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The need of reason is not inspired by the quest for truth but by the quest for meaning. 
And truth and meaning are not the same. The basic fallacy, taking precedence over all 

specific metaphysical fallacies, is to interpret meaning on the model of truth. 


Hannah Arendt  


INTRODUCTION


In 1536 authorities in the city of Brussels tied the Englishman William Tyndall to a stake 
in the city square, strangled him, then burned his body. Tyndale’s crime was translating 
the bible into English, and being a loudmouth and general nuisance to the Catholic 
authorities. Tyndale said, 


I defy the Pope and all his laws. If God spare my life, ere many years I will cause a 
boy that drives the plow to know more scripture than he (the Pope) does.


God—or at least the authorities in Brussels—did not spare Tyndale.


One of his crimes was to translate the Greek word “ekklesia” not as “church,” as the 
Roman Catholic hierarchy would have it, but as “congregation.” A heresy not unknown 
to many people—especially Humanists—to this day.


Though other translations of the bible into English were published soon after his 
strangulation, Tyndale’s translation so appealed to English speakers that he is 
responsible for 84% of the King James Version of the New Testament and 75% of the 
Old. (How many English-speaking plowmen eventually became better bible scholars 
than the popes is unknown. When I began reading the bible, I was well acquainted with 
a plow, but I suspect that the pope would beat me in a bible trivia contest.) 


It’s not as if Tyndale did not have ample warning, but he felt compelled to not only 
speak his truth, but to speak it loudly and forcefully. He said,


It is impossible to preach Christ, except that thou preach against antichrist.


Nowadays Tyndale would not be strangled and burned, but he would be called 
intolerant.




ONE

 


Why do people feel compelled to be loudmouths and general nuisances, even in the 
face of martyrdom? 


Integrity.


When I listen to people who have become Unitarian Universalists or Humanists, who 
have come out of other systems of meaning-making, what I hear about is a search for 
integrity—for a match between mental beliefs and physical action. What I hear about is 
a refusal to compartmentalize, a refusal to hold mutually exclusive truths at the same 
time.


At one congregation I served, a older gentleman came to my office one day. He’d been 
born a Lutheran and had been a Lutheran all his life. His son had killed himself. At his 
son’s funeral, as he listened to the platitudes, about how it was the will of god, and that 
god would forgive, and on, the man realized that he simply didn’t believe any of it. 


So, he joined a UU congregation. His wife of fifty-some years continued going to their 
Lutheran church. But he wanted to make it clear that he didn’t believe any of that any 
more, and he wanted me to know in no uncertain terms that when he died, he did not 
want those words he no longer believed said over him. And, he even brought his wife in 
to witness his funeral plans, in the hope that she would respect his wishes.


That’s integrity. That’s externalizing inner truths. 


I often hear stories of this sort from Unitarian Universalists and Humanists—they began 
to doubt. They listened to their doubt. They refused to hold mutually exclusive truths. 
Consequently they came to a place where doubt is respected and searching for your 
own truth and meaning is respected . . . and practiced. 


Sometimes these searchers are guilty—as was Tyndale—of preaching antichrist a bit 
too often and too loudly. Guilty of “defying the Pope and all his laws” a bit too 
aggressively. Some are intolerant. But they have won their integrity. 


TWO


Compartmentalizing. Pigeonholing. It’s a psychological defense mechanism against the 
anxiety caused by conflicting values, opinions, actions, or beliefs. The Lutheran man 
who lost his son could have compartmentalized; he could have placed what he saw as 



damaging theology in one compartment and his struggle to make meaning out of his 
son’s death in another compartment. 


In thinking about why this is impossible for some, I want to consider the words of 
political theorist Hannah Arendt, who said:

  


The need of reason is not inspired by the quest for truth but by the quest for 
meaning. And truth and meaning are not the same. The basic fallacy, taking 
precedence over all specific metaphysical fallacies, is to interpret meaning on the 
model of truth. 


It is demonstrably the case that people can hold several “truths” as true at the same 
time. As a matter of fact, doing that appears to be the norm rather than the exception. 


Why would we want to do such a thing? Because truth isn’t the first thing we are after, 
Arendt argues. We are, rather, searching for meaning. 


The Irish-English novelist and philosopher Iris Murdoch thought that philosophical 
speculation on ethics too often focused on explaining why people do things rather than 
on what people should do. (Nowadays this is called Value Ethics.)


Actions, Murdoch thought, are—or should be—the outcome of thinking. Moral actions, 
then, are the outcome of moral thinking. And the match between our moral beliefs and 
moral actions equals what is called integrity. 


This integrity comes from seeing the world clearly, as it is, without illusion. But, 
Murdoch argued, the ego intervenes, insisting that all our preconceptions—many 
mutually exclusive—are all correct. That’s when the compartmentalizing begins. How 
can we act morally when we haven’t clearly thought out what our moral motivations 
stem from or are based in? Perhaps we do act morally, but this will be the product of 
instinct and socialization, not a conscious decision to act in a moral manner.  


Murdoch insists that seeing isn’t enough—we’ve got to actually look, by which she 
means taking the time to look without interference from our own egos, our own 
agendas. Or that instinct and socialization I just mentioned.


As an example, Murdoch considers love. Love may be an approach to another on that 
other’s own terms. Or love may be about self-aggrandizement, making ME feel better 
as I grasp to possess the object of my love.


The match between moral intention and moral action requires that we approach 
another on that other’s own terms. Murdoch insists that we can only love ourselves 
after we have learned to love others as those others wish to be loved. 


Another example Murdoch used is that of a mother-in-law working to see her new 
daughter-in-law through the eyes both of love and justice instead of selfish ego. 




Perhaps we can’t actually arrive at a just and loving vision of others, but by trying—
attempting to do that—we bring ourselves closer to agreement between our moral 
vision and our actions—we bring ourselves closer to integrity. 


THREE


But back to that quote. Hannah Arendt’s most famous book is Eichmann in Jerusalem: 
A Report on the Banality of Evil. 


Adolf Eichmann was a Nazi SS officer and one of the chief organizers of the Holocaust. 
Arendt, who was Jewish, reported on Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem for The New Yorker, 
those essays becoming the book. (The trail, by the way, led to Eichmann’s execution.) 
In the book, Arendt coined the term “banality of evil” to describe Eichmann. 


Eichmann’s defense was that he was merely following orders. Arendt believed him, but 
concluded that this did not exonerate him. Evil can be banal, Arendt concluded, due to 
the fact that it can occur merely because people don’t think about it: they follow 
orders, respect mass opinion, and think about other things. 


Eichmann would have been proficient at any manager’s job, Arendt concluded. He 
was, before his position with the Nazis, an oil company executive. Arendt maintained 
that it just so happened that Eichmann was in the business of mass murder. 


The British colonial system worked in that way: a huge bureaucracy in which everyone 
did the job, until it came down to a foot soldier, who signed up because he couldn’t 
find another job, hunting down and shooting natives. 


You see how this circles back to Iris Murdoch’s belief that moral action must originate 
in moral thought. Banal evil results from compartmentalization—evil occurs when the 
moral mind checks out. Evil occurs when we compartmentalize. Mass murderers can 
be perfectly good partners and parents; good and faithful patriots; and on. Evil is often 
banal because we are capable of putting the evil we are doing into a particular 
compartment. 


This thesis, by the way, did not win friends for Arendt. Many wanted to see the 
Holocaust as the ultimate in evil, perpetrated by evil incarnate. We continue to hear 
some human action described as evil with the implication that the people who do the 
evil are somehow un-human. Arendt’s insight is difficult to accept because we want to 
compartmentalize evil as something that only evil people do, and we ourselves are 
clearly not evil, ipso facto, we ourselves never do evil. 




This is dangerous thinking. Arendt insists that milquetoast individuals can and do 
perpetrate systems of evil. 


We can work ourselves into a lather of compartmentalized belief.


Evolutionary biologist Robert Kurzban believes that our mental compartmentalization is 
due to . . . evolution. The title of Kurzban’s book is Why Everyone (Else) is a Hypocrite: 
Evolution and the Modular Mind.


Kurzban compares the human brain to a smartphone. Smartphones aren’t actually 
smart at all. There are all these useful apps, but each app does its own thing—each 
module does what it does and there’s no connection between them, even though the 
sum total makes the phone look smart. The modules in the human brain, like apps in a 
smartphone, each do one thing.


Adolf Eichmann was a very good manager. One module in his brain said that logistics 
are important, and he did very well with logistics. He built and staffed huge facilities. 
He coordinated systems to deliver food and supplies. The trains arrived in the proper 
place at the proper time. The ability to accomplish these activities look great on any 
resume. 


That’s a good app to have. However, if another app running in the background says 
that all gay people; all Roma; all physically or mentally challenged people, and all Jews 
must die, then there’s a problem.  


Dr. Kurzban is, in one way, saying that human beings can’t help being hypocritical.

The larger implication of this app-brain evolutionary approach is that there is no central, 
identifiable self. The self is an illusion created by the fact that one app or another, one 
compartment or another, is always on. 


Buddhists have been saying there is no central, identifiable self for something over 
three thousand years. For Buddhists, mindfulness is how we stop and examine how 
many and what kind of apps are running simultaneously in our heads.  


The ancient Stoics suspected this as well, and recommended reason as a way of 
calling out the various modules, examining each, and formulating a path of action 
based on focusing on one app at a time. (I’m going to think more about this next 
week.)


Philosopher Iris Murdoch also knew about hypocrisy and the difficulty of acting in 
integrity. Her solution is similar to the Stoics: think long and hard about the connection 
between your inner morality and outer actions in the world. Murdoch insists that we 
must connect these.


Hannah Arendt also knew about compartmentalization and hypocrisy—it’s what can 
turn a good manager into a mass murderer.  




You take the power to reason, add an app that causes motivated reasoning, and, 
before long, you’ve got hypocrites doing great damage to the earth and its people 
while considering themselves, as Eichmann did, a good Christian patriot.


CONCLUSION


The lesson to learn from research into compartmentalization is not that we are doomed 
to be hypocrites, but that—as the ancient Stoics taught; as Iris Murdoch taught;  as 
Hannah Arendt taught—integrity and integration of thought and action comes not from 
the gut or how we feel about things, but from reason. From taking up the difficult task 
of thinking about what we value and what we do.


Looking at what we think and what we do, I don't think it’s stating it too strongly to say 
that integrity IS doubt. Or at the least integrity begins in doubt and continuously 
monitors our thoughts and actions with doubt. 


No doubt means no self-examination. No doubt gives us all the oppressions we can 
think of. Oppressors have not doubted. As Hannah Arendt tell us, we need reason to 
find meaning. Not truth, meaning. Not interpreting meaning on the model of truth but 
meaning. As Arendt said, 


The need of reason is not inspired by the quest for truth but by the quest for 
meaning. And truth and meaning are not the same.


The lesson here is that evil may be banal—almost accidental, even. Integrity, however, 
is a different kettle of fish. Doing good doesn’t just happen. It’s hard work. The people 
committed to integrity may even sound a little shrill at times. Getting to the place where 
our good intentions lead to good actions—getting to a place of integrity—requires, first 
and foremost, doubt.


