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Nearly a quarter of a century after publishing Evil in Modern Thought (2002), Susan Neiman, one of the most important contemporary philosophers, is writing about evil again, this time from within a world of Trump, Gaza, and an increasingly widespread conviction that human beings are ultimately driven by self-interest alone. In Call It Evil (2026), she asks how cruelty becomes ordinary and why, despite all its abuses, we may once again need the word "evil."
Historical distance brings a certain confidence to moral judgment. We know who did what, we know the consequences, we have documents and testimonies, and sometimes there is even a broad consensus about where the line was crossed. The present is different. The word "evil" becomes much harder to utter. It seems too large, burdened by its own history and abused often enough that serious discussion tends almost instinctively to shy away from it. Susan Neiman believes this is precisely why we should not give it up.
Her new book, Call It Evil: Understanding the Trump Era, published last month by W. W. Norton & Company, attempts to explain what we can still call by that name and why we still need it. Evil, Neiman writes, is an idea that arises "whenever the gap between the way the world is and the way the world ought to be becomes too big to bear alone." Trump may be in the book's subtitle, but Neiman is far less interested in his character than in the society that elected him again after everything it already knew about him.
"This is not a book about Donald Trump," she says near the beginning, explaining that her concern is with "the moral ideas that Donald Trump embodies and reinforces, ideas that are destructive enough to warrant the word evil." On the final pages, she acknowledges that she wrote the book in an attempt to understand why millions of Americans voted again for a man "whose actions had already changed history for the worse." The answer she finds cannot be reduced to Trump or to the characteristics of his voters. Neiman pays much more attention to the changes that preceded him and to a rather bleak conception of human nature that long ago ceased to belong exclusively to the political right. "Evil isn't cruelty but something much worse: the ideas that allow cruelty to become ordinary," she writes. That sentence also describes the direction the book takes. Neiman is trying to understand how people grow accustomed to things that would once have appalled them and how, almost imperceptibly, the measure by which we judge what is permissible in public life begins to change.
Evil Is Not a New Subject for Susan Neiman
Neiman was writing about evil long before Trump. Nearly a quarter of a century ago, she published Evil in Modern Thought: An Alternative History of Philosophy, a book that reads modern philosophy through its attempts to reconcile reason and our moral expectations of the world with a reality that so often defies them, from the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 to Auschwitz. In recent years, much more attention has been paid to her Left Is Not Woke, a polemic with parts of the contemporary left that, in Neiman's view, have begun to abandon universalism, faith in progress, and the idea of a common humanity by accepting certain assumptions that originated on the political right. In Call It Evil, these two strands of her work can no longer be entirely separated. She now examines the old question of evil through Trump's America, Gaza, Holocaust memory culture, and the increasingly widespread suspicion that nothing other than self-interest can really lie behind human action.
The word "evil" itself is anything but innocent for Neiman. She calls it the most explosive word we have, well aware of how often it has been used to cast an enemy outside the community of people with whom conversation is even worthwhile. Once we declare someone evil, it becomes easy to believe that we no longer need to understand them. But Neiman also rejects the opposite possibility, fairly common in the educated secular world today, according to which the very use of the word is already a sign of oversimplification.
"Evil is a word that marks a limit," she writes, and she tries to explain the difference between crime and evil through our ability to fit a crime, however terrible, into some familiar order. There are laws, courts, punishments and procedures. With what we call evil, something else appears, something not entirely legal: the sense that something has happened that has disturbed our trust in the world and our assumptions about what human beings are capable of doing to one another. There is, of course, "no signpost on the border between evil and awful." Neiman therefore returns to Hannah Arendt's simple response to the Holocaust: "That ... ought not to have happened." 
Neiman offers no definition that would settle the matter once and for all, and she does not seem to believe that such a definition is possible. Justice, beauty and judgment cannot easily be confined to a set of necessary and sufficient conditions either, yet we do not stop using those concepts. From Wittgenstein she takes a simple but important thought: we can recognize something even when we do not possess its perfect definition. Evil should be approached in much the same way, by looking carefully at individual cases and the circumstances in which they arise rather than searching for a formula that could settle every future moral dispute in advance. Neiman is particularly suspicious of definitions that place evil so far beyond ordinary human experience that most people never have to recognize themselves in it.
Why Cannibals Are Less Interesting
Cannibals appear in the opening pages of the book only for Neiman to push them aside almost immediately. A producer of a British podcast wanted to talk to her about a case of cannibalism, and she declined. Cannibals, serial killers and people who take pleasure in inflicting pain on others fit the popular image of evil almost perfectly, but Neiman believes that this is precisely why they do not help us very much. They are rare and sufficiently removed from most people's experience to allow us to feel morally secure in comparison. It is much harder to talk about decisions that appear administratively or politically ordinary, such as starting a war in order to remain in power or cutting aid on which poor people's lives depend in order to reduce taxes for the wealthy.
"We would always rather externalize evil than examine it," Neiman writes. When evil is reserved for sadists and monsters, the question of our own participation barely arises.
This is why Arendt matters to her, although Neiman is not uncritical of her. In a letter to Gershom Scholem, Arendt wrote that evil "possesses neither depth nor any demonic dimension" and can lay waste to the world precisely because "it spreads like a fungus on the surface." Eichmann, as Arendt saw him at his trial in Jerusalem, did not look like someone in whom anyone passing him on the street would recognize historical evil. He looked like a bureaucrat. Bettina Stangneth's later research showed that Arendt seriously underestimated his ideological convictions and that Eichmann rather skillfully cultivated the image of a faceless bureaucrat who had merely followed orders. Neiman takes this seriously, but it does not lead her to discard what mattered to Arendt. Great evils do not necessarily require people who appear demonic. Sometimes ordinary people willing to surrender their integrity, adapt, or simply accept that this is how things work are enough.
One sentence in the book, that "the greater evil is the conviction that there is no good," may initially seem exaggerated, but it becomes clearer when Neiman turns to the idea of self-interest. Over the course of the twentieth century, she argues, a conception of human beings became increasingly entrenched according to which some form of personal gain ultimately lies behind their actions, whatever words they may use to explain them. Moral language can then easily become merely a more respectable way of concealing what we really want. Neiman describes this conception of the human being as a reduction to our "lowest and dullest common denominator." What troubles her is not that she denies that people act selfishly, which would be rather naive, but that she sees no reason to declare selfishness the only serious explanation of human behavior.
Trump and the Distrust of Goodness
At this point Trump begins to occupy more space in the book. Neiman tries to understand how a politician whose falsehoods have been publicly documented for years could simultaneously acquire a reputation as an authentic man willing to say what others will not. "We've been taught to believe in the supremacy of self-interest and dismiss anything else as a sham," she writes. "Only that belief explains how a man whose lies can no longer be counted could ever be called 'authentic.'" 
The point is not that his voters necessarily believe every claim he makes. Neiman suggests something else. If we have long assumed that politicians want power, companies want profit and states pursue their own interests, while talk of justice, solidarity or the public good is usually little more than attractive packaging for those same interests, then someone who displays his interests without much shame may indeed appear more honest than a politician who continues to speak the old moral language.
Neiman reads Marx and Engels here as well, although she clearly distances herself from Marxist economic determinism. In The Communist Manifesto, capitalism has "drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of Philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation," replacing exploitation veiled by political and religious illusions with "naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation." Neiman dwells on that "icy water of egotistical calculation" because the calculation of interests seems to have acquired the status of a serious and sober view of the world, while anyone who speaks about solidarity or moral obligation is first expected to prove that they are not naive. In this sense, Trump does not appear as the beginning of an entirely new era. Neiman sees him instead as the expression of something that had been developing for much longer and that made his political style possible and, for a great many people, convincing.
Interestingly, after Trump the book can travel several thousand years back to Job and Abraham without much difficulty. Neiman asks whether evil is, after all, a religious concept and immediately answers that it is not. Religions are one of the ways human beings have tried to come to terms with a world in which evil is present, but for Neiman moral experience does not begin with religion. What interests her in the Book of Job is above all the collapse of the conviction that the world must be justly ordered and that someone's suffering must correspond to some prior guilt. Job's friends cannot accept his innocence precisely because it would disrupt their picture of the world. "Justice is not a force we discover in the world, as Job found out soon enough. If there is going to be reason in the world, it is we who have to put it there," Neiman concludes.
Abraham, Gaza and Universalism
What interests her in Abraham before Sodom is something different. Abraham bargains over the fate of the city and asks whether the innocent should perish alongside the guilty. What if there are fifty, forty-five, forty, or only ten? Neiman sees in this scene a moral principle that is not bound by belonging. Abraham does not plead for members of his own family or tribe, but for people he does not even know, beginning from the principle that the innocent must not be punished together with the guilty. She writes that Abraham "put his life on the line to give God a lesson in ethics," a formulation some readers will probably find provocative, although her intention is not particularly difficult to understand. If a moral rule applies only to those we consider our own, Neiman does not see how we can still call it universal.
This is why Gaza is not an incidental political addition to the book. Neiman calls the war in Gaza "the moral watershed of our time" and argues that its justification "abused the last example of evil that commands moral consensus." "One of the very few points of moral consensus in this century is this: The Holocaust was evil." It is not insignificant that these words are written by a Jewish philosopher who has lived in Berlin for decades and whose work has long been concerned with Auschwitz, but it would be a mistake to reduce her argument to biographical courage. Gaza allows her to test her own philosophy of universalism at precisely the point where applying a universal principle becomes politically and emotionally far more difficult than it is in an abstract debate. In Left Is Not Woke, Neiman defended the idea that emancipatory politics must rest on principles that are not limited by the identity of a particular group. In Call It Evil, she does not abandon that premise when Israelis and Palestinians are concerned.
This is why she quotes the Israeli writer and politician Avrum Burg, who says that "nothing Israel did to Gaza justified the massacres of October 7, and nothing Hamas did on October 7 justifies Israel's war in Gaza." Neiman sees no contradiction in morally condemning both, nor does she believe that an attempt to understand the historical and political circumstances on either side must lead to justifying violence. "But if calling something evil should always be coupled with an attempt to understand it, we shouldn't let understanding deter us from calling things by their proper names." This distinction between explanation and justification runs throughout the book and is probably more important than any attempt to compile a definitive list of events that deserve the word evil.
What Memory Can and Cannot Do
Neiman is particularly interesting when she writes about the culture of remembrance, perhaps because she comes from a German intellectual and political context in which Holocaust remembrance has, over several decades, become part of the country's democratic identity. She has no intention of diminishing the value of that work, but she rejects the assumption that historical knowledge by itself produces morally responsible human beings. "Truth alone is not enough," she writes, citing a warning from Volkhard Knigge, who directed the Buchenwald Memorial Center for twenty years. Visiting a former concentration camp, even one with an excellent museum, is no inoculation against fascism.
That is a fairly serious objection at a time when so much is expected of the culture of remembrance. It is possible to know the dates, know the perpetrators, visit the sites of crimes, read survivors' testimonies and sincerely believe that the past must never be repeated, yet still fail to recognize an injustice unfolding before us. Neiman does not argue that remembrance is useless, but that there is no automatic connection between historical knowledge and moral action. Once, the denial of the basic facts of the Holocaust was a major problem. Today it is possible to accept those facts while drawing almost no obligation from them toward people suffering in the present. For a book that begins by asking how we should speak about evil, this is an important complication. The past is easier to put into moral order than the present precisely because we already know how the past ended.
Toward the end, Neiman writes about a word that seems almost modest beside all of this: decency. She recalls the moment in 1954 when attorney Joseph Welch asked Senator Joseph McCarthy: "Have you no sense of decency, sir?" Such a sentence could carry political force then. Today, Neiman argues, it sounds quaint. She sees this as a consequence of our diminished confidence in moral conviction, not merely as a change in political etiquette. If every invocation of goodness is met with a question about the interest supposedly concealed behind it, it is hardly surprising that decency itself begins to look like a sentimental remnant of another age.
And Yet the Question of Hope Remains
Neiman does not, however, end the book in despair. She writes that we will never entirely close the gap between the world as it is and the world as it ought to be, but that we can make it smaller "both through little acts of decency and through visions of a better world." In an interview with Ezra Klein, M. Gessen said that when "the most powerful country in the world is canceling the moral order," it constitutes "an assault on hope." Neiman shares the fear contained in that claim but rejects the idea that any country can abolish the moral order. "But no country, however powerful, can cancel the moral order. Sustaining it is in our hands." 
After everything she has written in the book, that answer may remain insufficiently explained. If people can grow accustomed to cruelty, if historical knowledge offers no guarantee, if confidence in moral conviction has weakened, and if the language of self-interest has become almost synonymous with realism, the question remains where the confidence that we will sustain the moral order is supposed to come from. Neiman does not develop a theory of hope that would fully answer this question. What seems more important to her is resisting the conclusion that because the existing state of affairs is ugly, it is therefore the only possible one. Hope, for Neiman, has little to do with expecting a happy outcome. It resembles more a decision not to let the difference between what is and what ought to be cease to matter simply because we have become disappointed in the possibility of eliminating that difference entirely.
Call It Evil: Understanding the Trump Era is an exceptionally valuable book, and it demonstrates why Susan Neiman occupies a distinctive place among contemporary philosophers who also write for readers beyond the university. Her erudition is immense, but it rarely serves as a display of erudition. Job, Abraham, Kant, Marx, Arendt, Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Gaza and Trump enter the same text because through them Neiman follows a problem that has occupied her for almost her entire professional life: our expectation that the world, despite everything we know about it, should nevertheless be different from what it is. One need not accept every one of her judgments to recognize how seriously she takes her own principles. Particularly valuable is the fact that she does not reserve the universalism she defends for politically easy cases, when consistency costs nothing.
Trump will one day pass into history, and writing about his era will then be easier. There will be more documents, more research, fewer immediate political passions, and probably much greater confidence in our judgments. Neiman did not want to wait for that kind of certainty. Her book was written while the events it addresses are still unfolding and while the moral judgments it makes can still provoke disagreement. It therefore lacks the comfort of hindsight that historical distance provides, but that is also what gives it a seriousness that cannot be manufactured afterward.
Call It Evil is worth reading precisely as an attempt to speak about evil before everyone agrees on where it was to be found. Neiman does not ask readers to use the word without caution, but not to give it up now, before historical distance makes obvious what may be far more difficult to say in the present.
