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I. DESCRIPTION. 

There are countless forms of evil, if there is evil at all. The course will concentrate 

on two forms, both exemplified in two plays by Shakespeare: Othello and King 

Lear. We will read both plays, being prepared by some remarks of Nietzsche. We 

will work on the basis of two ideas:   

- on the one hand, drama is not philosophy; on the other hand, drama is not 

simply an illustration of philosophical considerations; 

- on the one hand, philosophy is not restricted to what happens here and 

now; on the other hand, what happens here and now makes a difference for 

philosophy. 

 

  

II. AIMS. 

 

The students shall be able to give an exposition of the ethical lessons to be learned 

from Othello and King Lear, expanding these lessons to general questions of good 

and evil. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

The course will comprise 3 sessions, one per week, each lasting for 3 academic 

hours, i.e. 45 minutes. The classes will begin with introductory presentations by the 

professor, giving way then to a joint discussion, animated and led by the professor, 

of the principal ideas and arguments of the texts. 

 

The professor will be available two hours per week, on a private arrangement. 

 

 

 

 

IV. CONTENDS 

 



We will start with setting up the stage for the discussion of two dramas by 

discussing some on Nietzsche’s remarks on Good and Evil. Then, we will go on to 

determine the nature of the evil as is it embodied in Iago (from Shakespeare’s 

Othello.) What Coleridge has named „motiveless malignity“ seems to be a logical 

absurdity and, therefore, a weakness of the play. Even if Iago had a motive for 

every single action of his, what is the overall motive? If there is none – and there 

does not seem to be one – how can we call him „evil“? – In class, we will try to turn 

this perspective around: How do we have to understand the play in order for it to 

make sense? (I.e., to some extent you need to follow the order: forget about 

classical drama.) The result shall be: in Iago, something takes on a self-standing 

role with which we are all familiar, only not in isolation. Seen in this way, even this 

form of evil, which is often taken to be the worst of all forms, turns out to 

something all too human. However, as such, evil is a privation, something that 

cannot exist on its own. (There is, then, a similarity to Kant‘s Categorical 

Imperative.)  

We will then turn to Shakespeare’s King Lear. This play too contains „logical flaws“; 

the most prominent one being the hero losing his mind for most the play. –As 

before, the trick is to turn our way of reading the play upside-down. Thus, following 

some hints by Brecht, we highlight the essential historical nature of humans, and 

how this can have the form of deepest moral conflicts: 

1. morality belongs to who we are; 

2. and yet it can change in such a way that someone “falls out of time”. 

That is to say, for some people the change is essential in the sense that their own 

nature changes, they experience an change of their identity – which means that 

there must be something mad, since how is the subject of such a change to be 

identified?   

 

V. ASSIGNMENTS.  

 

VI.  SCHEDULE  

 

1. Wednesday 06.11.2019  Good and Evil as human affairs  

Literature: Nietzsche: Genealogy of Morals, First 

Treatise, and Thus Spoke Zarathustra, part 2: 

last three sections, part 3: first, fourth fifth and 

last seven sections; part 4: sixths, thirteenth 

and nineteenth sections. 

  

2. Wednesday 13.11.2019  Iago’s “motiveless malignity” 

Literature: Shakespeare: Othello. Raatzsch, 

Iago. 

 

3. Wednesday 20.11.2019  Who is (King) Lear? 

Literature: Shakespeare: Kind Lear. Raatzsch, 

Lear. 
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Note: Except for Shakespeare’s plays, my book and article will be made available 

electronically. The books can also be made available if need be. 
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- Raatzsch, Richard: Apologizing Evil. Iago’s Case, Princeton UP 2010. 

 

-  Raatzsch, Richard, “La locura de(l rey) Lear”, in: J. M. Ariso, ed.: El yo 

amenazado.  Ensayos sobre Wittgenstein y el sinsentido, Madrid 2010, S. 219-

242. 

 


