the sim​ile of a pointless pilgrimage: “they wandered here and there with their absurd long staves in their hands, like a lot of faithless pilgrims bewitched inside a rotten fence.”  Supposedly, they were after “ivory.”  Its word was on their lips.  “You would think that they were praying to it.  A taint of im​becile rapacity blew through it all, like a whiff from some corpse” (ibid., p. 52).  Yet even the no​tion of ivory fails to explain what goes on about him.  These pilgrims never leave the station to start their pilgrimage.  Their desire for it is an “imbecile rapacity.”  With the mention of the “corpse,” senselessness and death are again associated. 


To recognize something as itself is to place it within the categories that mark the boundaries of its sense.  In general, we grasp what we can make sense of.  To turn this about, to escape sense is to escape our grasp.  So regarded, Marlow’s descriptions of the senselessness of what he sees can be taken as attempts to describe this escape.  They may be regarded as Conrad’s effort to de​scribe the non-recognition of evil.  In the Heart of Darkness, evil escapes our grasp through its senselessness.  This non-recognition extends to the death that has been constantly conjoined with senselessness of the enterprise.  Thus, the deaths of the natives and agents seem to pass unnoticed.  At most, they are occasions of annoyance.  In the absense of sense, they simply contribute to “that commingling of absurdity, surprise, and bewilderment” that Marlow describes as characterizing a dream.


A dream is marked by a lack of reality.  Nothing “really” corresponds to it.  Marlow, how​ever, is not dreaming.  He is awake.  His remark points to the fact that the difficulty he faces in telling his story is not just its lack of sense.  He is frustrated by a corresponding lack of being.  Phenomenologically, this can be expressed by noting that the apprehensions of sense and reality normally occur together.  If we cannot make sense of our experiences, that is, if we cannot make them fit together so as to see them as presenting a self-consistent situation, then their referent is also lost to us.  A lack of sense makes us assert we are dreaming rather than encountering a reality.  Marlow’s account exemplifies this in its dreamlike character.  His account is constantly under​mined by the vertiginous feeling that as we get to the heart of the matter, we find less and less of substance.  Our encounter is simply with absence.  


Conrad uses a number of striking images to make this point.  The station manager, for ex​ample, is described as “a common trader” whose only ability seemed to inspire “uneasiness.”  How could such a perfectly ordinary individual be in charge of a station that from the natives’ per​spective, at least, must appear more like a concentration camp than a commercial venture?  Marlow relates, “He had no genius for organizing, for initiative, or for order even. ... Perhaps there was nothing within him.  Such a suspicion made one pause” (Conrad 1989, p. 50).  The suspicion is that at his heart there is an absence rather than a presence.  One’s unease comes from the fact that there is nothing there to see.  As Marlow describes the experience of talking with him, “He sealed the utterance with that smile of his, as though it had been a door opening into a darkness he had in his keeping.  You fancied you had seen things--but the seal was on” (ibid., p. 51).  What is the “seal” and what is “sealed” by it?  The suggestion here is that the “nothing within him” is both.  In its nonbeing, it conceals itself.  It is both seal and sealed.  The same lack of substance appears in the description of the manger’s confidant as “a papier-mâché Mephistopheles.”  Like a papier-mâché figure, this devil conceals an absense.  As Marlow says, “... it seemed to me that if I tried I could poke my forefinger through him, and I would find nothing inside but a little loose dirt, maybe” (ibid., p. 56).  


Kurtz, at the very heart of the darkness that Marlow is trying to describe, appears as both a voice and a nothingness.  Deathly ill when Marlow encounters him, he still preserves his elo​quence, his capacity for creating a “splendid appearance” through his words.  Marlow describes him as “a shadow insatiable of splendid appearances, of frightful realities, a shadow darker than the shadow of the night draped nobly in the folds of a gorgeous eloquence” (Conrad 1989, p. 116).  In Kurtz’s case, the nothingness within and the terribly destructive power of his company’s enterprise form an active unity.  His nothingness, precisely in his command of language, appears all consuming: a devouring emptiness.  In Marlow’s words, “I saw him open his mouth wide [to speak]--it gave him a weirdly voracious aspect, as though he had wanted to swallow all the air, all the earth, all the men before him” (ibid., p. 99).  The political implications of this combination of eloquence and nothingness are not hard to find--particularly with our experience of the dictators of the last century.  Conrad in 1902 is not unaware of them.  He has a journalist, who knew Kurtz, describe him to Marlow: “but heavens! how that man could talk.  He electrified large meetings.  He had the faith.  He could get himself to believe anything -- anything.  He would have been a splen​did leader of an extreme party.”  “What party?” ... “Any party” ...  “He was an -- an -- extremist” (ibid., p. 115). 

The Holocaust and the Limits of Rational Intelligibility


Hans Jonas, the philosopher, once paradoxically asserted that “much more is real than is possible.”  Normally we say that the possible is greater than the real.  In limiting the real to what we can make sense of, the possible simply sets the bounds to what can (but need not) be realized.  Yet, in attempting to account for the Holocaust, this order is reversed.  Describing its “how and why,” one is confronted by the incredible, by what seems to exceed the possible taken as the realm of sense.  As Emil Fackenheim writes, citing Jonas’ remark: “To explain an action or event is to show how it was possible.  In the case of the Holocaust, however, the mind can accept the pos​sibility of both how and why it was done, in the final analysis, solely because it was done ...” (Fackenheim 1988, p. 64).  In our inability to account for the “how and the why,” we confront the sheer purposelessness of the enterprise.  Its senselessness (its lack of any sufficient “reason why ...”) shows itself in the insufficiency of the attempts to explain it.  


In making this point, Fackenheim runs through the standard explanations.  Suppose, for example, we say that the Nazis believed their propaganda regarding the Jews.  We could then as​sert that “The Nazis wished to save Germany ... from what they considered to be the ‘Jewish virus’” (Fackenheim 1988, p. 63).  The difficulty here is that Germany was itself sacrificed when it came to a choice between defending the country and destroying the Jews.  In pursuit of the latter, essential workers were gassed, trains were diverted from the front to continue the deportations to Auschwitz.
  All this bespeaks an essential madness.  Should we then reach for psychological ex​planations?  Must we say that the Holocaust happened because Hitler was disturbed?  In Fackenheim’s formulation: “Were the German people led--did they let themselves be led--first to victory, then into catastrophic defeat because Hitler had a love-hate relation to his mother?  Were six million actual ‘non-Aryans’ and many additional honorary ones butchered and gassed because the Führer hated his father and thought of him as a half-Jew?” (ibid., p. 64).  The very formulation of the question reveals the difficulty.  There is an immense disproportion between the cause and the effect.  To overcome it, we have to suppose that the Germans themselves were disturbed.  The Germans, however, were not alone.  Hitler had his allies--Croatia, Hungary, Austria, Italy, Spain--to name a few.  Even the Catholic Church under Pius XII afforded him a crucial recognition through its Concordat.
  Were they all unbalanced?  In Fackenheim’s words, “Must one--may one--extend such psycho​pathic hypotheses beyond Hitler to the German people, to much of Europe, to large parts of the world?” (ibid.).  


One can, of course, say that rather than being mad, the Germans were manipulated.  The actions of those who supported the final solution were not really their own.  In the infamous phrase, they were “just following orders.” Yet, as Fackenheim asks: “are there no limits to being manipulated?”  What does this say about the bureaucrats, generals, soldiers, academics, clerics, office holders, and so on who actively or passively contributed to the solution?  Were “there none equal to the power of the manipulators?” (Fackenheim 1988, p. 64).  The chief manipulator is Hitler himself.  The dilemma, as Fackenheim notes, is that if we pursue this route, “we at once falsely endow this individual with a diabolical omnipotence that is beyond all humanity and, equally falsely, ascribe to all those ordered and inspired by him an all-encompassing manipulability that is beneath all humanity.”   The problem here is that “between these two extremes, Man is lost” (ibid., p. 65).  He is either more or less than the recognizably human.  Hitler, however, with his mass of petty resentments and shopworn ideas hardly classifies as a superman.
  As for those be​neath him, they were not automatons.  They were human beings like ourselves.  As we know from our own experience, there is in every being-manipulated a letting oneself be manipulated.  Belief comes not just from without, but from within.  Did these people persuade themselves that they were indeed saving Germany from “the Jewish virus”?  Did they continue in this belief even when it meant sacrificing Germany?  With this, we return, as in a circle, to the difficulty of our original explanation.  To do so, however, is to begin this circle again.  The very circularity of our explana​tions points to their insufficiency.  Each one leads us on to the next.  Each regarded by itself re​minds us of Marlow’s description of the company agent as a “papier-mâché Mephistopheles.”  None of them has the substance that can stand examination.  The result, then, is that there is no an​chor for our explanations.  The Holocaust’s defining character thus seems to be its inexplicability.  To the point that it exceeds the bounds of sense, it exceeds any attempt to integrate into any intelligible framework.  

The Limits of Philosophical Rationality


Fackenheim writes that “to confront the Holocaust ... is to face the fact that the precise point which marks the limits of penultimate rational intelligibility marks the end also of ultimate or philosophical rationality” (Fackenheim 1988, p. 65).  His claim is that the Holocaust escapes any ultimate philosophical explanation.  A philosopher who accepts this still can ask why this must be so.  What does this failure reveal about philosophical rationality?  Can we give a philosophical ac​count of the failure of philosophical rationality to deal with evil in its most exemplary manifesta​tion?  


This manifestation is marked by a lack of sense and a corresponding lack of substance.  In Conrad’s novella, the search for evil--for the “heart” of its darkness--leads to absence--to a void that is at once self-concealing and all-consuming.  In the Holocaust, when we turn to Hitler, we meet a similar lack of substance.  Instead of encountering a superman, we find what has been de​scribed as an “‘almost inconceivable spiritual, moral and human inferiority’” (Fackenheim 1988, p. 65).  In both cases, our thought confronts “what is not”--that is, what can only be negatively char​acterized.  Philosophy, however, is first and foremost the thought of “what is.”  Taking its origin in Parmenides’s speculations, it has by and large heeded his admonitions about the two “ways of enquiry”: 

“the one way, that it is and cannot not-be, is the path of Persuasion, for it attends upon Truth; the other, that it is-not and needs must not-be, that I tell thee is a path altogether un​thinkable.  For thou couldst not know that which is-not (that is impossible) nor utter it; for the same thing can be thought as can be” (Parmenides 1966, p. 269). 

The injunction here is to think about the “it is,” not about the “is-not.”  The latter cannot be grasped.  The correlation between thinkability and being means that the “is-not” can neither be philosophically known nor uttered.  From the beginning, then, the limits of philosophical intelli​gibility are clearly those of being.
  


The modern expression of this position occurs in Heidegger’s philosophy.   For Heidegger, we disclose “what-is” through our projects.  Such projects reveal both what and how a being is.  Thus, my project to build a fire reveals paper as combustible.  My project to write a letter shows it to be a surface for writing.  In each such action I also reveal my own being.  I show my​self to be the one building a fire or writing a letter.  Heidegger puts this point in terms of his defi​nition of us as “care.”
  Care is our being responsible for our being.  This means that our being is an issue for us (Heidegger 1967a,.p. 325).  It is the result of our projects, of the choices we make in deciding not just what we will do but (as inherent in this) what we will be.
  This last is the crucial and underlying issue in every project we undertake.  Each action, Heidegger argues, is ultimately for our sake.  Its ulti​mate motivation is the concern we have for own being.  Given this, the world we disclose through our projects has an intelligibility that presupposes this concern.  The beings within our world have the sense of the “in order to.”
  They appear as means for achieving our projects.   Thus, paper appears to me as combustible when I use it in order to build a fire.  I build it for my sake, i.e., in order that I be warm.  Without this concern, it would not be there for me.
  Even the thought of it as “missing” requires that it relate to my goals.
  


In such a framework, as is obvious, purpose is everything.  Both sense and being rely on our ability to respond to the question: “Why are you doing that?”
  Philosophical intelligibility traces this to our own being--i.e., to the care we have for it.  This, however, is precisely what is denied to us when we regard the Holocaust.  As already noted, Germany was itself sacrificed when it came to choosing between defending the country and destroying the Jews.  In pursuing it, the Germans manifested a lack of care for their own being.  The death marches at the end, when the camps had to be abandoned and the war was clearly lost, were completely useless and, hence, in Heidegger’s terms, senseless.  In such terms, we have to say that nothing was disclosed by them.  If we take “truth” in Heidegger’s preferred sense of “unhiddenness,” this lack of disclosure is a lack of “truth.”  Nothing is made manifest here.  To turn this about, we have to say that such actions re​veal not being, but its absense.  Philosophical rationality is stymied by a void surrounded by non​truth.  


Heidegger, as is well known, observed a complete silence regarding the Holocaust.  Having equated philosophy with ontology (the science of being), one may speculate that he found nothing in the event to consider.
  In its exceeding both “truth” and “being” (as he defined these terms), the Holocaust exceeded what his philosophy could grasp.  So regarded, his failure to speak about the Holocaust is accounted for by his philosophy.  It is also, however, accounted for by his life--i.e., from the fact of his decade-long involvement with the Nazi movement.
  Thus, the sus​picion remains that this silence is self-serving.  Yet when we turn to the tradition he criticized, our search for philosophical intelligibility does not advance.  Ancient and mediaeval philosophy seem equally incapable of coming to terms with evil.  


The essence of its position is summed up by Augustine in his attack on the Manichaean position that good and evil (light and dark, God and Satan, spirit and matter) were the names of opposed powers locked in struggle for the world.  Evil, he argued, was not a positive character.  It is a lack, an absence of goodness.  In his words, “evil is nothing but the removal of good until no good remains” (Augustine 1961, p. 63).  In itself, it is simply a nothingness.
  In the Middle Ages, this position became incorporated in the doctrine of the transcendent properties of being.  These are the properties of being irrespective of where it is found.  Every being is not just existent.  To the point that it is, it is one, true, and good.  Conversely, to the point that it is not, it lacks unity, truth, and goodness.  “Truth,” here, does not so much signify disclosedness as a corre​spondence of a thing to its exemplar.  A “true” man is a person who fully instantiates the form or essence of what a person ought to be.
  In such an instantiation, he has his unity.  He participates, as it were, in the self-identity of the form he instantiates.  This participation and correspondence is a human being’s goodness or excellence as a person.  Goodness is not a matter of usefulness.  There is no hint here of the pragmatic basis of Heidegger’s account.
  Goodness is simply one of four equivalent ways of characterizing what is.  To the point that something can be characterized by one of these predicates, they all apply to it.  To lack any one of them is to lack all of them.  


If we grant this, then to the extent that something is evil, it lacks not just goodness, but also being, unity and truth.  Its lack of being will give it the substanceless character of a dream.  By virtue of its lack of unity or self-identity, our experience of it will be marked by a lack of focus, an inability to pin it down.  The same holds for our attempts to get at the “truth” of it.  It will con​stantly elude us, its evasions appearing to us as “lies.”  Of course, to assume that they are such is to assume something is there to which they do not correspond.  Yet, given that evil also lacks be​ing, this itself appears as a deception.  It is part of evil’s self-concealment.
  As such, it reminds us of Marlow’s description of the station manager’s smile as a “a door opening into a darkness he had in his keeping.”  Did the smile conceal something or was there nothing there to conceal?  The answer of “philosophical rationality” that there is “nothing there” shows that we are at its limits.  We cannot use its concepts to grasp what is within.  They seem incapable of making evil rationally intelligible.  

The Moral Dimension of Literature


What allows evil to grow unchecked is, as I noted, its ability to escape recognition.  The failure of philosophy to capture it within its net of concepts does not end, but rather adds to the ur​gency of the question of its recognition.  Concretely, the question is: how do you describe evil, thus, permitting its recognition, if its very nature involves self-concealment?  In a certain sense, the nothingness that occasions philosophy’s failure to grasp its “how and why” points to the answer.  It does so by indicating the peculiar phenomenology, the special mode of appearing, that character​izes evil.  If evil is, in fact, nothingness, it cannot be given.  Its phenomenological givenness is thus that of what cannot be given.  


The best way to explain this is through some examples.  As Fackenheim observes, a “single incident,” occurring during Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, was sufficient to demolish the claim that there were no independent actors in the Holocaust, only an escalating “system.”  He writes: “The accused had preserved a stolid composure throughout his trial.  One day the room was darkened and pictures of Eichmann’s victims were flashed on the screen.  Secretly, a camera was trained on him in the dark.  Believing himself unobserved, Eichmann saw what he saw--and smirked.”
  This minor detail gives what refuses to be given.  It points to a hidden complicity of the doer and the deed, a complicity that positions Eichmann as something more than a “cog in the wheel.” 


Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is filled with a host of similarly revealing details.  There is, for example, the “gentle annoyance” of the accountant with the “groans” of the dying agent in his badly constructed office.  There is the contrast of his impeccable appearance--“high starched collar, white cuffs, a light alpaca jacket, snowy trousers, a clear necktie, and varnished boots”
--with the rags rapped around the loins of the prisoners outside the shed.  Then there is the description of the painting made by Kurtz “representing a woman, draped and blindfolded, carrying a lighted torch.”    Seeing it, we cannot help asking: For whom is the torch lit?  How can she light the way for (or lead) anyone in her “stately” progress if she herself is blind?
   It is through the addition of such details and the questions they raise that we gain a sense of the evil that pervades the whole enter​prise.  Marlow’s descriptions never directly point to it.  There is never an unmasking which di​rectly exhibits the sense or meaning of evil.  Instead, he proceeds by indirection.  As Conrad de​scribes his story telling, “To him the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but out​side, enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of those misty halos that are sometimes made visible by the spectral illumination of moon​shine” (ibid., p. 30).  It is in the descriptions of the surrounding details, rather than in the plot, that his meaning unfolds.  


Proceeding by indirection, literature is capable of unmasking the self-concealment of evil.  In focusing on its surrounding circumstances, it describes evil in terms of such concealment.  It does this by grasping the absent by the halo, that is, by the details that surround what should be present but is not.  The very uneasiness its descriptions provoke point to the lack of being behind the appearance.  This uneasiness is itself a giving of what cannot be given.  In Marlow’s tale, then, the journey down the Congo river to find Kurtz is a voyage into the “heart of darkness”--not in its story line--but in its relating of what seems to be both inappropriate and incidental to the enterprise.  It is, in its telling, an attempt to “see” the absence of evil by describing it through its surrounding halo.  Evil, here, is recognized by what should be present but is not.  To describe the giving of the absent is precisely to call attention to the “smirk” of Eichmann, to the “gentle annoyance” of the ac​countant, and to the unease occasioned by the empty “smile” that sealed all the station manager’s remarks.  In each case there is a disturbance of presence, an inappropriateness that points to a lack of any underlying reality.  To be sensitive to this is to be aware of the giving of the absent; it is to grasp the peculiar “is not” that characterizes evil in its self-concealment.
  


In Pascal’s Penseés, there is a celebrated description of two types of mind.  The first, the “geometrical intellect” (l’esprit de géométrie) proceed deductively from a small number of definite principles.  These principles are “remote from ordinary usage.”  Yet once we grasp them, we can reason securely.  The second, the “subtle intellect” (l’esprit de finesse), proceeds by regarding a host of details.  Its “principles,” Pascal writes, “are so subtle and so numerous that it is almost impossible that some will not escape notice.”  (Pascal 1960, p. 264).  He adds, “They are scarcely seen; they are felt rather than seen; there is the greatest difficulty in making them felt by those who do not of themselves perceive them” (ibid., 265).  What is required for this mind is “good sight.” (ibid., p. 264).  Having this, we “see the matter at once, at one glance and not by a process of rea​soning ...” (ibid., p. 265).  In Marlow’s tale, we have in its wealth of details the results of such “good sight.”  To read it is to experience an education of our sensibility, a training of our esprit de finesse, which allows us to grasp what we cannot apprehend philosophically.  Is it too much to suggest that an essential part of literature’s moral dimension consists in affording us this education?  Among the educated classes of Germany, the best response to National Socialism was that of its writers.  To the point that it could, its literary talent choose exile rather than compromise.  The Nazis returned the compliment in their infamous burning of the books.  On each side, there was a recognition of the other.  Given Conrad’s tale, should we be surprised? 
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Endnotes: 


1.	The theme of retraint occurs in connection with that of the wilderness as a place where the restraints of society are absent.  As Marlow tells his auditors: “"This is worst of trying to tell  ...  Here you all are, each moored with two good addresses, like a hulk with two anchors, a butcher round one corner, a policeman round another ..." (Conrad 1989, p. 84).  So situated, they cannot experience what it means to be thrown back on one’s own devices, to have to recognize evil on one’s own and to resist its call.  None of the devices Marlow calls up--from attempting to preserve appearances (ibid., p. 77) to losing oneself in “an obscure, back-breaking business” (ibid., p. 86, see also pp. 69-70)--seem adequate to the tasks of recognition and resistance. 


�.	When he finally did, Kurtz could only exclaim in “a cry that was no more than a breath-- ‘The horror!  The horror!’” (Conrad 1989, p. 111).  This moment of recognition is both complete and too late.


�.	As Fackenheim asks, “when all came crashing down, why was it more important to annihilate the few remaining Jews than to save all the Germans?” (Fackenheim 1988, p. 63).


�.	According to John Cornwell, the price Pius XII had to pay for this Concordat was the disbandment of the Catholic Center Party, the last remaining opposition to Hitler.  See Cornwell 1999, pp. 149-151.  


�.	Fackenheim, in this regard, mirrors the common judgment in writing: “no thoughtful reader can have any doubt as to the ‘almost inconceivable spiritual, moral and human inferiority’ of Adolph Hitler. ...   His ideas ... are unoriginal and trite.”  His “passion ... is for the most part fed by long-nursed, petty resentments, by a mean thirst for vengeance for old but never forgotten slights” (Fackenheim 1988, p.65).


�.	As Levinas observes, these limits also apply to the nothingness of death, which for philosophy is a “néant impossible à penser.”  He adds, “On ne peut méconaître le néant de la morte, mais on ne peut non plus le connaître” (Levinas 1993, pp. 80-81).    


�.	“Dasein’s Being is care (Sorge)” (Heidegger 1967a, p. 284).


�.	In Heidegger’s words: “‘The Dasein is occupied with its own being’ means more precisely: it is occupied with its ability to be.  As existent, the Dasein is free for specific possibilities of its own self.  It is its own most peculiar able-to-be. ... it is these possibilities themselves” (Heidegger 1988, p. 276). 


�.	As such, they appear as “equipment.”  “Equipment,” Heidegger writes, “is ‘in order to.’”  He adds, “a being is not what and how it is, for example, a hammer, and then in addition something ‘with which to hammer.’  Rather, what and how it is as this entity, its whatness and howness, is constituted by this in-order-to as such, by its functionality” (Heidegger 1988, p. 293).


�.	Thus, I disclose both it and myself through my project.  In the latter, the Dasein “is unveiling itself as this can-be, in this specific being” (Heidegger 1988, p. 277).


�.	Heidegger, thus, writes: “If circumspective letting-function were not from the very outset an expectance ...”--i.e., an expecting that an item I need will be present when I need it-- “then the Dasein could never find that something is missing” (Heidegger 1988, p. 311).


�.	See Heidegger 1988, p. 276.  The understanding of being that underlies my projects depends on this.  Such understanding is through the original temporality of Dasein, which is composed of its having-been, its making-present, and its being-ahead-of-itself.  These three temporal modes form the horizon of all possible understanding of being.  They themselves, however, are grounded in our projective, purposeful existence.  Thus, in this framework, being is what is disclosed through such purposive existence.  See ibid., p. 325.  


�.	See Fackenheim 1988, p.63.  


�.	The silence on this was first broken in Ferías 1987.


�.	Gilson writes, summing up his position, “Evil is the privation of a good which the subject should possess, a failure to be what it should be and hence, a pure nothingness” (Gilson 1960, p. 144). 


�.	As Heidegger points out, our modern notion of correspondence is based on this conception.  The intellect corresponds with reality when it accords with its exemplar--i.e., with the form specifying what a human is.  In the Middle Ages, this form is God’s creative idea of the human intellect.  See Heidegger 1967b, pp. 76-7. 


�.	Theologically, one can express this by noting that the goodness that is defined in relation to God cannot be defined in terms of being “good for” something.  God does not need his creations.  While they may be useful to each other, he does not depend on them for the achievement of his purposes.  His omnipotence includes his independence from his creations.  


�.	Such self-concealment can be expressed in terms of a fifth transcendent quality of being that is sometimes added: beauty.  Here, the lack of goodness also expresses itself in a certain ugliness or disproportion.  Subjectively, it is experienced in the desire to turn away.  This turning away is also part of evil’s occasioning its own concealment.  In Conrad’s tale, this aspect of evil appears in the Marlow’s inability to actually repeat Kurtz’s last words to his fiancée.  The substitution of her name for “the horror, the horror” appears to be the final covering up or non-recognition generated by Kurtz.  See Conrad 1989, p. 121.


�.	Fackenheim 1988, p. 66.  Fackenheim, himself, takes this incident also as a refutation of Hannah Arendt’s idea that “evil [of the Holocaust] is ‘only extreme’ and not ‘radical,’ spreading ‘like a fungus on the surface.’  It is ‘thought-defying’ in the sense that thought, ‘trying to reach some depth,’ is ‘frustrated because there is nothing’” (ibid., the referenced passage is Arendt 1978, p. 250ff.).  The position of my paper is that this “nothing” is itself revealed by this smirk.  


�.	Conrad 1989, p. 45.


�.	Marlow himself comments, “the effect of the torch-light on the face was sinister” (Conrad 1989, p. 54). 


�.	In a certain sense, this phenomenonolgy of evil recalls Derrida’s description of the “trace”:  “The trace is not a presence, but is rather the simulacrum of a presence that dislocates, displaces and refers beyond itself.”  This reference to what lies beyond itself is inherent in it.  In fact, as Derrida immediately adds, “The trace has, properly speaking, no place, for effacement belongs to the very structure of the trace.”  This is because “... from the start, effacement constitutes [the trace] as a trace--makes it disappear in its appearing, makes it issue forth from itself in its very position” (Derrida 1973, p. 156).





