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	The recent avalanche of terrible news -- from terrorism to child kidnapping to corporate crime -- has brought the sick-versus-evil controversy back into focus. 

Do humans do bad things because they are sick or because they are evil? The sickness-explanation is rooted in the medical field and sounds impressively scientific; the evil explanation, on the contrary, smacks of metaphysical and religious antiquity. 

I want to argue the other way around: The evil-explanation is scientific, whereas the sickness-explanation is based on poetry. 

Mental sickness is an analogy after physical sickness. Medical research is premised on the functioning of the human body as a machine: predictable connections between cause and effect. 

Poetry enters the picture when the human mind is treated as though it were a machine -- which it is not. Some consider hardcore criminals sick, as though their minds were attacked by viruses that could be eliminated through some sort of medical intervention. 

Purposeful systems 

Modern systems science distinguishes mechanistic from purposeful systems. Unlike machines whose behavior is the outcome of past causes, purposeful systems are driven by the anticipation of future effects. Machines cannot imagine a future, desire it and act on it. 

Humans, as purposeful systems, can and do. There are three types of futures that humans can possibly desire. The first, call it "other-centered," is entirely devoted to the satisfaction of other people's needs. Saints fall in this category. 

At the other extreme, the "self-centered" future is exclusively devoted to satisfying one's own needs regardless of its impact on others. Evil is born when humans desire and act on a future beneficial only to themselves despite the harm it causes others. As such, lying, cheating and deception are among evil's favorite tools. 

The third future is somewhere in the middle, as it balances the interests of self vs. those of others. 

Humans, unlike machines, can reflect on their desires before they act on them, which makes them responsible for their behavior. It is easier to believe in chance and destiny than in choice and responsibility. As a comic strip once put it, "Of course I believe in luck. How else can I explain the success of those I don't like?" 

The concept of responsibility undermines syndrome-based explanations. Why do I go to work late everyday? Well, because I suffer from the go-late-to-work-everyday syndrome. How convenient! It is this rush to interpret human behavior as mechanistic -- thus absolving it of responsibility -- that has given liberals a bad name in some circles. 

Most liberals I know are good people. But they make the mistake of assuming that everyone in the world is good, too. When they see others behave in unequivocally evil ways, they'd rather resort to syndrome-based explanations. 

It's sickness 

There is a naiveté about liberals that makes them dismiss evil as sickness, even when found in super doses, such as in the cases of Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, Saddam Hussein and their ilk. Calling evil sickness creates the false hope that there is a treatment for it. Calling it evil has a shocking finality about it that is hard to fathom, let alone cope with. Those whose personal lives have not been deeply transformed by manipulative, power-hungry egomaniacs, tend to view evil as a mere figure of speech rather than a painful reality. 

The impacts of evil reach far beyond the local actions of its doer. This is because of another scientific principle: a system works only when all its individual components work. For your automobile to work, it is necessary that hundreds of components work. For it to fail, it is sufficient that only one little part fail. It takes thousands of hard-working individuals to build a powerful, prosperous company; it takes only a few crooks to bring it down. It takes thousands of forces joining hands to create and nurture precious life; it takes a single bullet to end it. Such is the power of evil. 

Genetic makeup 

One's genetic makeup or past environment may precondition a person to gravitate toward certain behaviors. But, as purposeful systems, we are not at the mercy of our internal programs. In fact, our very awareness of those programs helps us pull them out of their dark, secret corners and render them inoperative. Such is the power of reflective awareness. 

In the end, no matter how scientifically we dress it up, evil comes down to something familiar --- immorality. Without the consistent exercise of our awareness, will, discipline, conscience and compassion, civilization is going to fall apart. And that is about as scientific as it gets.
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	I am writing to express my appreciation for the columns Aug. 10 by David C. Oglesby and Sasan Rahmatian. I found them to be both stimulating and provocative. 

I have one question and one comment for Mr. Oglesby. My question concerns his apparent reluctance to ask a theologian about the moment of the spirit's departure, rather than a Christian nurse. Did he not want a theological answer, or does he not know a theologian he can trust? Or both? 

My comment relates to the consequences of the nurse's response, "When the brain ceases to function in the manner God intended." If the spirit were to depart a person before death, then this would be both dehumanizing to the individual and justification for the practice of euthanasia. 

I found Mr. Rahmatian's contrast of human beings as not being simply "machines," but rather as "purposeful systems" to be very insightful. His emphasis on the individual's "power of reflective awareness" puts the responsibility for our volitional decisions squarely where it belongs -- on our shoulders. He's right, evil is not an illness which can be cured with an injection but rather a problem of deep moral corruption, which affects one's decisions and actions.


