On Others as Evil: Toward a Truly
Comparative Politics

Charles E. Butterworth

The first part of this essay’s title is inspired by the antepenultimate
speech of Garcin in Sartre’s famous play Huis Clos or No Exit:

So that’s what Hell is. I never would have believed it . . . You
remember: sulphur, pyre, the grill . . . Ah! what a joke. There’s no
need for a grill; Hell is Others.'

Given the tendency these days for differing parties to turn every encounter
with their interlocutor—their other—away from what could be a fruitful
discussion and reduce it to a series of mutual recriminations, Garcin's
insight seems especially apt. Yet when the discussion concemns the West as
contrasted to the Middle East, even Christianity or Judaism as contrasted to
Islam, there is far too much for each interlocutor to learn from the other to
dwell so on bygone slights, especially since those slights arise from the
very ignorance that exploration of our different ways—exchange in the best
sense of the term—should overcome. For exchange to be fruitful, each
party needs to look at the best in his or her own tradition, rather than at the
worst, or even the ordinary, and to ask that the interlocutor do the same for
his or her tradition.
Like Homer, we can begin by praying for inspiration of sorts:

Tell me Muse, of the man of many ways, who was driven far jour-
neys, after he had sacked Troy’s sacred citadel.

But like the wily, ever devious, as well as unremitting curious and far-
sighted Odysseus of whom Homer sings, we need then to reflect on the
things we see and experience. Odysseus is a man well-traveled, a man of
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broad experience—albeit not entirely by his own choosing. Were it not
that he never abandons the desire to regain his homeland and hearth, to
arrive at the happiness he understands to be truly his, he might even be
called multicultural. After all, Homer also says the following of him:

Many were they whose cities he saw, whose minds he learned of,
many the pains he suffered in his spirit on the wide sea, struggling
for his own life and the homecoming of his companions.’

Nowadays, thinkers inspired by Sartre’s dismal view of the world and
humanity’s place in it hold more sway than those wont to interpret such
things with Homeric optimism. Garcin’s whining fearfulness has replaced
Odysseus’s quiet courage. How this has come about, how reasoned confi-
dence in the soundness and goodness of the whole has given way to claims
against the power of reason and apprehension that the universe is in no way
coherent, is a tale worth hearing. After all, critics of the West focus on pre-
cisely this kind of confusion when seeking to prove its moral bankruptcy.
That a westerner would dare tell such a tale, then, albeit ever so briefly, is
not an act of treason, nor even a sign of willingness to castigate western cul-
ture. For, in the very telling, the strength of human understanding—an
understanding that defies the partial characterization of western, Middle
Eastemn, or any other label more restrictive than human—becomes apparent.

The World of Odysseus

Manly virtue—that is, the strength of will and the ability to stand up for
one’s own—was prized above all else in those days long ago. Little attention
is paid by Homer to how cities were ruled; in fact, they seem to have been
little more than appendages to large houses.’ Attached as some men were to
acquisition and its subsequent preservation, others were only too eager to
take what belonged to friend or foe. And women were equally ready to seek
their own good in this scheme of things. Paris could in no way have so
wrongly repaid the hospitality of Menelaos had Helen not been willing to
run away with him. Nor would the lusty young suitors who settled down in
Odysseus's house awaiting Penelope’s decision have lingered so had some
of the serving women not been willing to pass the night with them.*

Yet none of Homer’s male characters shows any awareness that women
may have the same desires for justice and freedom as men. Even in Hades
Agamemnon rages about his wife Clytemnestra’s infidelity and treachery,
but never once blames himself for his own infidelity with Kassandra. Nor
does he ever show the least regret over having seized the maid Chryseis,
scorned the pleas of her father—Apollo’s priest—for her return thereby
bringing great suffering upon his troops, or forced Achilles to deliver his
own maid Briseis.’ Penelope, Odysseus’s faithful and long-suffering wife,
is praised for the stratagems she employs to withstand the importunities of
the suitors, and she shows herself to be as suspicious and wily in dealing
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with the bloodied, victorious Odysseus as he himself would have shown in
a similar situation. To be sure, much as she wants to believe his claims, her
distrust is inspired by awareness of how harshly she would be judged were
she mistaken as to whether that lusty warrior was her long-lost husband.’
Moreover, Penelope’s guileful endurance of the suitors during the nine long
years after the fall of Troy reveals another aspect of how conscious she is
of the need to watch out for her own future.

The world Odysseus and his fellows inhabit is not by any means one of
their own making. What they know of its origins and of the way it functions
is what the poets, Hesiod as well as Homer, have told them. The gods who
govemn this world are not necessarily well-disposed toward human beings,
however much mortals try to please and placate them. Either because one
god takes a liking to some group of human beings and persuades the father
of the gods, Zeus, to befriend this group, even at the expense of another, or
because a group of human beings offends an ally of one of the gods who
seeks to have them punished, or for reasons not always clear, humans suf-
fer. Then again, humans bring misery upon themselves due to foolish
actions and misplaced pride. After easily defeating the Kikonians on their
way home from Troy, some of Odysseus’s warriors linger to feast and drink
by the sea-shore, then are killed when superior forces are rallied and fall
upon them. Odysseus himself, having tricked and blinded the evil Cyclops,
Polyphemos, cannot resist a jeering taunt—not once, but twice—as he and
his remaining companions sail safely away, and so Polyphemos implores
Poseidon to avenge him. This plea, honored, causes Odysseus his many
long years of wandering.’

Given such a world, manly courage is not all that is prized. To succeed,
one must also be adept at persuasion—able to sway fellow human beings
as well as gods. The quiet sagacity of a Nestor is always welcome, but the
vehement rhetoric of a terrible chief—Agamemnon when challenged by
Achilles—can also be of great use. In addition, one must be adept at con-
cealment, sly, able to turn a bad situation to one’s own advantage, skillful
at deceiving fellow humans and even gods, insofar as they are not all-know-
ing. That is, one must fear and respect the gods, honor them at all times, but
also be ever alert for ways to pursue one’s own advantage without regard to
their will. Half truth, complete falsehood, deception, and even recourse to
nature—all these are appropriate ways to thwart the harmful intentions of
the gods. Sometimes, one god will intercede with humans in order to undo
the goals of another. At such times, knowledge of nature becomes a pow-
erful antidote against the willful ways, even the sorcery, of the gods.’

The Socratic Challenge

Such an understanding of the world, however much it inspires longing
for the former greatness of magnificent warriors, does not withstand ratio-
nal scrutiny. If the gods are to be worshipped or merely praised as models
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to be followed, they cannot be portrayed as deceiving each other, playing
favorites with one human being rather than another, or plotting evil against
humans for no good reason, not to mention taking advantage of humans for
their own private pleasures. So, at any rate, argued Socrates. Then he
offered a new speech about the gods—a nonpoetic theology—to show how
one ought to think about them. And in keeping with this, he formulated a
teaching about human excellence.

Regular order, the kind that does not bend to human pleas or impreca-
tions yet seems generally beneficial for, even favorable to, human beings
and that can be fathomed by human reason—an order that governs the
whole according to fixed laws—was discemned, discovered, or otherwise
made evident to, and by, Socrates. Given such order, manly courage to
resist vicissitude—human or natural—was still important, but it required a
new approach to knowledge. Knowledge could no longer be merely a tool
useful for deceiving the gods or fellow human beings, but now became the
key to understanding the universe in all its complexity. The new under-
standing showed that humans need no longer fear divine treachery, no
longer think that death was the worst fate that could befall them. Confident
that things truly were ordered so as to provide for them and relieved of the
fear that the gods deemed them mere playthings, human beings could take
greater risks; they could explore more deeply the meaning of courage. And
since human beings seemed always to be ton from the simple pursuit of
their rational and demonstrable good by their desires, it also became nec-
essary to investigate moderation as a quality worth pursuing. (Odysseus
and his companions knew, of course, that immoderation was a vice to be
avoided; but they somehow seemed to note this only after the fact or when
it was already too late to limit the deleterious effects of too much drink or
food. Socrates raised moderation to a new status in human conduct, both by
his speech and by his own abstemious ways.)

Linked with wisdom, courage, and moderation was justice, the latter
coming forth as a combination of all three in dealings with others. To the
pursuit of this elusive quality Socrates devoted himself. However it is ulti-
mately to be defined—what is in the interest of the stronger, so long as the
stronger is understood as being the wiser; or a civic arrangement whereby
each member of the city performs his or her own work, that work being
determined in accordance with each one'’s nature—justice becomes as
important and as elusive a human excellence as wisdom. (Alfarabi, a suc-
cessor who clearly grasped how to compare distinct cultures, explained the
highest form of justice as stemming from love; that, he insisted, could be
developed only to the extent that citizens shared the most important things,
opinions about the order of the universe and their place in it.)

To return, it is thanks to Socrates and his followers that this new view
of the cosmos and the role of human beings within it prevailed.
Advancement and security were seen as coming to those who pursued
virtue, either for themselves or so that others might benefit from its appli-
cation, and to those educated to prefer it. Human beings were no longer
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depicted as coming together merely to acquire private goods and preserve
them for future enjoyment. Now civic associations were judged in terms of
how closely they provided for the well-being of their citizens, such well-
being admitting nonetheless of degrees according to the qualifications of
each individual in the various human excellences. Hence freedom also
came to be prized, not as an end in itself, but as a necessary condition for
any fully human action.

The City of God

Accused of introducing new gods into Athens and of corrupting the
youth, Socrates was found guilty by his fellow citizens and sentenced to
death. His fate anticipates a conflict subsequent philosophers were to have
with the dominant opinions of the city, especially those opinions concern-
ing an all-powerful and all-knowing divinity who indicates His will to
humanity by means of messengers and prophets. It also indicates an impor-
tant political change: Cities and associations of cities, kingdoms, even
empires had now come upon the political scene. Extending its reach into
lands where a vision of a single deity prevailed, the pagan Roman empire
eventually found itself bested not by swords but by beliefs. To simplify
greatly, it was replaced by a Christian empire whose ruler claimed divine
sanction and yet another kind of rule and of thinking was ushered in.

The tentativeness and self-doubt so characteristic of Socrates and even
sometimes evident in Odysseus were rarely found among the rulers of this
new regime. Their confidence about the need to bring all human beings to
their own beliefs resulted in many injustices and eventually rekindled the
older conflict between philosophers and the city. As it played itself out in
the new Christian setting, calls for separating ecclesiastical and political
power became more widespread. The ultimate victory of those calling for
such separation—insisting, as it were, that the city of God be relegated to
another realm—was aided in no small part by the famous example of Jesus
Christ urging a fundamental distinction between the powers of God and
those of worldly or secular rulers. (One must not, however, neglect that he
called for such a distinction or separation more in order to protect the rights
of religion than to limit its sphere.)

The City of Man

At any rate, the pursuit of the heavenly city on earth gave way to the
effort to attain the political well-being of humans in a sure and effective
manner. Several names can be associated with this enterprise—
Machiavelli, Bacon, Hobbes, Spinoza, Descartes, Locke, and Rousseau, to
name but a few—all of whom consciously worked to lower the standards
by which human and political virtue would be judged. It is not that they



Butterworth: On Others as Evil 169

were wicked or even inspired by a desire to cause harm. On the contrary,
deep patriotism moved some; anguish over the troubles arising from con-
fused interpretations of what gave title to rule stirred others. Common to all,
however, is the belief in the necessity of reducing political considerations
to a simple formula such as to be grasped and easily applied by all.

The enterprise has culminated in the replacement of virtue by con-
science or sentiment and human happiness first by survival and then by
contentment. Freedom has come to be an end, rather than a condition for a
noble striving. And now, given unprecedented claims about the immutable
laws that govern human thought and action, the very possibility of freedom
has become a subject of controversy. Many in the West, like so many
Garcins, think they have liberated themselves from the restrictions of tradi-
tional belief only to suffer total despair and deep anguish over their inabil-
ity to govern themselves or to live with others in peace and harmony. But
the story does not end here.

Preserving Freedom for Virtue as Morality

There is no need to close on a note of despair. Nothing indicates that
the West is in a hopeless quandary or that every faithful adherent to a divine
law must henceforth shun western learning as too decadent and confused to
warrant further consideration. In darker days than these, an unlikely moral-
ist raised his voice to rail against abandoning the struggle. Indeed, almost
like a new Odysseus, and surely as wily, Albert Camus was ever ready to
urge that the battle be continued on the highest ground. He placed great
faith in humanity and reminded his interlocutors of the need to be con-
stantly wary of those who would advance themselves or their national aspi-
rations by neglecting the duties of their basic humanity.

Camus expressed his anguish over the difficulties we face as humans
through stories, stage plays, and essays. But as much as he gave voice to
feelings of despair, he also pointed to the considerations that would help
one resist the final, fatal act of submission. The tension he so clearly felt
cannot be overly emphasized: Camus saw clearly what modern philosophy
had wrought and steadfastly refused to succumb to it but was not able to
offer a clear and compelling alternative.

What, then, is this inestimable feeling that deprives the mind of
the sleep necessary for its life? A world that can be explained,
even with bad reasons, is a familiar world. But in a universe sud-
denly stripped of illusions and of insights, man feels himself alien-
ated. This exile is without recourse, for it has no memories of a
lost fatherland nor hope of a promised land. This divorce between
man and his life, between the actor and the set, is precisely the
feeling of absurdity. Insofar as all sane men have contemplated
suicide, it is easy to recognize without further explanation that
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there is a direct link between this feeling and aspiring towards
nothingness.’

Deeply felt confusion about direction, underscored by serious doubts con-
cerning the power of human reason, once prompted Camus to bewail plain-
tively: “I do not know, or I know poorly, where I am going.”"

Yet he was not, for all that, completely without resources. His criticism
of the way things are, as expressed in the Sisyphus essay, is of a piece with
the tears and lamentations of Odysseus when stranded on Calypso’s island."
Unlike Odysseus, however, Camus never managed to liberate himself from
his doubts. Either not favored by the gods or insufficiently inspired by his
own reflections on the human condition, he never found the planking for a
ship that would carry him away from such barren shores and return him to
his “lost fatherland” or to “a promised land.” Still, much as he gave voice to
the power that the feeling of abandon generates when we no longer make
sense of the world around us—whether it be due to loss of illusion or sim-
ple failure to understand—Camus never acceded to the alienation and absur-
dity he so poignantly evoked. Indeed, the core of his Sisyphus complaint
about the world we inhabit—that it is now “privé . . . de lumieres,” that is,
“stripped . . . of insights”"—points simply to his recognition that the old
explanations were no longer adequate. It does not go beyond such pointing.

Such awareness does not mean one must embrace any and every polit-
ical solution that comes along, much less give oneself over to foolish
whims. There are still valid criteria for judging human actions. Thus,
Camus could explain to a young German friend why blind patriotism was
no solution.

You said to me: “The greatness of my country has no price.
Everything it entails is good. In a world in which nothing any
longer has sense, those who, like we young Germans, have the luck
to find sense in the destiny of their nation must sacrifice everything
to it.”” T liked you then, but that is where, already, I broke with you.
“No, I said to you, I cannot believe it is necessary to subject every-
thing to the goal one pursues. There are means that cannot be
excused. And I want to be able to love my country while still lov-
ing justice. I do not want just any greatness for it, were that great-
ness blood and falsehood. I want to make it live in making justice
live.” You said to me: “Then you do not love your country.””

Justice, defined here in terms of avoiding wanton bloodshed and falsehood,
but surely reaching to far more complicated considerations, stands as much
against blind patriotism as it does against the anguish engendered by doubt
and fear. It also stands against any attempt to bring about a greater human
blood by harming human beings here and now. Love of a cause, any cause,
can never be separated from love of justice. Indeed, the reflections of Albert
Camus as much as those of Alfarabi show ineluctably that as long as we
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guide ourselves by recognition of our common humanity, such a rupture
can never occur. Such a sense of the human condition prompts the very
morality that preserves freedom, and that freedom validates morality.

Conclusion

Socrates’s insistence on the need for us to abandon Odysseus’s con-
fused and confusing images of the gods—beings who dally with us as play-
things—complicates our lives, even while it enriches them. Faced with
human injustice, sometimes so far-reaching as to appear divinely inspired
or at least divinely tolerated (but for what reason?), we lose our way. By no
means a novel phenomenon in the West, not at least when one takes a long
look at the history of western thought, such loss of direction is not so cata-
clysmic as to warrant totally unprecedented solutions. Those interested in
understanding the West, in striving for a truly comparative politics, will do
well to heed the way doubts have been expressed over time as well as to
reflect upon the various ways they have been resolved. There are, to be
sure, many problems that plague contemporary western society. None,
however, is so grandiose or so far-reaching that the serious enterprise of
proving divine intentions should be interrupted. Only when we fail to dis-
cern the depth and the intensity of thought expressed by our fellow citizens
can we side with Garcin and declare that “Hell is others.” A far better
course would lead us to side with the one who breathed those words into
Garcin when he delivered his final judgment on Camus, a fellow thinker
who had dared to probe to the core of human existence:

In this century, and against History, he stands out as the current
heir of this long line of moralists whose works perhaps constitute
what is most original in French letters."”

In other words, a correct understanding of the West begins with an
appreciation of its moralists, from Odysseus to Camus, maybe even to
Sartre. It will pay attention to the way the West has learned from, even
incorporated, the thought of other cultures. And it will note, not without a
sense of wonder, how much those who appear most lost and most despair-
ing are able to contribute to moral rejuvenation. In that wonder lies the
impetus to appreciate others for all that they truly are.
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