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simultaneously affirm the following three
propositions without contradiction, Dupuy
underlines the familiar, if paradoxical
propositions that:
1. Evil exists in the world
2. God is benevolent
3. God is almighty
Dupuy goes on to observe that 1. is
incontrovertible; but if God is benevolent 2.
he cannot at the same time be 3. ‘almighty.’
Hence, Rousseau, reflecting on the natural
disaster of the Lisbon earthquake of 1755,
may well have been right to say that
‘only those who dare look into the abyss
of meaninglessness, are capable of true
compassion.’4

Ethics in its desperate contemporary
context: where to from here?
Jean-Pierre Dupuy, in his excellent book
A Short Treatise on the Metaphysics of
Tsunamis, sets ethical discourse in the context
of the urgency of our times:
… any feasible answer to our problems
can only be political in nature. But
politics presupposes ethics, which
in turn depends upon metaphysics.
Nothing can be more plain than
that none of the moral philosophies
presently available to us is adequate to
the predicament we face. Ethics must
be given a new foundation… an “ethics
for the future…”1
I want to argue that a transcendent moral
approach to ethics may offer us such a
foundation, one strong enough to meet the
catastrophic predicament Dupuy identifies.
As a consequence of the Shoah (the Jewish

pogrom of the Nazi era), the bombings
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (and so the
inauguration of an era dominated by nuclear
deterrence and the constant possibility of
mutually assured destruction) and 9/11,
humankind has moved to an almost
dangerously intransigent (possibly apocalyptic)
state of affairs. But far more chilling is not
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Dupuy claims that Jean Jacques Rousseau had
prophetic (if rather ironic) glimpses of what
this shift would mean:
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to social union and the usefulness of
the arts.2
Citing Pierre Boyle’s Dictionary,3 which
enunciates the dictum that we cannot

The language we use to
describe natural disasters is
increasingly slipping into the
language we use to describe
moral trauma.
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circuit…[of]… a most peculiar mixture of
colossal responsibility for the future with [a]
deterministic release from responsibility.’6 In
effect, Dupuy argues that human responsibility
linked with the natural order of disasters in the
world renders it ‘limitless.’7
Thus, no longer can there be any moral
evil: human crimes are now to be listed as
‘cosmic’ in scale. And so Primo Levi is able
to say of the Shoah that ‘Hier ist kein warum’
(‘Here is no why.’)8
Dupuy then interrogates the conundrum
that is the Shoah,9 in that it presupposes a
divinity that receives the offering of the lives
of millions of victims who have been tortured
and consumed by fire. He then asks the
terrible question: ‘To which divinity, then, were
the millions of Jewish victims sacrificed?’10
Clearly, by ‘confusing mass murder with the
expiation of sins, one sacrifices barbarism and
in this way justifies it. No purer example of
sacrilege can be imagined.’11
So Hiroshima is justified as a ‘necessary
evil’ by its perpetrators.12 Not long after on
the 8th of August 1945, the International
Military Tribunal at Nuremburg was set in
motion to judge three types of crime: crimes
against peace, war crimes and crimes against
humanity. Günther Anders, in referring to the
subsequent bombing of Nagasaki, coined
the term ‘the Nagasaki Syndrome’ which,
in making the ‘unthinkable real,’ introduced
the notion that ‘inevitably more atrocities’
would follow in much the same way as ‘a
series of after-shocks [that must] follow’13 an
earthquake.
The trend to link human atrocities with natural
disasters and ‘sacrifice’ continues today. 9/11
spectacularly revealed, if not created says
Dupuy, an evil before the eyes of the world.
The twin towers were referred to as ‘a sacred
space.’14 But once again, what ‘divine purpose’
is served?’15 asks Dupuy. His answer appeals
to the insights of René Girard:
If sacrifice resembles criminal violence
we may say that there is inversely,
hardly any form of violence that cannot
be described in terms of sacrifice…
[S]acrifice and murder would not lend
themselves to this game of reciprocal
substitution if they were not in the
same way related.16
Dupuy finally arrives at the chilling conclusion
that humanity might have reached the moral
‘inevitability’ of wanting to ‘kill [or] assassinate
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itself’,17 where the horror of human action so
transcends any human scale that no God can
prevent it.18 And if so, we may well ask: where
to from here?

– and of course to attempt to change if they
feel their thinking or behaviours are negative,
undesirable, and perhaps even destructive to
themselves and others.

Ethics as ‘Moral Transcendence’ or ‘Moral
Responsiveness’. How might it be taught?

Using the films indicated above, we tease
out and discuss cultural (American, Australian
and French/European), gender and personal
(individual) differences. It was agreed
(especially by the students themselves), that
many factors could have a direct bearing
on levels of awareness of self and others,
including degrees of introversion/extroversion,
range of experiences, levels of well-being
(mental and physical), performance versus
mastery, mind-sets and breadth of reading
(fiction and non-fiction), not to mention
the impact of the frequency and quality of
exposure to theatre, art and film.

The moral transcendent, or moral responsive
approach to ethics I am positing – and which
may help us out of the alarming cul de sac
which Dupuy claims we are in - draws on the
writings of Iris Murdoch, Raimond Gaita and
Cora Diamond who, in the estimation of Sarah
Bachelard, write from “a lively sense of the
depth and mystery of human life… woefully
lacking in the analytic tradition of moral
philosophy.”19 It is a moral awareness, which
in effect takes us beyond ‘good and evil’ and
even death.
How is this possible, and how might we
develop such an awareness in our students?
At Radford College, Canberra (a coeducational, Anglican school), nurturing a
moral responsive approach to ethics is part
of a long gestation period, which begins
in Year 9. In Semester 2, we run a course
entitled Human Experience: Living with Joy
and the Gift of Pain. It was a re-write of
material that had previously attempted to deal
with matters of theodicy, and to tie it in with
Service Learning visits to Black Mountain and
Cranleigh Schools for the mildly to severely
mentally and physically disabled children
and adolescents in our region. In the new
curriculum, it was thought important that
disability not be seen in isolation, but on a
continuum of varying degrees of the ‘disenablement’ and confusion that we all feel
from time to time, and that the experience of
disability and responding to it might contribute
important insights on how to reconcile
suffering, pain and evil in the world with the
idea of goodness and a loving God.
One strand of this Yr 9 Unit is the
importance of awareness and selfawareness – that is to say: metacognition
– being aware of our thinking and what others
are thinking (empathy); and metacognitive
processing – changing our thinking, and so
changing our behaviour (when warranted).
By viewing films such as Beautiful, I am Sam,
The Intouchables and Samsara (excerpts
only), and melding this with Service Learning
visits, students are encouraged to practice
awareness (in the interests of empathy) and
self-awareness (by way of self-observation)

Students are then gradually introduced to the
moral responsive paradigm (a scaled-back
and simplified version under the title personal
responsive approach to life.) It includes the
steps that might be taken when confronted
with a problem, issue or just simply a new
challenge. The steps are framed as a set of
suggested actions:
•

Begin in vulnerability – don’t be
afraid to say: ‘I don’t know’ what this
problem or issue is, what it might
mean, why I’m feeling this way about
this person or thing or action – a kind
of Socratic style of questioning.

•

Be motivated by compassion and
empathy – ‘I see you, I hear you’ (i.e.
pay attention to the moment): why
am I seeing this way, what is blocking
my vision (we tie this in with Jesus’
advice to take the log out of your own
eye before removing the splinter in
another’s.)

•

Allow yourself to be disciplined
and guided by reality and truth
– is what I’m thinking and doing, the
way I’m seeing things, the choices I’m
making… aligned with reality, with
truth? If not, is what I’m about to say
and do going to fail or be destructive to
me and to others?

Is what I’m thinking and doing,
the way I’m seeing things, the
choices I’m making… aligned
with reality, with truth?

•

Allow the situation to reveal its
own solution by careful study/
research/examination of the issue
(and seeking professional help if
necessary), without preconceived
ideas – only then might my thoughts
and actions be affirmed and affirming –
and a solution might emerge.

•

And most of all, be assured: that
there is a goodness in the world,
constantly revealing itself to us and
encouraging us in new and unexpected
ways.

In addition to the ‘awareness and selfawareness’ program, Year 9s are presented
with extracts from Etty Hillesum’s Diaries,
which she crammed into twelve exercise
books from 1941-1943. 20
Under the title Self-Awareness as SelfReflection, these extracts are accompanied by
eight principles, elucidated to help students
explore the art of developing a heightened
awareness of the inner life, with a strong
emphasis on how to deal with suffering and
loneliness.21 Etty’s attitude to evil in the world
prepares Year 9 students well for the ethical
and moral issues examined in Year 10.
Etty felt guilty whenever she was overcome
with a profound sense of a ‘goodness’ and
‘beauty’ despite her bleak surroundings. In an
address to the Faversham Stoa Philosophy
group, Dr Phillip Knight cites Etty as noting:
“That part of myself… that deepest and
richest part in which I repose, is what I call
God.” And then Knight adds,
By her faithfulness to her ideals, [she]
sustain[ed] her belief in the goodness
of human beings and the beauty of life,
even in the horrors of the concentration
camps from where she addresses the
transcendence of the future (us) with
her hopes for a better society in which
goodness, beauty and love can flourish
in everyone.22
This is also powerfully illustrated by Etty in the
following extract:
I know what may lie in wait for us. I
have already died a thousand deaths
in a thousand concentration camps.
I know about everything and am no
longer appalled by the latest reports. In
one way or another I know it all. And
yet I find life beautiful and meaningful.
From minute to minute… I now listen

all day long to what is within me, and
am able to draw strength from the most
deeply hidden sources in myself. I keep
following my own inner voice even in
the madhouse […] Let me perform a
thousand daily tasks with love, but let
every one spring from a greater central
core of devotion and love.23
Alexandra Pleshoyano describes Etty as “a
vehicle and a voice for God in the midst of
evil.”24

Let me perform a thousand
daily tasks with love, but let
every one spring from a greater
central core of devotion and
love.

Yr 10 Unit: A Moral Responsive Approach
The aim of our Semester 2, Year 10 Unit, is to
evolve the notion of personal responsiveness
(from Year 9), to a new ethical and moral
level. By the time students come across the
notion of ‘moral responsiveness,’ they have a
foundation of understanding upon which to
build. This is how I explain it to my classes:
‘moral transcendence’ can never be
understood without some idea of what
it means to be self-aware and aware;
some concept of reflection and selfreflection, some idea of what is involved
in cultivating the consciousness of an
inner life from which to draw strength
and insight.
We start the Unit by introducing students
to the four main ethical systems of
consequentialism, non-consequentialism,
virtue ethics, and the ethics of care.
The class is now encouraged to see how
awareness and self-awareness, ethical
systems, and learning to practice a moral
responsive approach can serve as strong
allies, and offer potential solutions to concrete
problems and issues.
To help them see the whole schema, a double
sided, A3 summary is given to students, and
they use it as mirror through which to view
and test the four movies covered in the Unit
(The Dark Knight Trilogy and Dead Man
Walking), as well as what they see, hear and
experience throughout the term.25

The first step in the moral responsive
approach is to define the problem. In our first
movie, The Dark Knight (TDK), Gotham’s
problem is that it staggers from one crisis
to another without ever resolving (or even
knowing) what the core issue is. As such:
•

Compassion (ethics of care), however
sincere, is doomed to fail, illustrated
by the deaths in Batman Begins (BB)
of Bruce Wayne’s father and mother,
proving that idealism alone is never
enough.

•

Appeals to virtue must falter,
demonstrated so powerfully in Harvey
Dent, ‘the best of us all,’ ‘the white
knight,’ ‘a decent man living in indecent
times’ who dies (unbeknown to
Gotham), as a murderer and a villain.

•

Gotham’s democracy and system
of law break down again and again,
because its newfound peace at the end
of TDK is based on lies. The Batman,
for example, murdered Dent in cold
blood. As a consequence, the Dent
Act in honouring an ‘honourable man,’
claiming to rid the city of its criminality,
actually drives it ‘underground,’
producing an even lower life form in
the figure of Bain in The Dark Knight
Rises (TDKR).

Put simply, Gotham fails to solve its core
problem because it has never really defined
the problem properly . And to define it, the
problem has first to be understood.
To illustrate the dynamics of how this works,
it was useful to come back again and again to
the example of how Pompey the Great solved
Rome’s pirate problem in the Mediterranean.26
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Gotham fails to solve its core
problem because it has never
really defined the problem
properly.
Having divided the Sea into 24 ‘zones’ over
which generals were appointed, Pompey
could easily have imposed a purely military
solution. Instead, he took great care to study
the problem and to pay attention to (become
aware of), what its real cause was: the fact
that the pirates were mostly, and just simply
men without purpose, without the means of
survival, men in need of security – and that
the greatest surety that could be offered them
was land.
And so with a stroke of genius, Pompey
asks his generals to confront the pirates with
a choice: either they take the land Rome
offered, or they risk extinction under the full
weight of the Empire’s military might. It was
not difficult for most of the pirates to choose
wisely, and not before time Rome (itself on
the verge of starvation because of the grain
crisis occasioned by the piracy problem on
land and sea), experienced a time of peace,
which under Augustus Caesar became the Pax
Romana (the Roman Peace).
The Pompey case study is an important one,
insofar as it establishes the simple principle

•

will in themselves avail - if there is only a scant
understanding of the nature of the crisis, and
if the critical emotional and moral intelligence,
that awareness of what is real and true, is
missing.
This is where the moral transcendent
approach, in concert with each of the other
four ethical systems, may help us to engage
with the problem at its source – devoid of
preconceptions, constraints and expectations
(as far as possible).
We have first to ‘see’ and ‘hear’ the issues
for what they are if any one, or indeed all
of the systems are to be usefully employed.
To repeat, as Jesus so wisely put it
(paraphrasing): you have to take the pole out
from your own eye in order to see the splinter
in someone else’s – and that requires the
kind of internal dialogue referred to above.
When that dialogue doesn’t happen we are
like Bruce Wayne – unaware and lost in the
make-believe world of our own making.
In one of the most revealing scenes of the
trilogy, in TDKR the truth finally catches
up with Wayne. After the failure of his first
intervention in many years, which helps Bane
escape, Alfred confronts Wayne with some
stark realities:
•

that:
•

if you don’t take the time and the
trouble,

•

•

if you don’t pay attention to the
problem in its context,

•

if you don’t think outside the square
(as it were) and see things as they are,
rather than through the lens of the ego,

•

if you’re not aware and self-aware

•

enough to know how others think, what
others are looking for and desire…
…then your project will most likely fail.
So:
•

neither sporadic compassion (the ethics
of care)

•

nor idealism (virtue ethics)

•

nor even principled nonconsequentialist behaviour (Kantian
ethics, for example),
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nor consequentialist ethics as enshrined
in the law,

•

Bain is stronger and more brutal than
Wayne admits – he is as one who
has been expelled from the League of
Shadows, not a man to be trifled with.
The days of hiding behind a mask are
over – Gotham doesn’t need a faceless
Batman, but the resourcefulness and
integrity of a Bruce Wayne -the kind of
man who can do extraordinary things
while living a normal life.
For this very reason (and before her
death), Rachel preferred Dent above
Wayne, and wanted to marry him.
Alfred burned Rachel’s letter to spare
Wayne the reality of that pain.

This is too much truth for Bruce Wayne to
bear. He lashes out with, “How dare you use
Rachel to stop me,” and then accuses Alfred
of wanting to destroy his world. But later, in a
nightmare, Ra’s al Ghul appears to him saying:
“You yourself fought with all your strength and
all your resources, all your moral authority. And
the only victory you could achieve was a lie,”

reinforced by Bain’s humiliation of him with
the words “Victory has defeated you.”27
As Bachelard discerns,‘truthfulness’ and ‘reality’
are the lynchpins of the moral responsive
approach.28 And these are not stated in an
abstract, but in an experiential way:
What is at issue is the possibility that
one’s life might be lived in illusion, that
one might fail to be properly oriented
towards the real. If that is the case, then
moral perception or vision is necessarily
distorted, and deep responsiveness
to the reality of other people is
impossible.29

Truthfulness and reality are
the lynchpins of the moral
responsive approach.

We then watch Dead Man Walking. At first
it seems like a ‘tack on’ to the Trilogy. But it
doesn’t take long for the students to realise
that this is the film which brings together the
truths of the transcendent moral approach
scattered throughout the Trilogy, into the one
personal ‘journey’, one based on a true life
story.
What follows is a necessarily truncated and
re-fashioned overview of that journey.
Dead Man Walking tells the true story of
Matthew Poncelet, a murderer and rapist
condemned to death in the US state of
Louisiana, and of Sister Helen Prejean, a
Roman Catholic nun, accompanying him
through the weeks and days leading up to his
execution. On the film’s account at least, this
is no straightforward journey for Sr Helen. She
struggles with her own revulsion for the man
and his crimes, as well as with her ostracism
from systems of goodness which condemn
her for committing to remain in solidarity
with Poncelet. Yet, as Bachelard intimates,
what grows from this struggle is a love which
has the power of revelation in at least three
dimensions.30

First, Sister Helen’s love reveals humanity
in someone in whom it is obscured. This
awareness is a far deeper matter than
believing that even someone who has
committed terrible crimes has rights which
must be respected by the legal system, and
which inform the way he may be treated. It
is perfectly possible to protect the rights, and
even to believe sincerely in the ‘inalienable
dignity’ of another, and yet fail to know their
humanity as ‘like ours’ in any serious way.31
Through Sister Helen’s eyes, we begin to see
Poncelet’s childhood with its vulnerabilities
and hurts, his need to belong, his inarticulate
love for his mother and brothers mixed with
an indiscriminate rage at their poverty, their
social deprivation and impotence. We see
tragedy in the pathetic bravado and pointless
waste, which has led him to death row.
The second dimension in which Sister Helen’s
love has the power of revelation is in relation
to Poncelet’s own moral understanding.
Early in Dead Man Walking, Poncelet seems
incapable of facing what he has done: he
claims he is innocent, that his partner in crime
is the only culprit. Sister Helen intuitively sees
him whole, and seeks to love him anyway;
not in a sentimental way which allows him
to evade or excuse his crime by focusing on
the deprivations of his childhood etc, but in
a way which holds open the possibility of
truthfulness, repentance, forgiveness and
restoration. Eventually, in the light of the way
Sr Helen sees him, diminished by his crime
yet called into wholeness, Poncelet is able to
let go of his evasions, to admit what he has
done. For the first time he calls his murdered
victim by his name. Love reveals the reality of
the other.

Love reveals the reality of the
other.
Finally, Sister Helen’s love reveals in a deeper
way not only Poncelet to us and Poncelet
to himself, but also what is morally at stake
in the use of the death penalty. Although
the film is pitched from the point of view of
those opposed to the death penalty, it does
not directly argue that it is ‘wrong’ or morally
indefensible, or that it violates basic human
‘rights.’ Rather, it repeatedly focuses on the
horror of the crimes for which this punishment
was meted out, and on the ruined lives of the

families of those murdered. Even so, in all
that complexity and unremitting pain, the film
reveals to us the brutal reality of what we are
doing when we execute a human being.

Love and knowledge belong together in

Through Sister Helen eyes and her experience
of this inhumanity, we come to know more
deeply what a human life is, because we see
that even an evil-doer possesses a depth of
life which could so easily be passed over.

Ethics as Philosophical Explanation

The final scene with Poncelet’s mother and
brothers poignantly illustrates the beauty and
depth of that reality, one that existed before
he admits his culpability.32 It is the same
beauty as is revealed in the ‘two boat scene’
in the harbor in The Dark Knight. One of the
‘scumbags’ on death row - who is seen by
others as worthless, having already made
his choices and deserving to die – takes the
trigger for the detonator and throws it out of
the window into the harbor with the words: “I
am going to show you what you should have
did ten minutes ago.”
Through the remorse which Helen’s love
makes possible for Poncelet, we come to
know more deeply what a terrible thing it is to
harm another, to be a murderer.
By the end we have seen ourselves however
dimly in his life, and he has come to see
himself in those he murdered, finally
understanding what he has done in depriving
them of their lives. As Poncelet takes the
terrible final walk from his cell to the death
chamber, stripped of all dignity, dressed in
a nappy, just a ‘dead man walking’ without
a name, it is Sister Helen who offers him a
strong love that will never let him go.
The film is not an argument about the pros
and cons of the death penalty, but reveals
what the death penalty is. This is what it
means to execute someone, and it is a
morally responsive approach that helps us to
see it.
In the same way that Poncelet had to
realise what it means to be a murderer, so
the film asks us to realise what it means
to be a society that executes. No serious
moral reflection about the death penalty is
possible without it first being revealed to
us what it is that we are talking about. It is
only love that has the power to reveal this.

the moral domain – and here we have the
moral responsive approach revealed in all its
awesome fullness.

Where, however, does this leave the notion
of evil? Luke Russell, Senior Lecturer in
Philosophy at the University of Sydney, arguing
from a purely secular position, makes a strong
case for why the use of the term ‘evil’ is still
a helpful one from an explanatory point of
view.33 For instance we may want to:
•

Know about the environmental
conditions which prompted actions
deemed ‘evil.’

•

Determine what state the agent was in
when she committed the action.

•

Understand why this action rather than
another from the presenting alternatives
is chosen.

•

Assess why it is this agent rather than
another agent who finally performs the
action.

•

Identify the agent’s motives just
prior to the action itself (synchronic
explanation).

•

Trace the process over time which led
the agent to have those motives.

Russell states:
My account of evil suggests that there is
not a single unified concept of evil. We
must distinguish the concepts of evil
actions, evil person and evil feeling.34
The Moral Responsive Approach:
Concluding Remarks
It is simply impossible to cover everything
that should be conveyed to reveal the full
power of the moral responsive approach. For
example, the notion of resurrection within the
context of the moral imagination is a whole
other discussion. Sufficient to say that all
four films suggest this possibility in their own
unique ways – ways that are totally accessible
to a young mind – whether it be in symbol/
allegory of the The Dark Knight Rises, or in
the factuality of a Poncelet walking to his
execution in the knowledge that he is now a
‘son of God,’ loved in his imperfection. This

Love and knowledge belong
together in the moral domain.

is a teaching tool offering insights that will
deepen and mature over the years for both
teacher and student.
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My sense is that in the moral responsive
approach, combined with other ethical
systems (bearing in mind Dr Russell’s
rehabilitation of the word ‘evil’), we have a
multi-strand approach that helps students
think their way through some of the most
urgent ethical and moral questions of our day,
in ways that are relevant to their own lives.35
And this, surely, is a great gift and an ethics for
the future perhaps?
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