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Course Description 
In the aftermath of the Second World War, the political theorist Hannah Arendt wrote that “the 
problem of evil will be the fundamental question of postwar intellectual life in Europe.”  This 
question remains fundamental today.  The acts to which the word “evil” might apply—genocide, 
terrorism, torture, human trafficking, etc.—persist.  The rhetoric of evil also remains central to 
American political discourse, both as a means of condemning such acts and of justifying 
preventive and punitive measures intended to combat them.  In this advanced undergraduate 
seminar, we will examine the intersection of politics and evil by considering works by 
philosophers, psychologists, and political theorists, with occasional forays into film and media.  
The thinkers covered will include: Hannah Arendt, Immanuel Kant, Niccolò Machiavelli, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, and Michael Walzer. 
 

Course Goals and Approach 
The overarching goal of this course is for us to learn how to construct our own arguments about 
conceptually and morally challenging issues.  We will pursue this goal in several ways.  First, we 
will reconstruct the assigned thinkers’ arguments through close textual reading and consideration 
of their political and intellectual contexts.  In pursuing this goal, we will practice the virtue of 
interpretive charity by presenting each argument in what we take to be its strongest form. 
Second, we will apply these arguments to new cases and examples.  Third, we will assess these 
arguments using a range of standards (e.g. internal consistency, normative implications, political 
ramifications).  Finally, we will bring together the tasks of reconstruction, application, and 
assessment to formulate our own arguments. 
 

Course Mechanics 
Students will be evaluated on the basis of a short paper (3-4 pages) due on May 3 (20%), a final 
seminar paper (10-12 pages) due on June 10 (40%), six weekly (1-2 pages) reader responses 
(20%) due before the beginning of class from the second week onward, and active participation 
in our class discussions and activities (20%).   
 
Both the short paper and the seminar paper will ask you to engage in depth with a question or 
issue raised in our course readings.  No additional research will be necessary. Detailed 
instructions and a grading rubric will be circulated with each assignment.   
 
Reader responses should be no more than two double-spaced pages and should respond to one of 
the weekly reading questions (circulated via email at the end of the preceding week).  Responses 
are graded on a check/check minus system.  The aim of these responses is to demonstrate that 
you have read and thought about the weekly readings.  They do not need to be in essay format 
(i.e. they do not need an introduction or conclusion).  However, they should adhere to the other 
standards of academic writing—clear prose, grammatical correctness, and use of parenthetical 



 2 

page citations when referring to particular parts of the text.  You must hand in at least six reader 
responses from the second week onward.  If you submit more than six, you’ll be evaluated on 
your strongest six (e.g. if you submit eight reflection papers and receive six checks and two 
check minuses, the two check minuses will drop out).  Six papers with a check will earn you the 
full 15% of your final grade allotted to reader responses.       
 
Regular attendance is essential for success in this course.  After one “free” (no questions asked) 
absence, you can expect your participation grade to drop by one letter grade for each absence 
that is not the result of illness or a family emergency.  If possible, let me know about these 
absences in advance and make a time to meet with me (in office hours or by appointment) to 
discuss the missed material.  In addition to attendance, effective participation requires that you 
contribute regularly to class discussions by making comments, asking questions, and listening 
actively to other members of the group.  Effective participation does not consist in persistently 
dominating the class discussion.  Listening attentively to others is at least as important as 
speaking regularly. 
 

The Honor Code and Plagiarism 
The Stanford University Honor Code is a part of this course.  Re-read the Honor Code, 
understand it and abide by it.  For the purposes of this course, pay particular attention to the 
provisions about plagiarism:  
    

For purposes of the Stanford University Honor Code, plagiarism is defined as the 
use, without giving reasonable and appropriate credit to or acknowledging the 
author or source, of another person's original work, whether such work is made up 
of code, formulas, ideas, language, research, strategies, writing or other form(s). 

 
It is important to stress that ignorance of the Stanford University Honor Code or the lack of 
intent to violate the Honor Code does not constitute a defense.  Penalties for violation of the 
Honor Code (including plagiarism) can be serious (e.g., suspension, and even expulsion).  To 
learn more about plagiarism and how plagiarism cases are adjudicated at Stanford, follow the 
links at the bottom of this page: 
http://studentaffairs.stanford.edu/judicialaffairs/integrity    
 

Students With Disabilities 
Students who may need an academic accommodation based on the impact of a disability must 
initiate the request with the Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC) located within the 
Office of Accessible Education (OAE). SDRC staff will evaluate the request with required 
documentation, recommend reasonable accommodations, and prepare an Accommodation Letter 
for faculty dated in the current quarter in which the request is being made. Students should 
contact the SDRC as soon as possible since timely notice is needed to coordinate 
accommodations. The OAE is located at 563 Salvatierra Walk, phone (650) 723-1066. 
 

Readings 
The following books are available for purchase at the Stanford bookstore.  Most of them are also 
available new and used at substantial discounts at various online retailers.  Additional readings 
will be posted on Coursework [C]. 
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Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (Penguin, 2006).  
ISBN: 0143039881. 
 
Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (Cambridge, 1988).  ISBN: 0521349931.  
 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Basic Writings of Nietzsche (Modern Library, 2000).  ISBN: 0679783393. 
 
 

Schedule 
04/02: Introduction 
Reading:  
Ron Rosenbaum, “Degrees of Evil: Some Thoughts on Hitler, Bin Laden, and the Hierarchy of 

Wickedness” (2002) [C].  
Alan Wolfe, excerpt from Political Evil: What it is and How to Combat It (2012) [C].  
 
04/09: Nietzsche’s Challenge 
Writing: Reader response on Nietzsche due by 2:00pm on 04/09 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Reading: 
Friedrich Nietzsche, excerpts from On the Genealogy of Morals (1887) and Beyond Good and 

Evil (1886) in Basic Writings of Nietzsche (2000), pp. 460-492; 300-308; 391-427. 
 
Listening: “Christopher Janaway on Nietzsche and Morality,” Philosophy Bites podcast [C]. 
 
 
04/16: Radical Evil 
Writing:  

1. Reader response on Kant due by 2:00pm on 04/16 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
2. Paper 1 assignment distributed on 04/16. 

 
Reading: 
Immanuel Kant, excerpt on the categorical imperative from Groundwork of the Metaphysics of 

Morals (1785/1998) [C].  [Note: for a summary and discussion of Kant’s other 
formulations of the categorical imperative and his moral philosophy more generally, see: 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-moral/]. 

Immanuel Kant, excerpt from Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793/1996) [C]. 
Immanuel Kant, “On a supposed right to lie from philanthropy” (1799/1999) [C]. 
 
In-class film clip: Macbeth (2010). 
 
 
04/23: The Banality of Evil 
Writing: Reader response on Arendt due by 2:00pm on 04/23 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Reading:  
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Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963) pp. 21-55, 112-150, 220-252.  [Note: For those 
interested in the controversy created by the book, Amos Elon’s introduction is worth 
reading]. 

 
In-class film clips: Excerpts from the Eichmann trial (1961) and Conspiracy (2001).   
 
 
04/30: Obedience, Authority, and Situational Evil 
Writing:  

1. Reader response on obedience, authority, and situational evil due by 2:00pm on 04/30 
(via Coursework Drop Box). 

2. Paper 1 due by 4:00pm on 05/03 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Reading: 
Stanley Milgram, “The Perils of Obedience,” Harper’s (1973) [C] OR Stanley Milgram, 

“Behavioral Study of Obedience,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology (1963) 
[C].  [Note: the first article presents Milgram’s findings for a popular readership, while 
the second is aimed at an academic audience.  If you’re more interested in the “big 
picture,” read the first article.  If you’re more interested in the details of experimental 
design and results, read the second article]. 

Stephen Reicher and S. Alexander Haslam, “Culture of Shock,” Scientific American Mind 
(2011): 57-61 [C]. 

Philip Zimbardo, Craig Haney, Curtis Banks, and David Jaffe, “A Pirandellian prison: the mind 
is a formidable jailer,” New York Times Magazine (1973): 38-60 OR Craig Haney, Curtis 
Banks, and Philip Zimbardo, “Interpersonal Dynamics in a Simulated Prison,” 
International Journal of Criminology and Penology (1973): 69-97 [C].  [Note: the first 
article presents the findings of Zimbardo et al for a popular readership, while the second 
is aimed at an academic audience.  If you’re more interested in the “big picture,” read the 
first article.  If you’re more interested in the details of experimental design and results, 
read the second article]. 

Romesh Ratnesar, “The Menace Within,” Stanford Magazine (2001) [C]. 
 
In-class film clips: Obedience (1965) and Ghosts of Abu Ghraib (2007).   
 
05/07: Genocide: Perpetrators and Bystanders 
Writing:  

1. Reader response on genocide due by 2:00pm on 05/07 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
2. Paper 2 assignment distributed on 05/07. 

 
Reading:  
Ervin Staub, “Perpetration and the Perpetrators” (2011) [C]. 
Jean Hatzfeld, excerpt from Machete Season: The Killers in Rwanda Speak (2005) [C]. 
Samantha Power, “Bystanders to Genocide” (2001) [C]. 
 
In-class film clip: Ghosts of Rwanda (2004). 
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05/14: Dirty Hands and the Necessity of Evil 
Writing: Reader response on dirty hands and the necessity of evil due by 2:00pm on 05/14 (via 
Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Reading: 
Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1513/1988), chs. 7-8, 15-19. 
Max Weber, excerpt from “Politics as a Vocation” (1919/2009) [C]. 
Michael Walzer, “Political Action: The Problem of Dirty Hands” (1973) [C]. 
 
In-class film clip: Elizabeth (1998).   
 
 
05/21: Torture  
Writing: Reader response on torture due by 2:00pm on 05/21 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Reading:  
Jean Améry, “Torture” (1980) [C] 
David Luban, “Liberalism, Torture, and the Ticking Bomb” (2005) [C].   
Alan Dershowitz, excerpt from Why Terrorism Works: Understanding the Threat, Responding to 

the Challenge (2002) [C]. 
 
In-class television clip: 24, S4E11 (2005).  
 
 
05/28: Topic TBD  
Note: We will decide the content (reading, film clips, etc.) for this week together.  Think about 
whether there is an important thinker or topic that is not covered in the other weeks of the course.  
We will make a decision together on 04/23.   
 
Writing: Reader response on topic TBD due by 2:00pm on 05/28 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
06/04: The Rhetoric of Evil 
Writing:  

1. Reader response on the rhetoric of evil due by 2:00pm on 06/04 (via Coursework Drop 
Box).   

2. We will spend the last hour of this class discussing students’ final paper topics.  Please be 
ready to give us a brief (5 minutes or so) and informal presentation on the subject and 
argument of your final paper.  This presentation will be included in your participation 
grade. 

 
Reading: 
Ronald Reagan, Remarks at the Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals 

(1983) [C]. 
George W. Bush, State of the Union Address (2002) [C]. 
Barack Obama, Remarks by the President at the Acceptance of the Nobel Peace Prize (2009) [C]. 
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Robert Hariman, “Speaking of Evil” (2003) [C]. 
Richard Bernstein, excerpt from The Abuse of Evil: The Corruption of Politics and Religion 

since 9/11 (2005) [C]. 
 
In-class film and audio clips: Ronald Reagan, excerpt from the Speech before the National 
Association of Evangelicals; George W. Bush, excerpt from the 2002 State of the Union 
Address; Barack Obama, excerpt from Remarks at the Acceptance of the Nobel Peace Prize. 
 
 
Exam Period: Final Paper 
Writing: Paper 2 due by 4:00pm on 06/10 (via Coursework Drop Box). 


