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A Divided World? – The Politics of ‘Good’ and ‘Evil’
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Richard Holloway – Summary of keynote speech

Human beings are the most dangerous ‘animals’ on Earth with the power to end life on the planet.

We can be an ‘object’ to ourselves and explore what we do – this self consciousness makes us uniquely interesting and uniquely dangerous.  We are rapacious, dangerous, polluting and engage in inter tribal fighting.

Humans have a difficulty in the understanding of others – ‘parable of the perspective’.  Our self centred nature means that everything around us is the scene in which we live our ‘own little soap operas’.  We are all centred on our own lives and see things from our own perspective – which determine our psychological, spiritual and political reality.

Being centred in our own centrality means it is difficult to negotiate ourselves into another’s shoes.  We are therefore self conscious and self centred and this, combined with power, is allergenic.

Power corrupts in a subtle way.  It poisons us and makes us incapable of understanding the position of others.  Democracies talk about the importance of preventing anyone gaining too much power, as we are aware of the consequences of this.  With leaders of states, this has had catastrophic effects, but is also can take place a domestic level.  

People subjected to this power are treated as ‘things’, de-selfed and turned into objects e.g. sexual abuse, torture.

Although we are evolved creatures with a self awareness we still have in our genetic memory an inherited fear of strangers and other groups (displayed through emotion, fear or anger).  We need to suppress or reduce the consequences of these.

In the past the value of distrusting the stranger was self protection but as this is no longer appropriate, it needs to be disregarded.

These 3 elements (self centredness, power, fear of the other) are an explosive cocktail.

We need to recognise these features and counter them by developing strategies for living.

We need to understand how others feel and need constant balances (eg. in parliaments) to prevent corruption.

At a collective level these 3 features became inflated into huge conflicts – through the centrality of the tribe, nation or religion, the fear of the outsider and the overpowering of others into our ideology.

This can be incited by the media and people who prey on the dark side of humanity e.g. Hitler plumbed into this bankrupt set of forces.

Magnified at world level it threatens life.  The way we give ourselves permission to attack others is to define them as evil.

In historical disputes there has always been a version of the good which is opposed to the other.

People in power never say they enjoy this power, rather they develop a rationale for what they are doing, ‘doing it for a greater good’.

Something of this toxic group of inherited attitudes is at play today and we are now so sophisticated at killing others, we could destroy the world.

We need to think radically about what we profess to hate.  We need to really try to understand and long for reconciliation and find humanity in those we demonise.

The challenge to us as citizens is how to build bridges – no matter how fragile.

Group Discussion

Following the keynote speech participants discussed four questions in facilitated groups.

The questions, and a summary of key issues raised under each are as follows:

What are the main issues that divide the world today?

· Religion

· Division between rich and poor

· Inequality including education

· Resources – depletion

· Ignorance

· Power

· Powerlessness of individuals

· Greed for power and money

· Overpopulation

· Economics

· Politics

· Race

· Wealth

· Nuclear threat

· Media- the press

· Fear – instinct to fear others

· Self interest

· Moral poverty

· Culture

· Difference

Who or what defines good and evil?

· Those with power

· The media

· Religions

· Military

· Money

· Law

· Governments

· Circumstances

· ‘Goodies and baddies’

· Teachers

· Society

· Individuals

· Definitions of poverty

· Nature/nurture – inherently good/bad

· Socially constructed

· Is power in itself evil? If so can we do 

 without it?

· Those who write history

· Institutions

Why do we fear difference?

· May find we are the same, we may find some ‘evil’ in ourselves

· Projecting evil onto others

· Individualism – sense of uniqueness

· Barriers created between people

· Institutions

· Insecurity

· Encouraged and the unknown

· Early indoctrination

· Self definition

· Experiences

· Ignorance of others

· Buying into concept of good and evil

· Eradicating difference

· Fear fuelled by media and society

Is peaceful co-existence possible

· Possible

· Hope so

· Celebrate differences 

· At individual, family, neighbourhood level

· Need rules like a family

· Not while inequality in world

· Need for new political processes, nationally, internationally

· Afraid to let go of power/control

· Dialogue – talk to ‘scary’ people – reach ordinary people – talk to those demonised by


press/politics

· Need to start working together in groups

· Need to remove arrogance

· Perpetual struggle

· Non violence needs to be the norm – taught in society

· Respect

· Individuals must take responsibility

· Need to work at it

· Admit fallibility

· Insightful self understanding

· Aware of responses

· Start with self

· Working with children

· Periods when religions lived peaceably together

· Daring to have more courageous conversations

· Can we ever have peace without justice?

· Need to overcome fear

· Encourage altruism

Panel Discussion and the way forward

Each group presented a question on a statement to the panel, followed by an open discussion about the issues raised.

This discussion was wide ranging and covered such issues of the nature and use/abuse of power; oppression; government by multi-nationals and the global economy; economic inequalities; human rights; depletion of resources; and population growth.

Following on from this event, the organisers agreed to identify some key themes which would form the basis of a series of follow-up seminars.


