SOCIALIST HOPE IN THE SHADOW OF
CATASTROPHE

Norman Geras

In hislast book Ralph Miliband identifiesas one of a number of crucial
problems socialists need to address — problems putting in question the
credibility of the socialist project itself — the massive evidence we have,
particularly from the present century, of atrocious human cruelty,
murderous division and conflict, the seeming aptitude of our species for
large-scale organized blood-letting. The sceptical question as to whether
with such 'human material' aradical re-orderingof society toward cooper-
ative harmony and atruism is not merely a utopian illusion has, Miliband
suggests, to be confronted serioudly. He urges us, nevertheless, against the
pessimisticanswer to that question, judging it ‘a counsel of despair to say
... that evil on a huge scale is pat of the human condition, that its
conquest isimpossible.' In this essay, written in tribute to a life's work of
unwavering socialist advocacy and consistent, level-headed clarity, |
support Miliband's genera standpoint, but by way of examining more
closely some of the assumptionsabout human nature that he reviews or
himself deploysin articulatingit.

The challenge posed by higtory, Miliband begins by saying, is to 'the
fundamental optimism about human capabilities which pervades the
socialist enterprise — a belief, inherited from the Enlightenment, in the
infinite perfectibility of human beings. | takethisas one distinctiveview
of human nature and shall identify it for the time being as assumption (1).
Havingso expressedit, Miliband then goeson to put it, ashesays, in more
contemporary terms, asif only expressingthe same thing in another way.
In fact, however, he presentsin the reformulation, or at least he licenses, a
second, different view. For he speaks now just of ‘the belief that human
beings are perfectly capable of organizing themselvesinto cooperative,
democratic, egalitarian and self-governing communities, in which al
conflict would certainly not have been eliminated, but where it would
become less and less frequent and, acute.’ | shall call this for now
assumption(2), and | differentiateit from (1) on the groundsthat where (1)
asserts that human beings are perfectible, (2) requires no such ambitious
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clam. It requires only that, whatever imperfections human beings may
have, these are not S0 great as to exclude the possibility of creating
communities with the specified characteristics, communitiesof a socialist
kind. And (2) even permits, via the referenceto continuing although rarer
and more moderate conflicts, the inference that there might be enduring
human faults: tendencies perhapsto selfishness, to indifferencetoward the
misfortunes of others, to undue pride or vanity, needless aggression or
whatever else. Along with the run of better human qualities, such
tendencies would aso be, on this assumption, a permanent part of the
constitution of humankind.

In any case, whether on the groundsof the moreor of thelessambitious
claim, because human beingsare perfectibleor because the weaknessesin
their nature are not so vitiating as to be bound always to defeat the
collective efforts conceivable from their virtues, 'socialism's essentid
point of departure’, Miliband says, 'is — has to be - that there is no
implacable curse which dooms humankind to perpetua divison and
drife’ By negating this last propositionwe will get, of course, the source
of the original sceptical question; we will get a view of human nature
according to which thereissuch an implacablecurse. Let uscall this, then,
assumption (3). It isthe assumption, as we have already seen it expressed,
'that evil on a huge scale is part of the human condition'. It is the
assumptionthat "humanity . . . cannot escape from the slaughterhouse, and
is doomed to add, generation upon generation to the end of time, to the
catalogue of collective cruety.' It is the assumption that, as to the many
smaller-scale'individual acts of cruelty perpetrated by men and women
upon each other, or upon children, or for that matter upon animals, these
too'are to be explained by traitsineradicably embedded in human nature'.

Onefurther passagewill complete the set of views| want to distinguish
from one another for consideration. Miliband for his part assertsthat more
plausiblethan thislast pessimistic view is the ideathat:

such acts[of cruelty] ... are mainly produced by the insecurities, frustrations, anxieties

and alienations that form an intrinsic part of class societies based on domination and

exploitation. The 'injuriesof class, allied to injuriesof race, gender, religion and many
others, readily lend themselves to pathological and morbid deformations which deeply
and adversely affect human relations. This can only be effectively tackled in societies
where conditions are created which foster solidarity, cooperation, security and respect,

and where these values are given substance by a variety of grassroots institutionsin all
areasof life. It isthese conditionswhich socialism seeks to advance.

Now, | take the precaution of saying that, so far as Miliband’s own
intended meaning is concerned, his argument here, of a kind common in
socialist and other radical discourses, probably does not yield afurther and
quite separate view of human nature. This argument is construable, in
particular, as being consistent with assumption(2). For the notion we have
seen to becontainedin (2) that human beings are characterized by a combi-
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nation of virtues and vices, or (otherwise expressed) that human nature
embodies different and even opposed kinds of inner potentiality or
tendency, is perfectly compatible with the idea that it is the social condi-
tions in which people live that, loosely speaking, shape those people,
bringing out some qualities, blocking or frustrating others, and so on.
There are aspects of Miliband's text which indicate just such a line of
thought. | shall come back to this.

| proposeto wring another meaning from the passage just quoted all the
same. This meaning is that the socia conditions people inhabit do not
merely bring out or frustrate, encourage or deform, the various qualities
generaly present within human beings, rather, they create them. Or,
formulated differently: the socia conditions, or relations or institutions,
fully determine the traits borne by any given group of social agents.
Human nature, in other words, is neither like this nor like that, for thereis
no human nature. There are just socialy, culturally, historically produced
specificitiesand differences. | call that assumption (4) and | permit myself
forcibly to extract it from what Miliband saysfor two reasons. One is that
it remains a standard position upon thisgeneral terrain of problemsand so
needs some consideration here. The other is that though Miliband's views
do not, strictly speaking, entail it, there are neverthelessaspectsof histext
also-so | shall later argue—that evince a certain over-socializingor over-
historicizing tendency on his part. It seems reasonable therefore as a
procedure of discussion to include the limit position of this tendency for
the sake of greater comprehensiveness.

| now collect up and re-order the four different views | have dlicited,
giving each one a brief and standardized formula.

From (3) == (a) Human nature isintrinsicaly evil.

From (1) == (b) Human nature isintrinsically good.

From (4) == (c) Human nature isintrinsically blank.

From (2) == (d) Human nature isintrinsically mixed.

Thisformulaic listing isfor convenience only, and is consciously made at
the cost of two over-simplificationswhich | a once try to undo.

The pessimistic assumption — (@) — need not require that people are by
nature wholly, or even that they are all inordinately, evil. It could just take
the form, and it is perhaps more likely to, that impulses towards evil are
sufficiently strong and extensive in humankind that they can never be
lastingly pacified, and must continue to produce horrors of one sort and
another on both a small and a large scale. Equaly, the optimistic
assumption— (b) — that human beingsare intrinsically good does not have
to exclude that these beings are capable of nastiness, even nastinessof a
serious kind. Indeed the derivation of assumption (b) from a formula of
perfectibility impliesthat human beings precisely are so capable. It isjust
that, under (b), this capability is to be seen as less typical of, or less
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powerful within, the species, as adventitious and removable, as due
possibly to the corrupting influence of bad circumstancesor inadegquate
education; where the potentiality for good is more integral, more deeply
laid. Both (a) and (b), in other words, can be construed in ways allowing
that human natureis, as| have put it in formula (d), mixed. However, (@)
and (b) take a position on the weight of, respectively, evil and good within
the 'mixture, so asespecialy to insst on the long-rangecentrality of one
of them. My simplified formula in each case merely accentuates the
viewpoint in order to distinguish it sharply from (d), in which the balance
between good and evil within humankind is left more open.

It is perhaps prudent also to point out that the view of human nature as
expressedin (¢), human nature asa blank, is not so much simplifiedin that
formulaas purified. By which | mean that thisview is hardly ever hed by
anybody in pure form, but rather in conjunction with other propositions
with which it is inconsistent. There is no good reason for taking it other
than freed of the inconsistencies. In any event, (c) shares with (b) a belief
that human evil is eradicable; but the bief is differently based in the two
cases. Proponents of (b) think that evil is not intrinsic in human nature
because good is; whereas proponentsof (c) think that evil is not intrinsic
in human nature because nothingis.

Finaly (d), given what has already been said, is obvioudy to be enter-
tained here in a form that makes it genuinely, and not only apparently,
distinct from (a) and (b). This is to say that, with the balance between
potentialitiesfor good and potentialitiesfor evil being taken as more open
than in those formulas, neither kind of potentiaity is held to bulk so large
asto be overwhelmingor to render the other, whether now or at any time,
inconsequential or null. Base or egregious human impulses, under
assumption (d), are not so al-consuming as to make pervasive and
enormousevil forever inevitable, but nor are they so weak or insignificant
that they might be conceived as entirely eliminable, as one day gone, as
even now 'really’ something else than they appear, not human impulses
after al, but aienated, capitaist, class-oppressive or class-oppressed,
patriarchal, corrupted ones. Conversely, benign and admirabletendencies,
under assumption (d), are not so dominant as to make the possibility of
serious human evil only a temporary, albeit long, historical phase which
may one day pass, nor so feeble or so sparsely distributed as to make
attempts to limit and counteract that baleful possibility a pointless quest.
Both sorts of impulse or tendency are conceived under (d) as being
permanent features of our nature, realitiesto be negotiated, lived with, if
possible understood - and if possibletilted toward the more benign and
admirable, and tilted asfar that way as possible.

In completing my clarification of the four assumptions, | anticipate the
argument that follows. The socialist enterprise, along with other ideas of
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radical human progress, generally presupposes, as Miliband says, rejecting
assumption (a). | want to argue that seriously confronting even so — as he
suggests we must — the sceptical question which is raised by the sponsors
of assumption (8) amounts to this. that socialists henceforth should not
alow themselvesthe easy convenience of assumption (b) or assumption
(c). To adopt either of these is precisely not to take the massof evidenceto
which Miliband alludes seriously. It is to make light of it. The hope of
socialism has to be sustained on the basisof assumption (d). The goal of a
much better and a more just society isto be fought for not because human
beingsare by nature overwhelmingly or essentially good, nor becausethey
do not havean intrinsic nature; but because and in spite of the combination
in their nature of bad impulses with good ones. Because of the bad
impulses, this struggle is necessary. In spite of them, it is to be hoped, a
socialist society may yet be possible.

Socialist advocacy is too often and too much informed by the kind of
thinking 1 encapsulate in assumptions (b) and (c). Now, | repest, the two
assumptionsare not the samein the way they ground an optimisticoutl ook:
to the suggested permanence of great evil the first opposes the claim that
there are deep, massively preponderant tendencies towards good inherent
in humankind, whereas the second just opposes the notion of an infinite
human plasticity. This differenceis not immaterial. The first view hasthe
significant advantage of being willing to deal in some conception of a
common human nature, such as the second view for its part rejects. And |
call this an advantage, because the claim that there is no human nature at
al isat best athoughtlessexaggeration, one that it isimpossibleto uphold
with any genuine lucidity of mind; which is why its advocates so freely
proposeor assumewhat they also deny, heresay what they there take back,
as the need of the moment may be. | have argued thiscase aready at some
length twice, once in relation to historicist and structuralist positions
within Marxism, more lately in criticism of a 'post-modern’ variant of the
same thing. So | shdl not go into it here again.?

| concentrate instead on what | perceive to be the shared weakness of
viewpoints (b) and (c). This is their common unwillingnessto accept, as
significant realitiesin their own right with some independent explanatory
weight in human affairs, dispositionsin the make-up of human beings that
are lessthan beneficent — whether of selfishnessand envy, maliciousglee,
the enjoyment of power or advantage over others, a certain passion to
exclude, cruelty, destructiveness, and agood number of other things. So far
as some such dispositions may appear to leave a rather large mark on the
historical record, these are dways redlly (so the suggestion is) a product or
expressionaf something else. Rendered in one conception overwhel mingly
benign, and in the other entirely empty of fixed content, human nature does
not autonomoudly contribute anything of its own to how things can go
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badly, the apparent human capacity for evil becoming mere epiphe-
nomenon par excellence. Can thisway of thinking withstand a sober look
a how grim the historica record in fact is?

Let us now bring into relation with the more easily optimistic assump-
tions about human nature to be found in the argumentsof many socialists,
some views about it emergingfrom an experiencein that record: of all the
events of the twentieth century mentioned in the present connection by
Ralph Miliband himself, the one that has perhaps done most to instil a
general melancholy about future human possibilities. The Holocaust as |
shall bereferring to it here, some now well-known reservationsabout the
term notwithstanding, has come to occupy a prominent placein contem-
porary consciousness. It has given rise to an extensive literature, coming
from survivors, from historians and theologians, from most kinds of social
scientist, from psychoanalysts, novelists, poets, dramatists, literary critics.
But it has not left much of a mark, it has to be said, on the moral and
political philosophy of socialism, and thisreflectsa broader state of affairs,
in which the Holocaust has not figured very conspicuously amongst the
concerns of moral or political philosophersin general.

It was a human catastrophe which may be thought, for all that, to pose
some troubling questionsfor anyone committed to radical and progressive
change, and it is certainly not a good reason for ignoring these questions
that troubling is what they are. The words of the Polish sociologist Anna
Pawelczynska, herself a former prisoner at Auschwitz, are to the point
here:

People living within the orbit of European civilization today defend themselvesfrom the

naturalistic eloquence of facts which have no analogy in their experience by a failure of

the imagination ... Such people, as members of that same human species to which the
murderers and their victims belong, resist identifying with either murderer or victim ...

[They] protect their view of the world, their optimistic philosophy of life, from the conse-

quences of understanding the concentration camp as a dimension of the evil man can do
and of the depth of contempt to which he can sink'

A socialist philosophy worthy of being taken seriously cannot afford such
a'protected’ optimism, shut off against the brutal realitiesbeyond just by
virtue of decliningto look at them.

In The Vist' by Tadeusz Borowski — a survivor of Auschwitz who
transmuted his experiences there into a series of unflinching, terrible
stories, before later taking his own life — the narrator details some of the
wretched human sights he haswitnessed in the camp, and goeson:

And every one of the people who, because of eczema, phlegmon or typhoid fever, or

simply because they were too emaciated, were taken to the gas chamber, begged the

orderlies loading them into the crematorium trucks to remember what they saw. And to
tell the truth about mankind to those who do not know it

Irene W,, another survivor, speaking of how she has had over the yearsto
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attend to the needs of daily life without allowing her memories to
overwhelm her and prevent her from functioning normally, reports:

Yet it's always there; it's more a view of the world, a total world-view ... of extreme
pessimism, of sort of onefeels. . . of realy knowing the truth about people, human nature,
about death, of really knowing the truth in a way that other peopledon't know it

The 'truth about mankind' and 'the truth about people, human nature' is
what they call it; a truth, they both say, that others do not know. What is
thistruth?

There are doubtless different facets of it, but in the more theoretical
literature on the Holocaust it looks, with some writers, rather like our
assumption (a). Thus, according to the theologian Richard Rubenstein,
'just asdepth psychology was able to expose the ineradicabledark side of
human personality’, so theworld of the death camps hasshown it to be 'an
error to imagine that civilization and savage cruelty are antitheses ...
Mankind never emerged out of savagery into civilization’.* Another
theologian, Arthur Cohen — for whom the Holocaust is tremendum, a kind
of unfathomableabyssof evil, 'orgiastic celebration of death' — haswritten
in like vein:

Liberalism (and in itsradicalization, Marxism) may well be the fallen messianism of the

Jews, the familiar secular inversion of Jewish utopian hope, but liberdism is predicated

upon assumptionsregarding the nature of man and his educable potentiality which the

tremendum destroyed . . . In the holocaust is a configurationof evil; it writes large what
should have been recognized all along - that the oppository, destructive character of evil

drains of credibility every notion of an ongoing teleology of the good that was required
by therationa optimisms. . . of the nineteenth cemuf.”

Something similar can be expressed more indirectly, and | take asa case of
this one of the few well-known contemporary political philosophers to
have addressed himsdlf, albeit briefly, to the subject of the Holocaust,
namely Robert Nozick. Nozick liststhe multipleand wanton barbarities, to
read the details of which, as he putsit, 'staggers and numbsthe mind'. He
goes on to suggest that the Holocaust isan event 'that radically and drasti-
cally dters the situation and status of humanity'. He explains the
suggestion so:
| do not claim to understand the full significanceof this, but here is one piece, | think: It
now would not be a specid tragedy if humankind ended, if the human species were
destroyed in atomic warfare or the earth passed through some cloud that made it impos-
siblefor the speciesto continue reproducing itself. . . Imaginebeingsfrom another galaxy
looking at our history. It would not seem unfitting to them, | think, if that story cameto

an end, if the speciesthey see with that history ended, destroying itself in nuclear warfare
or otherwise failing to be able to continue.

Nozick, it is true, also qualifies his suggestion in a humber of ways. He
does not mean that human beings deserve thisto happen; it would involve
much suffering and individual loss; it would be wrongfor anyone actually
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to bring it about. Nor does he overlook other, earlier cruelties and
calamities. Perhapsit is just the case, he says, 'that the Holocaust sealed
the situation, and made it patently clear'. He wonders, too, whether we
might be able to redeem ourselves as a species, were people to begin to
take the suffering of others upon themselvesby suffering whenever they
did. Asit strikes me, however, the point here is that, despite these various
gualifications, the judgement which they qualify aready concludes a
balance sheet between the actual past of humankind and its possible
futures. If 'its loss would now be no special loss above and beyond the
losses to the individualsinvolved', if humanity hasforfeited ‘its claim to
continue, as Nozick thinksit has, and if thisisso, thetalk even of an effort
of redemption notwithstanding, does that not amount to fixing the nature
of the species by the enormitiesaf evil in its pagt, to the discount of any
better possiblefutures? More than by whatever good we might still hopeto
bring about, not to speak of the good aready done, we are characterized by
the atrocitiesand iniquitiesthat have been perpetrated, in a judgement of
metaphysical resignation and despair.*

Looking into the depths of the experience on which Nozick here
reflects, it can be hard not to share something of the same mood. What Elie
Wiesdl hasto say in arelated connection is apposite. 'Examine them', he
writes— with reference, this, to 'snapshots of the Holocaust, photographs
of murder in progress which we have by courtesy of the murderers
themselvesor of the numerous spectatorsto murder — 'and you will forget
who you are ... Nothing will be important any more. You will have
glimpsed an abyss you would rather not have uncovered. Too late.™ The
person is perhaps unfortunate who does not know a like responseto horrors
of this magnitude. A mood of resignation or despair in the face of them is
to beresisted, al thesame, by those who can. We ought to resist the cosmic
pessmismof Nozick's judgement; resist any unilateral definitionof human
naturein termsonly or principally of its worst excesses; resist the identifi-
cation we have seen made above, between the Nazi universe of death and
the truth about humankind. So, anyway, | shall eventualy get around to
arguing.

We need, in resisting it, however, to respect what isa truth here and not
just casually dismissthis as some would-be irrelevance to socialism and
other utopian projects. | have in mind the sort of dismissal which is
involved in claiming that an event like the Holocaust discloses nothing
about the inner or natural propensities of human beings, because the
behaviour patternsand personality traitsit reveal sto usare to be put down,
either wholly or largely, to the historically determinate social and situa-
tional conditionsof the event. Such a.claim, it may even be thought, hasa
certain plausibility on account of the very extremity of thecase. Why judge
human nature, it could be asked, on the basisof conditionsof life and death
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that were exceptional,on the basisof a hellish and in no way typical human
Situation?

An initia answer to this seemingly plausiblequestion is that we are in
possession of some considerable wisdom from and about that particular
hell which emphasizesto us, warnsus, that the actions, reactions, postures
and personalitiesconstitutiveof it, exceptional and shocking in many ways
as they obvioudly were, were also continuouswith ones familiar in and to
ordinary human beingsin more ordinary circumstances. This was a world
populated not by monstersand brutes— or not only by monstersand brutes,
for in some necessary and still usable moral meaning there were more than
enough of these— but by beingswho were precisely human beings, with
characteristicsthat are al too recognizable, human vices and weaknesses
amongst them, common faults and frailties.

Most easily recognizablein that regard are the bystanders: those who,
not directly activein the processof mass murder, did nothing to try to stop
it either. These are the people who affect not to know, or who do not care
to know and so do not find out; or who do know but do not care anyway,
who are indifferent; or who are afraid, for themselvesor for others, or who
feel powerless; or who are weighed down, distracted or just occupied (as
most of us) in pursuingtheaimsof their own lives. Such peopleformed the
background to the tragedy of the European Jews and they continue every-
where to provide an enabling conditionfor other tragedieslarge and small,
and for great but avoidablesuffering. The ubiquity of the bystander surely
testifies to a remarkable capacity in members of our species to live
comfortably with the enormoussufferingsof others.

It is not only the bystanders, however, who are recognizable here. It is
a so the perpetrators. The theme isa difficult one and must be treated with
some care, since it comesotherwiseto promoteaglib and corrosive moral
cynicism, actually encouraging what it purportsonly to observe. There is
a need to understand; but without being too understanding. Yet the theme
itself is inescapable. If amongst the perpetratorsis to be found, as one
would expect, an ample complement of sadists and thugs, there is now a
large literature documentingfor the more general run of them — that is, the
camp personnel, the members of execution squads, the civilian users
(which means users up) of slave labour, the planners and the bureaucrats
and the doctors of death — that these bearers of Nazi genocide fell well
within the range of psychological normality. They were not, for the most
part, psychopaths. They were ordinary people.

And the same literature makes available to us a wide-ranging explo-
ration of the mechanisms, psychological and social, by which such
ordinary people could bring themselves, or be induced by others, to
contribute their share to the evil. These mechanisms are many and | can
only gesture towards them here: the fears and resentments focused on
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people who are different, and the feelings of self-enhancement or even
elation at the disaster brought upon them; the thought of being authorized
to act by a legitimate higher source, or the thought that this, one€'s own
'segment’ of theoverall processisonly oneof avery large number and not
the decisive one morally speaking; the idea of itsbeing an impersonal role,
a job, and thus not due in any strong sense to the particular individual
filling it; self-serving, careerist motives, a simple bending to socia
pressures, not wanting not to conform with the opinions of one's peers.
And being implicated gradually, incrementally; accustoming oneself, asto
anything in the way of a routine; for many, not being able to see what
finally happensto the victims of the process; regarding them as insignif-
icant morally; dehumanizing them, first in thought, then by social and
symbolic practices, in the end by physically demeaning and brutalizing
ones. By acombination of these meansthe lineis crossed.”

It is as necessary to insist upon what is not being said here as to
emphasize what is. This is not offered in that style of knowing and
generally satisfied pessimism which assures us that deep down we are all
so badly flawed as to become, just given the appropriate circumstances,
instigatorsof or accomplicesin any moral crime. It is not true. There are
aways those who refuse and those who resist. There are peoplewho risk
everything, and otherswho, though they cannot find thestrength to do this,
still do what they feel they can to oppose or mitigate the consequencesof
the crime in question. To explore the motivationa pathwaystoward partic-
ipation in or compliance with great iniquity is not to say that these must
inevitably be taken. Nor is it to deny the redlity of the choice there is,
restrictedor dangerousasit can sometimesbe: thechoiceto act against the
habits of thought and the impulses just rehearsed, upon other matives, for
better reasons.

The point, therefore, isnot acynical, but it isaredlist one. It isthat even
this (asit issometimessaid) utterly demonic of twentieth-century horrors
was the work of human beings such as we are acquainted with. It was
compounded of well-known sorts of prejudice, ambition, temptation, taste
of power, evasion, moral failure. When they are not doing philosophy or
talking theoretical poalitics, socialists and other radicals know as well as
anyone the motivationa range here, comprising, with all the admirable
qualities and the excellences, also elementswhich are lessthan admirable,
and indeed some of them downright repugnant. This rangeis smply part
of the stuff of ordinary existence. It isaform of practical experiencetaken
from every area of life: every family, circle of friends and acquaintances,
every neighbourhood; every milieu, social stratum, vocation, organization.
It isan experience— again, together with what is generous, loving, coura-
geous and so on — of jealousies and vanities, petty unkindnesses and
hatreds, wilful deceits, self-importanceand self-promotion. It yieldsto us
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a knowledge complementary to the one we have from the Holocaust itself:
a knowledge of the ordinary raw materials of great evil, those common
vices and human failings which can become, in another setting or combi-
nation, suddenly exorbitant.

Lastly in this connection, there is the victim group to be considered as
well. With a share of the same common vices and failings distributed
unevenly acrossit, it too becomesstained by the crimes of the perpetrators.
Another difficult theme. To write about this as it were from the outside,
however carefully, runs the risk of appearing to proffer a judgement on
others, of which everyonef r omthe outside ought to be cautious. 'lt isa
judgement’, asPrimo Levi has puit it, 'that wewould liketo entrust only to
those who found themselvesin similar circumstances, and had the possi-
bility to test on themselveswhat it meansto act in a state of coercion.™ |
shall let Levi himself represent what isa rather moregeneral messagefrom
survivors of the Nazi concentration and death camps.

In some reflectionson what he has called the 'grey zone, Levi for his
part firmly casts aside any levelling cynicism in this matter, writing:

| do not know, and it doesnot much interest meto know, whether in my depthstherelurks

amurderer,but | do know that | was a guiltless victim and I wasnot a murderer ... and

that to confuse [the murderers] with their victims isa moral disease or an aesthetic affec-
tation or a sinister sign of complicity . .."

But Levi asserts, al the same, that “[i]t is naive, absurd, and historically
false to believe that an infernal system such as National Socialism was,
sanctifies its victims; on the contrary it degrades them'. The grey zone is
one feature of what he hasin mind. He refers by this to ‘the space which
separates (and not only in Nazi Lagers) the victimsfrom the persecutors:

Only a schematicrhetoriccan claim that that space isempty: it never is; it isstudded with
obscene or pathetic figures (sometimes they possess both qualities simultaneoudly),
whom it is indispensable to know if we want to know the human species, if we want to
know how to defend our souls when a similar test should once more loom before us, or
even if weonly want to understand what takes place in a big industrial factory."

Thegrey zone, Levi says, has'ill-defined outlineswhich both separate and
join the two camps of mastersand servants. If it is never empty, that is
because 'in the Lager and outside, there exist grey, ambiguous persons
ready to comipromise, '

It needsto be emphasized at this juncture that Primo Levi was not well
disposed towardsthe too facile equation of the Nazi camps with other sites
of hierarchical power: 'the comparison’, he hassaid, ‘arouses revulsionin
us, those of us who have been "marked”, "tattooed"” . .. There's no gas
chamber at Fiat.' The more notable therefore is his repeated allusion, in
these reflectionsjust quoted, to the existence of somesimilar elements'in
the Lager and outside’. The Nazi camps were not for him a microcosm or
the mere 'condensation’ of the world beyond them; but he was willing to
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describethem as being 'a distorting mirror' of that world nonetheless.'

It is a not uncommon observation amongst the survivors. Levi again:
'the prisoner who gets ahead on the backs of his comrades exists every-
where'. Hanna Levy-Hass(in a diary written while she was imprisoned at
Belsen): 'l shall keep firmly in my mind everythingthat | have seen, every-
thing that | have experienced and learnt, everything that human nature has
revealed to me ... | shal judge each man according to the way he has
behaved, or could have behaved, in these conditions that surround us.'
Viktor Frankl: 'Is it surprising that in those depths we again found only
human qualities which in their very nature were a mixture of good and
evil? 'In the concentration camps. . . we watched and witnessed some of
our comrades behavelike swine while others behaved like saints. Man has
both potentialitieswithin himself. . ."™

On the basis of her conversationswith survivors of the death camps,
Gitta Sereny hasspoken of the 'fatalistic lack of vehemenceof those who
have come to terms with the inevitability of human failingsin everyone,
themselves included." In the attitude she thereby identifiesis joined an
ancient, indeed acommon sense knowledgewith the wisdom brought back
- and a what a cost — from the placesof Nazi barbarity.

Now, a standard socialist, and more broadly progressive, riposte exists
to being presented with considerations of this kind. It would disqualify
them at a stroke from being accepted as genuine wisdom. Common sense,
it is often said, is a form of ideology; and, likewise, so-called practica
experienceisabounded experienceonly. Both are the product of particular
social forms, historically specific worlds. As such, neither common sense
nor practical experiencecan beareliableguideto the patternsof behaviour
we may expect with other social forms, in future possibleworlds. Whether
inside the campsor beyond them, what we have knowledge of are people
who grew up in adeformingsocia environment. Even if it isthe case that
the Holocaust universe is recognizable as having been populated by
ordinary human beings, these were human beings who had been moulded
by capitalism, class, patriarchy and the rest, by gross inequalities and
differentialsin power, with the profoundly limiting and corrupting effects
upon their attitudes that all that must entail. Anything vouchsafed to us,
consequently, out of the experience of the Holocaust is relevant only for
the type of society which gave birth to, or at least accommodated, it. It is
not relevant to the prospectsand character of a future society which has
been radically transformed.

As much weight as is bound to be given to argumentsof this general
kind by those of us who entertain the possibility of progressive revolu-
tionary change, in such blanket form they are inadequate- in face both of
the terrible enormitiesand of the more run-of-the-mill individual failings
they purport to respond to, and with which the human story is in fact so
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crowded. | shall now go on to offer three reasons why trying thus to
‘neutralize’ the negative features of this story, by just ascribing them to
societal defects of a historically specific and remediable sort, is uncon-
vincing. It isa poor basisfor the hope of human progress.

First, one may bring to this domain an argument of Marxian pedigree
but which ought to carry force also more widely, with anyone sceptical of
grand projects of a speculative nature. This is the argument that the better
society of the futureisto be thought of, and fought for, asemerging out of
real tendencieswithin the present, and not counterposed to the latter as a
merely abstract ideal unanchored in existing empirical forces or in any
proper grasp of them. That argument, much used (and not only by
Marxists) in relation, for example, to what sort of political or economic
goals are foreseeably feasible, and to the question of who are likely to be
the agentsfor achieving them, is rather less often invoked by socialistsin
relation to the topic under discussion. When it comes to what kind of
beings human beingsare and might one day become, and more particularly
to what limitations they have and how these might constrain the feasible
shapes of an alternative future, it is not uncommon, then, for socialist
advocacy to be couched in terms of a quite remarkableleap. This can take
us from people as we know and have known them to beings wonderfully
freed of thefamiliar human faults and vices, or saved at any ratefrom ever
having to let these revea their unpleasant outward effects; to people
improved, in the well-known phrase, beyond recognition.

It seems, however, as appropriate to this area of reflection as to any
other to hold that we have to start from where we are, thereforefrom the
realities of human motivation, of moral weakness as much as mord
strength, with which we arefamiliar, and not simply fly forward towardsa
speculative ideal. The least that one can say is that it ill befits socialists,
whether of Marxist formation or of some other more or lessreslist cast of
mind, to find easy refugein such an insubstantial ideal.

But | want to take it further than this. For some will be tempted to
minimize the weight of the point by treating it as a merely politica one:
intended, that is, to give some hope of proximate practical success, but
having no deeper theoretical significance, no implication for the degree of
changeability or fixednessin the human personality over the longer term.
This temptation should be resisted. The point, | will maintain, does go
deeper. It comes down to the need to show a proper — some would say
materialist — regard for the continuities and the resistances of human
history in the framing of any emancipatory project. This history certainly
encompasses continuities as well as discontinuities, some of the continu-
ities are long ones, and some of theselong continuitiesare long precisely
because they are due to nature, both external and human (a circumstance
of which Marx, incidentally, was well aware, for al the emphasishe gave
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in hiswork to historical particularity and change).

Let us take a range of common human emotions, say, anger, desire,
love, fear, pride, shame, melancholy, disgust; and some familiar disposi-
tionstoo, say, submissivenessand dominance—whether in asexual context
or outsideit — and community, spontaneity, constancy, self-regard. Likethe
more basic human needs and the most common human capacities, such
emotions and dispositions plainly have a general, transhistorical bass.
Whatever cultural variation their forms might display, it would not be
plausibleto proposethat they are all wholly social constructs, and the idea
of some future society in which they would be no more gives meaning,
well and truly, to the phrase'beyond recognition’. Thisisaworld virtually
unimaginableby us. It is hard to say whether it would be, for the new kind
of 'people’ within it, a utopia, but it scarcely looks desirablefrom here.

Let us now takein turn - and asis not the same thing— arange of some
of the lessattractive human qualitiesand tendencies: say (in a list loosely
parallelingtheone just given), hatred or vengeful ness, greed, covetousness
and envy, overbearing attachment, mora cowardice, vanity, self-
abasement, destructiveness; and then servility, love of power, cruelty; and
ethnic prgudice, lawlessness, fanaticism, uncaring privilege. We should
like to believein the possibility of aworld with much less of this sort of
thing, much less of it, especialy, that is accorded public space and the
means of advancement or growth through hierarchiesof great privilege,
sites of tyrannical power, boutsof collectiveviolence, and so on. But how
much more plausible or imaginableis a world, even, from which these
uglier human attributes have disappeared? They seem generally to bear
connectionsof one kind and another to the common emotionsand disposi-
tionsby way of which | cameto them: asexaggerated or aggravatedforms
of thosg, fixationsof them, deteriorations, imbalances. It suggests that they
too have, in some sort, adurable natural foundation, capableasthey are of
being brought out by a very wide variety of interpersonal circumstances
and relationships—such asthereis also bound awaysto be in any society
of more or less equitably distributed freedoms. It seems more redlistic to
reckon that humankind will have to go on living with these less salutary
human attributesin some proportion. If socialism, at any rate, will till be
a society of human beings, much about them will be recognizably the
same. We have nothing at present but the emptiest of speculationsto tell us
that the common faults and vices might disappear or all but disappear; that
everything that is productive of grave mischief belongswith the disconti-
nuitiesof history, with the societally generated, and nothing of it with our
underlying human nature.

This brings me directly to the second of my three reasons. For thereis
in any case an odd feature, rarely remarked upon, of arguments of this
sociologizing type which assert that nothing or very littleisto be attributed
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to human nature. It is an assumption of, so to say, fixed explanatory
quantity, such that the relation between (for short) sociologica and
naturalist explanation of human behaviour must vary inversely: if human
behaviour has much to do with social conditions, it has little to do with
natural traits; if very much, then very little; and so on. Or, expressed in
qudlitative terms, if the social is very important in explaining human
behaviour, then human nature (if it is alowed that it exists at al) is very
unimportant. Thisis not theonly way of thinking about the issue, however,
and it is not the most persuasive way. One might observe, instead, that
whatever the explanatory weight here— and it is undeniably immense— of
social structure and cultural mores, thereis, aswell, aweight that isdue to
our natural make-up and of its own considerable magnitude. There is,
becauseas much as the particularitiesof society and culture may influence
the forms of conduct and the run of inclinationsand values within human
populations, such particularitiescan only work, to put this baldly, on what
it isin peopleto do or be. They can only work on the potentiaities, and
within certain limits, that are set by the nature of our species.

Yau can train a horse, and you can accustom acat, to variousthings. But
you cannot teach a horseto read or get acat to liveon vegetables, and you
will not get either to be forever stationary, like an object. There are, by the
same token, natural limits to what human beings can do and can sustain,
and there are material needs, capacities and impulses which will find
expression in one socia form or another. Nothing about the rich diversity
of social forms, or about the irrepressiblefreedom of the human will and
creativity of the imagination, subtracts by so much as a single scintilla
from the contribution to human affairswhich is made by natura determi-
nantsof that kind.

| want to explore the relevanceof this point to our subject by coming
back to Ralph Miliband's reflections. There are aspects of these, | said
earlier, that can be read as affirming a hope in progresson the basis of
assumption (d): the assumption of a mixed human nature, with potential-
itiesfor both good and evil. | noted hisformulation envisaging socialism
together with some persisting, abeit very much diminished, human
conflict. This formulation would allow the possibility of some continued
wrong-doing aso, though it does not itself necessarily entail it. In fact,
Miliband writesin the same connection of asituation ‘where collectiveand
individual misdeeds can be turned into increasingly margina phenomena.
And he writes, aswell, of 'a context in which collective cruelty would be
. . . madeimpossibleby the resistancewhich it would evoke’.* Both antici-
pationssuggest a continuing space, as this may be put, of potential evil.

For what has been pressed back to the marginsof social lifetill hasits
place at the margins, and presumably thereforea so its living sources; and
we know well enough how the margind can often find its way, whether
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creeping or irrupting, towards the centre. Likewise, a thing (collective
cruelty) made impossible by the resistance ‘it would evoke', sounds to
have some impulsessustaining it still, to be a live capacity and not merely
a historical memory of what was there once but is no longer, having been
eradicated or smoothed away. | propose, in the light of these inferences,
one kind of interpretation of the long passage I earlier quoted from
Miliband, referringto 'conditions . . . which foster solidarity, cooperation,
security and respect, and where these values are given substance by a
variety of grassrootsinstitutionsin al areasof life." It isan interpretation
in which the said conditionsand institutionsare conceived asbeing, at least
in part, externally blocking or obstructing, and simultaneously accommo-
dating and facilitating. That is to say, they put up barriers againgt certain
typesof human tendency or impulse, while a the same time leaving room
to certain other types. Such a conception of them precisely concedes the
existence of what | have just called a space of potential evil. It doesso in
the metaphor of blocking, which presupposessomething there needing to
be blocked, troublesome tendencies and impulses of a durable sort, not
entirely removable by education, acculturation or whatever.

A competing conception would make the human person, or else the
miscreant human person, more entirely the product of the conditionsand
institutions which envelope it. It is a conception of these conditions and
institutionsas 'possessing’ the innermost core of the individua self, or as
disfiguring it; so that, once given a good socia environment, we would
have only good individuals, without significant residue of ill-will or
viciousness. Now, of course, any adequate notion of the person will need
some pretty large element, as it were, of thislatter kind of conception. For
social structureand culture do certainly 'enter' the make-up of the person,
shaping itsvery identity, as much as they can be thought of aso asexternal
barriers, or channels, against and along which the human-natural disposi-
tions of individuals have to make their way. The overall balance of any
viewpoint is therefore everything here. Some other aspects of Miliband's
reflections than those | have focused upon so far situate him closer, |
believe, to the extremelimit of this possessing or disfiguring conception of
social conditionsthan is warranted.

Oneindicationis hisuse of the metaphor of pathology. Advertingagain
to the long passage quoted towards the beginning of this essay, we find
Miliband referringthereto the'injuries of class, race, gender and religion
— as though acts of cruelty or other misdeeds were the result of damage
from without and not inner possibilitiesof the norma organism. Equaly,
histak in the same place of 'pathological and morbid deformations” may
evoke an image of diseases foreign to the heathy body, so of external
provenance once more. It is true that in thus counterposing as he does
explanation of cruelty in terms of the psychologica byproducts of
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'societies based on exploitation and domination' to explanation of it in
terms of ‘traits ineradicably embedded in human nature, Miliband speaks
of cruelty as being produced 'mainly’ by the former.” However —and it is
the crux of the point being pursued - thisis a unilateral and misleading
formula. How does one adjudicatewhat is'main’ in thiscontext? It might
be replied that, since we can imagine other social conditions in which
human beingswould behave cruelly very much less than they do now or
perhaps hardly at all, thissuffices to validate the judgement that cruelty is
principally due to adverse social conditions. But one could imagine, too,
other beings beings who, even in adverse conditions, would not be
provoked to the amount and to the extremes of cruelty, oppression,
venality, violence and so forth, of which human beings have shown
themselvesto be so richly capable. The point is that adverse social condi-
tions have the effects that they do only upon a certain configuration of
naturally delimited potentialitiesand dispositions; and, this being the case,
those potentialities and dispositions merit the distinction, for their part
aso, of being accounted 'main'.

The issue may be further elucidated by considering another aspect of
Miliband's argument. Self-consciously and explicitly, to ‘the attribution of
guilt to human nature’ he opposes what heseesas 'the crucially significant
fact that it wasfrom abovethat have amost alwayscometheinitiationand
the organization of mass killings. The 'mass of "ordinary people’™’, he
says, have seldom been responsiblefor the decisions producing wholesale
daughter. 'Mogt such collective actions have been initiated and organized
by people of power in pursuit of whatever purposesand fantasies moved
them." Miliband doesat once go on to qualify any too easy optimism over
this fact by adding that ordinary people have nevertheless often enough
acquiesced to, cheered on or participated in the episodes of blood-letting
initiated by peopleof power.” But the qualificationdoes not go far enough.
For it needsto be stated clearly also that these peopleof power are not from
elsewhere, they are from amongst us. They are members of our species, a
speciesin which there have ever been candidatesaplenty, not just for being
acquiescent and obedient to the powerful, but for occupying places of
power and privilege themselves. Human beings have shown themselves
very available for this and rather good at it, and it is a vain recourse to
believe that it has nothing whatever to do with their intrinsic nature that
they have.

A would-be Marxist (or just sociological) argument generally comesin
here to say that our nature isthe effect of class, power, privilegeand so on,
and not any of these the effect of our nature. But a different Marxism (and
sociology) is possiblein response. It says that human beings would not
have been open, open so long and so geographically universally — and not
only open, but so very available—- to the class option of social organization
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and the benefits of power and privilege, if these things did not meet any
impulse in their make-up. Why have they not, unanimoudy or in large
enough numbers to be effective, smply refused the chance of enjoying
huge power or advantage over others — as being intolerable to them,
humanly unliveable? It isasif asingle individual, having been presented
over alifetime with many opportunitiesto behave badly, and having taken
them, betraying people, profiting unjustly at their expense, openly harming
them, losing no sleep over any of it, were then to plead that this reflected
nothing at al about his inner character, but was the result of externa
circumstancesonly. How widely would he be believed? Even alowing for
there having been other, neglected possibilitiesin his nature which could
have produced a different kind of life, one would be unwise to let them
obscure the traits of character which he had actually seen fit to give free
rein.

By way of another observationon thisill-doingindividual, | come now
to the third reason for thinking it unconvincingto try to ascribe al bad
features of the human story to the influence of defective but remediable
social conditions. There is a charitable impulse that explains why we are
often reluctant to see wickednessasin a person's character. We give her the
benefit of her moral freedom: that she might be able, even with a record
behind her of misdeeds, to prevail over whatever it was that led her to
them, by making different and better choicesfrom now on. Envisagingthis
possibility, wetreat theill of which weknow she has been capableasbeing
something extraneousto her actual character, in a sort of wager that she
may prove it to be so. The strong desire evident in progressive political
discourses and the social sciences and humanities more generally — and
formalized earlier in what | designated assumptions(b) and (c) — to deny
any malignity intrinsicto human nature itself might perhaps be seen, then,
as a methodological generalizationof this generousimpulse. It represents
a wager on the good character of humanity within the more favourable
enveloping conditionsand ingtitutionsof afuture utopia.

There is no question but that this does describe something of the nature
of the socialist hypothesis, taken by and large. Unless, in a different insti-
tutional and cultural setting, humankind in itsgenerality can proveitself of
very much better character (to speak in such terms) than it hasshown itself
hitherto, the hope of socialism would have to be reckoned a delusion.
Taken, however, as anything more than this broad expectation of
improvement, taken as the hope of a world al but free from significant
human nastiness, the suggestion is self-defeating. For if it isasked in the
spirit of this suggestion why people enfolded, raised, in good and
supportive conditions, and leading lives as unthreatened by the more
frightening or debilitatingof social illsascan be envisaged, and reinforced
in al their attitudes by cultures of a humaneand.tolerant kind, why they
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still might, some of them, find it in themselves to perpetrate continued
mischiefs — the simple answer to this question is that they might because
they can. Liketheopportunity of better patternsof behaviour, the mischiefs
are just a possible product of their freedom.

It is, indeed, an anomaly of one common way of thinking about a
socialist future to see this future as populated by beings with a freedom
enormously expanded and enhanced, and simultaneously to envisagethose
beings as so much the creatures of their now benign social conditions that
they could not be the authors of any evil choice. They could be. It isan
implication of their freedom, ex hypothesi greater than ever before, that
they would not be exhaustively delimited by the conditions that surround
them. And thisis more especially the case when one considers, as | have
aready in passing invited readersto do, what the rangeand variety of inter-
persona relationships must continue to be. Of mothers and fathers to
children, brothersto sisters, lovers to each other and to possibleor actual
other lovers; of friends, neighbours, collaborators, colleagues, workmates,
passing strangersand acquaintancesof every degree; of carersto cared for,
doctorsto patients, publicofficersto members of the public; of the bold to
the cautious, the orderly to the chaotic, the exuberant to the pensiveor the
weary; of those agreeing to those dissenting, 'insiders to 'outsiders; and
then with a multitude of differenceswithin every imaginable category — it
would be an endlessly shifting picture of human contacts and situations.
Within this multiplicity of forms, a freedom of putatively unprecedented
scope renders the image of the socialist person as mere benign 'effect’
(effect, that is, of generally benign circumstances) an unpersuasiveone.

A shadow stretchesacross the vision at the heart of the socialist project.
It reaches therefrom what may seem to be the remotest distance, from the
very depthsof the concentrationary universe. Socialism is often thought of
asaworld of almost infinite potentiality. With good reason isit, since who
could now foresee or estimate the further wealth of creativity that would
be opened up by extending to everyone on the planet the chances of even
a moderately secure existence. If that weath could be but glimpsed, it
would astonish any person living. We touch here on an idea of unlimited
human possibility. Over and again, however, those who have survived
incarceration at Auschwitz and the other sites of Nazi murder and
enslavement articulate something learned there in exactly such terms.
'‘Norma men do not know', David Rousset haswritten, 'that everything is
possible. Even if the evidence forces their intelligence to admit it, their
muscles do not believe it. The concentrationees do know ..." Livia E
Bitton Jackson has written, similarly, of the time 'before [she] knew that
there are no limits to human cruelty'. And Charlotte Delbo also: 'Did you
know that suffering is limitless/that horror cannot be circumscribed'. And
Primo Levi: 'l know that in the Lager, and more generally on the human
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stage, everything happens. . . And Elie Wiesd: ‘Bvil, more than good,
suggestsinfinity.’?

Can it be an accident how many who say this present it, confidently but
not in accents of dogmatism, with that lack of vehemence referred to by
Gitta Sereny, in the mode of what isknown? They tell in any event of a
particle which the vision of socialism shares with the experience of the
Holocaust. It is, to be sure, a'small’ particle only, since we compare here
a hope of the best for humankind with the very worst, the most infernal
product of the human spirit. But small as it is, it is highly fertile: the
capacity for imagination and choice, for reaching beyond the given,
whether time, circumstanceor boundary. It may be a mistake to expect that
great evil could not continueto threaten once therewas no longer any great
(social) cause of it. It could come, like acts of great goodness, like any
masterpiece, from a concatenation of small causes magnified or trans-
muted in the medium of the imagination and the will.

¥ ok ok ¥k X

It has become a common theme in discussion of the Holocaust that this
tragedy now puts in serious question what have been, over the last two
centuries, some cherished assumptions of Western civilization and
modernity. AsHenry Friedlander haswritten, 'Since the eighteenth century
we have largely accepted the ideasof the Enlightenment,includingtheidea
of progress. .. [A] serious consideration of the Holocaust would neces-
sitate a re-evauation.' Or as it has been expressed more recently by
another writer, '‘Auschwitz decisively closed the Enlightenment eraof faith
in the coordinated growth of reason, moral betterment, and happiness.”* |
conclude the present essay by agreeing that some re-evaluation in this
matter isindeed called for and faith in human progressnaot appropriate; but
by arguingthat hopein human progress, and more particularly in the possi-
bility of socialism, is tenable and necessary nevertheless, and the
aternativeto this hope extremely unappealing.

Insofar asthey were haunted by assumptionsof teleology, inevitability,
perfection or paradise, the notions of progress that have characterized
socialist and, more generally, democratic and radical political traditions
certainly need to be moderated. There is no necessity a al of steady
forward movement without possibility of regressionand catastrophe, and
even 'modest’ utopia, never mind perfection or paradise, isnot only not the
pre-written truth or destiny of humankind, it is not even its prevailing
tendency. All it is (we have to hope) is one of its possibilities, and this
forever shadowed from within by other darker possibilities. Democrats,
liberals and socialists of the last century would not have anticipated the
horrifying and, as it has now proved,.endless killing grounds of this one.
That in itself istestimony to what their shared ideasabout progresslacked,
theshadow of potentid disaster, the threat of formsaf evil which challenge
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the best resourcesaof our understanding.

Neither as beckoning truth or end-point nor as linear, uninterrupted
forward advanceshould we think about human progresstoday. We haveto
think about it smply as an enduring battle — an open process— to try to
create societiesfrom which the gravest social and political evilsfamiliar to
us have been removed; and to try to prevent, drive back or put right, asthe
case may be, any resurgenceof these evils where or once they have been
removed, any fresh emergenceof unmeritedinequalitiesand privileges, all
episodes of persecution, sporadic or not so sporadic injustices, tyrannies
large and small, crimes by some persons against others, hitherto unrecog-
nized forms of wrong. We would do well to substitute for every image of
progress as a course being travelled, a road, a journey, or as an unfolding,
aline of development, the spirit of it being rather a struggle without end™
—whichiswhat it isfor all practical purposesanyway.

In the light of what has gone before here, | think we would do well also
to substitute aworking hypothesisof, precisely, modest or minimum utopia
for al visions more ambitious, whether an end to alienation, unpoliced
social harmony, the elimination of serious wrong-doing, the absence of
new political menaces or of old but renewable ones. By modest or
minimum utopia | mean a form of society which could generally provide
for its members the material and social bases of a tolerably contented
existence or, as | have aready put this, from which the gravest social and
political evilsfamiliar to us have been removed. The point of this substi-
tution is not, as such, to reject more ambitious visions. universal and
al-round individua development, perpetual peace, ubiquitous altruism,
and so on. It isonly to highlight the following: we do not need to know —
and in fact we do not know — that any of these visionsisa real possibility
for humankind in order to know that it is a matter or crying need that
certain ills, for their part al too well-known, should befinally remedied if
this at least is possible.

We surely require no ideal of perfection, near perfection or even breath-
taking excellence — and whether as an outward state of affairs or as the
inner character of the human being— to recognizethe need for radical insti-
tutional change. It is enough that without such change relations of
injustice, sometimesterribleinjustice, and conditionsof life of awretched
and awful kind, are allowed to persist. Let these be attended to and the
more maximalist dreams of socialist utopia may take care of themselves.
Or they may not. Or they may await another day. It is of less moment. |
have mysdlf offered a speculation asto the likely creative consequencesof
extending to everyone on the planet just a moderately secure existence.
The case for doing this, however, is quite strong enough irrespective of
what may be thought of the strength of the speculation.

| support, then, alimited notion of progressand of socialist utopia. Two
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other points need, briefly, to be made about this. Firgt, limited, modest or
minimal as the proposed conception is, it is not to be confused with the
ideathat the objectivesin view areattai nablethrough merely small modifi-
cations to the prevailing economic and social order, the order of world
capitalism. The conception is modest or minimal only vis-a-vis some of
those more far-reaching aspirations typically associated with notions of
utopia. Vis-avis the world we actualy inhabit, the programme of
providing everyone with the material and social bases of a tolerably
contented existence, of trying to get rid of the gravest socia and political
evils familiar to us, remains revolutionary through and through. It is
incompatible with the extremes of wealth and need, the patternsof effort
and reward, the structures of economic power and social powerlessness,
which capitalism goes on reproducing.

It is the more necessary, perhaps, to insist on thisfirst point in view of
the second one here; which is that it followsfrom the argument | have put
forward above about the 'mixed’ potentialities in human nature that a
limited socialist utopia would have to be limited as well in the specific
sense of being aliberal political order. Opposing the idea of perfectibility
or intrinsic goodness, accepting the threat of evil as a permanent human
possibility, wecannot entertain any confidencein some would-beuniversa
benevolenceand harmony, or in the prospect of an end to the rule af law.
On the contrary, in the light of what human beingscan do and have done
to one another, we have every reason to want to continue setting limits
around the more harmful and menacingtypesof human potentiaity. Ali the
paraphernaliaof the rule of law — of secure, enforceableindividual rights,
democratically based legidation, checks on power, independent judicia
processes, the means of redressing injustice, the means of defending the
polity and the community against attack, and so on — follow. The redlm of
freedom is restricted, then, not only on account of the unpassable bound-
aries of the relm of material necessity. It is restricted also on account of
another, inner limitation; one that we have, by now, more than enough
groundsfor not taking too lightly.

Still, when all this hasbeen said, we cannot give up on socialist utopian
hope and on the hope of progress. To advise resigned acceptance of the
world as it is - life-and-death inequalities, universal exploitation,
widespread political oppression, festering communal hatreds, genocide,
recurringwar — aswell as being, as Miliband says, 'a counsel of despair’,
is to eschew a naive, optimistic teleology, only to speak the script of
another, grimmer one. It isto risk making oneself, in a certain manner, the
willing voiceof ugly moral forces.

Some sense of situational perspectivemay not come amiss here. Even
in the depths, in the most notorious of the humanly-created hells of our
century, there were many who did not give up hope. Plenty of others did,
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of course, and they cannot be blamed for it (as sometimes unfortunately
they have been, in more and less round about ways). But many did not. It
is atheme, with itsown important place in the literatureof the Holocaust,
that I will not go into here other than to say that these many fought as they
could to survive, and to preserve what they could of dignity and value in
conditions of the most appalling barbarity.”” What part do the better
situated have to make themselves the sponsors of discourses of human
defeat?

If continued hope in the better possibilitiesof human nature can come,
as it sometimes did 'down there’, from an extra piece of bread, a small
gratuitous act of kindnessor solidarity, the recollectionof afew words of
poetry, then who can now say what might reasonably be hoped for if the
great socia and institutional causes of inequity and suffering, the great
economic barriers to a more fulfilling existence for millions of people,
could be levelled or lowered?To be sure, caution is today in order on the
guestion of whether and how that objective can be achieved, as on the
question of just what we could expect from its achievement in the way of
the 'mora betterment' of individuals. It is every bit as much the case,
however, that nobody can claim to know, with any degree of certainty,
either that it could not be achieved, or that its effectsof moral betterment
would be negligible.

Thiscannot be known from where we stand. It isa specul ation asempty
as any more utopian. Although for obvious reasons not the focus of this
essay, the fact is that the human record is replete al'so with acts of moral
heroism and moral excellence, and with ordinary, unspectacul ar day-to-day
decency. Countless human beings live their whole lives long without
killing or maiming or torturingor otherwise severely harming their fellow
beings. Mutual human sympathy and beneficencerun both deep and wide.
What the future balance might be between these better tendencies and the
worse ones, in conditions putatively more encouraging to the former,
cannot confidently be known. Given this, to add one's voice, whatever
influence it may carry, to the chorus disparaging ideas of progress just
contributes some small further weight to the many obstacles to progress,
helping by a little more to ensure that it is not only not inevitable, but s,
even as a possibility, more distant and more difficult.

To teach, for example, that Auschwitz gives us the truth about human
nature — not merely a truth, the truth — simply serves to strengthen what
truth it, unhappily, does have. At the limit the Holocaust then becomes,
more than a tragic, ghastly event with its own historicity and conditions,
the symbol of inexorable human fate, in a reversal of the very idea of
progress. Humanity's accumulating crimes live on, not, and as they ought
to, as a memory of the evil men arid women can do, of what has to be
guarded against, fought. They live on, in the minds of al those who
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succumbto learning thisas 'the truth’, in the shape of the thought that such
is what we are and have to be. Thisis an option, it hasto be said, that is
not only not appealing. It is repellent. We cannot give up on utopian hope
or socialism. We cannot give up on progress. They are not lessapt in light
of what we know about the bad side of human nature. They are more
necessary.

For one other thing may be added finally. To accept the world as it
(more or less) is, isto help to prolong a state of grave danger. This world,
accommodating and countenancing too much of what ought not to be
tolerated— plain, persistent injustice, stark, avoidable human suffering—is
aworld very receptiveto present and future atrocity, aworld overpopul ated
with bystanders. It is one in which the ideais harder and harder to resist
that just anything at all may be done to people while others look on; and
there be no consequence. As long as the situation lasts, it degrades the
moral culture of the planet. It poisonsthe conscienceof humankind.
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