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Abstract for “The Problem of Good”

Very few (if any) people believe that the world was created, and is maintained, by a thoroughly contemptible and malicious being. Do we have good reason for our disbelief? In the first part of this paper I offer an argument for the non-existence of such a being. According to this argument there is just too much good - too many good things - in the world for the ‘malicious being’ theory to be plausible.  In the second part of the paper I briefly consider the applicability of similar arguments to three other possible beings.

The Problem of Good

Part One

Believers in Vilo (if there are any) hold that the universe was created and is sustained by a being that is utterly despicable. He is not, they say, maximally defective, imperfect, or whatever; but he is very, very bad – perhaps as bad as it is possible to be. On the other hand, of course, he has to be very smart (perhaps omniscient), and very powerful  (perhaps omnipotent) to create and sustain the universe. Vilo’s overriding aim is to maximize pain, misery, confusion, despair, and so on in other beings. Clearly, he isn’t just interested in physical pain. He is, one might say, a connoisseur of pain – he wants those other beings to experience a wide variety of pains, and other evils.

Agnostics in regard to Vilo are willing to agree that there may be such an entity; but they also think that Vilo may not exist. As far as they are concerned, it’s an open question.

Aviloists hold that there is no Vilo. Some of them offer the following simple, straightforward, argument.

(1) If there were a Vilo, there would be no good in the world.

(2) There is some good in the world.

(3)  Hence there is no Vilo.

Viloists face ‘the problem of good.’  Aviloists, and agnostics do not have this problem. There is no ‘problem of good’ for them.

As it stands, this argument seems defective. Premise (1) may well be false. Certainly we have no good reason to accept it. For one thing, it may make sense for Vilo to give us free will. If we did not have free will we would not need to blame ourselves for our failures, or for our misbehavior. Giving us free will (although, perhaps, a bit risky) may well allow Vilo to maneuver us into painful or bad situations that could not otherwise occur. Thus, for instance, we are able to feel well-deserved pangs of guilt. 

For another thing, some good things may be essential to the occurrence of greater, or more interesting, evils. In order to maximize the painful loss of a skill, Vilo may be obliged to allow us some prior enjoyment in its exercise.

The anti-Vilo argument can be made more plausible by being made more specific.

(1’) If there were a Vilo, there wouldn’t be any gratuitous goods.

(2’) There are gratuitous goods.

(3’) Hence, there is no Vilo.

A ‘gratuitous good’ is one that is not helpful (strategically) in the bringing about of evil. [The evil need not be one that obviously outweighs the good. Vilo presumably values a diversity of evils, and may sometimes allow a substantial good in order to achieve some rare, but not very terrible, bad result.] 

Premise (l’) seems plausible, provided that Vilo is omniscient and omnipotent. If there are Viloists who think Vilo lacks one or both of these properties, they will escape the ‘more plausible’ argument.

The formulations I have offered strike me as a bit more bold than the case warrants. Further moderation may make the reasoning more plausible.

(1’’) If there were a Vilo, gratuitous goods would be rare, or non-existent.

(2’’) It would seem that there are many gratuitous goods (i.e. they are neither rare nor non-existent).

(3’’) Hence, it would seem that there is no Vilo.

When I say ‘it would seem’ in this context I do not just mean that it seems clear to me, or that it seems clear to lots of people.  Nor do I mean that it looks to me as though there are gratuitous goods – that the world gives that appearance  (so far as I can see) sometimes. I mean something more objective and impersonal than this – that it is, so to speak, a good bet (given the evidence). Something like that. I take the argument to have the following structure.

(a) If P then not Q.

(b) Probably Q,

(c) Hence, probably not P.

The conclusion may seem much too weak; but it does have some weight. The idea is that the world doesn’t look the way it should if Vilo were running things. So, the chances are, there is no such being. 

Premise (2’’) needs clarification. What would a ‘gratuitous good’ look like? Here is a possible example. There was an old couple in my hometown that seemed genuinely happy. They still enjoyed each other. Laughed at each other’s jokes. They had both led long, and interesting lives. Their health had been quite good – given their age. Then, of course, they died. Where was the misery, confusion, and pain here? No doubt they had difficulties and problems; but so far as I could see, they were happy. How could the apparently gratuitous pleasure in their lives, and in each other, be compatible with the existence of Vilo?

“Well”, a Viloist might say, “you don’t know for sure what became of them after they died. For all you know, in the after-world they were both horribly tortured, and each was forced to watch the other’s agony. Perhaps part of their shock and misery was due to the happy life they had led - their trust in each other, and their world. You don’t know, and can’t know, that their good life was not a necessary pre-amble to their ultimate despair.”

I sometimes think of all the really beautiful flowers in the forest  - irises for instance – that no one ever sees.
 Why should that be? Why would Vilo allow that? Wouldn’t he want someone to see them, and perhaps be made sad by the thought that his or her life was an ugly mess by comparison? Someone may say, “How do you know that supernatural beings, fairies, do not find them depressing?” 

But the existence of such fairies is decidedly questionable. To put it bluntly, the amount and character of the good things in life and in the world seem to indicate (make it a good bet) that there is no Vilo. There is just too much good – too many good things.  

Part Two

Is the same sort of argument applicable to God? We should at least be able to invent ‘Gods’ who are vulnerable in this way. 

Suppose we take ‘Alpha’ to be a person who is omnipotent, everlasting and all knowing, who created the physical universe and who is driven primarily by his desire to create lots of rational creatures and make them maximally happy both in this life and the next (if there is one). These are his overriding objectives. Alpha doesn’t care whether these creatures are believers or not. He isn’t interested in their virtues and vices per se –he just wants to maximize happiness. He is a good Utilitarian.

A ‘gratuitous misery,’ in this context, is a pain, painful experience, or source of unhappiness, that isn’t needed in order to bring about some greater joy, some greater source of happiness.  To put it mildly, the holocaust strikes one as a gratuitous misery.

Our argument against Alpha’s existence goes as follows:

(a) If Alpha actually existed, there would be no gratuitous miseries. 

(b) The likelihood is that there have been, and still are, many gratuitous miseries.

(c) Hence, the likelihood is that Alpha does not exist.

Alpha is not a traditional version of the Christian God. Nor is he a version of the traditional Jewish God, or of Allah, or Brahman.

We stipulated a reasonably clear and specific overriding aim or purpose for Vilo, and for Alpha. In doing this we created targets for our arguments against the existence of these alleged supernatural beings. I claim that these arguments are plausible.

To jump to the opposite extreme, there are traditional forms of theistic belief according to which God is not a person. The doctrine is not usually put this bluntly; but the basic idea is that God is something greater, more perfect, then anything that could be called a ‘person’ in any ordinary sense of the term. I take this to be Plotinus’, Augustine’s, Anselm’s, and Maimonides’ view (to mention just a few). Presumably, this sort of God doesn’t (literally) have any ‘aim’ in regard to our happiness, or lack thereof. Or, if it does have one (so to speak), it is almost certainly one we cannot understand. How then can we say that the world doesn’t look like the sort of thing a God of this sort would create and govern?  So far as I can see, this sort of God is totally immune to the kind of argument we have been considering.

Then there are also some just plain tricky cases. Suppose that Beta is a God quite a bit like Alpha, except that he is more concerned with morality than he is with happiness. He hopes for maximal moral goodness, and, ultimately, aims to bring it about that happiness is proportional to virtue. To achieve this, he gives some, if not all, rational creatures ‘free will.’ That is to say he gives them the ability choose between doing what is morally right and doing something morally wrong. He also gives them the ability to do what is morally right simply because it is morally right. (Whether or not they choose to exercise this ability is up to them).

What would a universe created and governed by Beta look like? I think it might well often look as though there wasn’t any such being. Beta might hide. After all, if he is trying to allow situations in which rational beings have the opportunity to do what is right simply because it is right, it may well be a good idea to conceal, or at least sometimes make obscure, the fact that there is ultimately an ample reward (in terms of happiness) for acting in this way.

� “Full many a gem of purest ray serene


The dark unfathom’d caves of ocean bear,


Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,


And waste it’s sweetness on the dessert air.”  [Thomas Grey ]








