On Suffering”

Marvin Koh!

1tis generally admitted that the pressnce of suffering in the world poses a
problem for theistic religion insofar &s it scems to contradict the notion of
gn all-powerful beaevolent God. It would seem thatif God wese good, He
would not want His creatures to suffer, and if al-powerfu}, He would be
gble 1o prevent their suffering. Inthis note will suggest tha the presence
of enduring pain also poses a problzm for the humanist, a probiem that
cannot be met simply by rejecting theism or by embracing egoism. Then1

shall proceed o present zn outline of a Prometlican humanist's position, -

an outline that 1 hope wil encourage further inguiry into the naturc and
limits of rémedial suffcring.

We can roughly distinguish two radically different and extreme ideo-
Iogical positions, one which holds that all suffering is goed and a second
which holds thatal) suffering is bad, Fortunately, few hold, and even fewer
would be prepared to defend, these positions, Let us therefore confine our
 aitention to Lwo paraliel claims, namely, the belief that almost ali suffering
isexivinsically good and he belief that, since almostallsuffering is bad and
happiness good, 2 person should place his own happiness or interests
above the happiness or interests of all other persons. For the sake of
convenience, 1 shall call the former “moriifying asceticism™ or “nsceli-
cism™; § ghall cail the Jatler “extreme egoistiec hedorism™ or “egoism” for
shost,
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Asceticisn may be seen at its best in the writings of St. John of the
Cross. In his Precautions he takes care to point out that, aithough suffering.
in itself is an evil for the one enduring it, it is most often the cavse of great
benelits. Accarding to St. John, suffesing expiates and sanctifies, it frees
the soul from debasement and selfishness, and it renders us most like our
Lord Jesus Christ. Tn other words, sulfering has a clearly defined instrue
eental value, It is valuable because it purifies and greatly sicengthens onr
spiritual and noral character. Morcover, suffering is of the greatest value,
and is sacred, because it confers upon those whorm it yends the most
intimate resenblance to the sorrowlul Son ard dors so in & petfesily
egalitarian wey. While all men can find God, those in the most pain, the
preatest distress, are in an espseially fortunate position to 4o 50.

“Fhere are severa) reasons why this view should be rejected: firstolatl,
why weuld a benevolent and all-powerful God insist that wemust cometo

- Him throughsuffering and mortification? Why would a trly lovingfather

want his children to suffer?

Second, f suffering is to be viewed as a blessing, as almost the greatest :
gift of God's ove, then why do anything to reduce it? 1{ we ase enjoined to
view our ows suffering as being blessed, then what logically prevents us
from drawing the conclusion that all human suflering is good? Why not
follow the example of Panelonx, the priest, who, in Camus's book The

] Plague, concludes that it is illogical for a true religious belicver to callina

doctor or stragelc against 2Miction? . ‘
~ Finally, Jet us rccognize the pallistive value of this outlook. Let us
admit that it ofien cioaks, softens, and at ils height seems to transubstan-
tiate suffering. But even the use of a relatively good palliative hasits limits.
Suppose we compare the ascetic attitade towards suffering with the nse of
a drug like alcohol. The modest drinking of alcoholic beverages ofter
enables an individual 1o cscape termporarily from the woes of this world.
But this is not in jtsell an argument for excessive drinking. Noris itan
argument for facing every problematic situation with bottle in hand.
Simitarly, wisdom seems to command that weendure suéfering whenilis
isremediable Bui it does not demand that we endure sulfering that can bs
intedligently diminished or eliminated. Nor does it suggest that we Over
dese with ideological palliatives, or that we begin 10 worship our natural
enemy. _
One of the mos! persnasiveadvocates of exticmeegoismis Aya Rand.
Tn a series of intelieciually absorbing novels (including The Founiainhead
and Alras Sirugged), and in The Virtue of Selfishness, Rand gtates that
man is {and ‘herefore should be) objectively egoistic, thatis, rationallyand
completely wellish. She maintains that an individual's achievemeat of his
own happiress is his highsst moral purpose. What makes this pusition
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different, and open to acclaim or scom, is that Rand sejects all forms and
acts of altruism, bedieving that they arc unnccessary and dangerous Lo the
human pood. She repeatedly suggests that she knows of no worse injustice
than the giving of what is undeserved. From this perspective, an altruistic
person is, al best, misgpided or weak and, al worst, immoral. Similarly, a
charilable or welfare society is morally degenerate, and one that js in
danger of destroying itseld,

Before examining some of the difficulties of this position, it may be
well to try to understand why many bumanists, after leaving the abode of
asceticism, readily move to this extreme. After all, why not shift from a
philosophy of sell-sacrifice to a modest egoism? Why not say that, since
pImost all suffering is bad and happiness good, a person should place his
own happiness or interests above that of any other individuai? Or why not
be content to say that since the rational end of conduct forcachindividual
iz the maximum of his own happiness or interests, most (but netall) forms
of altruism are undesivable? The most abvious answer is that these posi-
tions do not go far enough. And I suspect that we would once again be
seminded by the advocate of egoism that all forms of altruism are 1o be

* gejected; that, 1o the extent a person is rational, he must place his own

happiness, not merely above that of any other person, but above the

_ happiness of all other persons, taken collcctively.

Let us, therefore, ask a different question. Let us ask the egoist, what
is the task of morality? He probably wonld reply that sorality has 1o do
with how we arc 10 treal ourselves and how we are to maximize our own
happiness. In more candid moments ke may even suggest that, while’
asceticism stubtificd his own pursuit of happiness, cgoism allows for its
most natirzl and fullest expression. This s an important clue. For the
radical shift from ascelicism to egoism often scems to be grounded in 2
combination ef the desire to be happy and the belief that the best way of
doing so is by adopling an ethical theory that views this end 1o be the
highest good. )

Knowing this takes much of the sting out of the first criticism of
egoism. For we are often told: via the inguistic mode, that while the value
judgments of the egoist may be maxims of prudence or self-love, they are
no, literally speaking, moval judgments; or, via the matersal mode, that it
is eminently clear that morality primarily has to do with how we should
tecat one another, and not primarily with how we are to treat purselves,
The difficulty with both argaments is that they appear tobeg the guestion:
the first by assuming that we must accept the apparent nonegoistic bias of
ordinary language, one of the very points atissue; the second, by RSSUMNG
that it is somehow self-cvident that morality is primarily concerned with
the good of others. An objcction that does not beg the questien and has
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more force is as follows: Ethics is necessary beeause men's desires conflict,
and since the egoistic belief—the belief that it must always bz an agent's
positive duty to do what i¢ best for himself—is the primary cause of this
conflict, cgoism must be rejected.

A sccond objection is that cgoism isinaccuratein itsassessment of the
worth and viability of 1he welfare state. The historical evidence dessnot
substantiate Rand's claim that & weifare state cannot ultimately protectits
best and brightest and therefore must il Experiences in Great Britzin,
Sweden, and the United States indicates that, while grave difficulties may
result in a social welfare state which emphasizes almost complete social
and economic cquality, a social sccurity state which aims at a guatanteed
mintmum-lypt protection is more than viable.

“There is ye1 another reason why this view should be rejected. It may be
held that even if it is reasonable fora man alwaysto actin themanner mos!
conducive to his own happiness, it is not seasonable for society (and most
groups)-to acoept this as its own credo. For example, it may be reasonable
for a man to open a nuclear power plant before it has been properly
checked out in order to obtain tax bencfits, and thereby maximize hisown
profits or interests, as seems 1o be the case in the Three Mile Island
situation. Bul it is czrizinly not seasonable for thefilty pzople who willdie
prematurely of cancer because of the radiation leak, to acquiesce, Nor isit
yeasonable for the hundred thousand or so individuals who were threat-
cned 10 support this purporicd cthic. In fact, most disintercsted parties
would be inchined o say that the support of egoistic belief in this and
simitarsitbationsis more than unrcasonable—itisirrational. Itisirrational
because one of the primary functions of a society is to provide jor protec-
tion against general suffering. And when we say this we imply that so long
a5 man requires a rational social iife, sellishness cannot be the supreme
principle of ethics.

And finally even if this analysis were mistaken, egoism is not an
aliernative open te humanisis who claim Prometheus as their patron sanl,

Promethean humanism mus! be universalistic and altruistic, Prometbens
stole fire from the gods and gave it as a gift, knowing that he might be

_ blamed or punished, becanse he took pity on the helplessness of men. As

Bryon suggests, his only God:like crime was to be kind, to render less the

. sum of human wretchedness. To the extent that we cmulate this preal and

loving Titan, we shoutd be caring and giving 1o our fellow creatures, even -
though this, a1 times, may entail considerable risk of sacrifice.

But a Promethean approach also has its difficulties. The preatcst
danger is that it excitcs in many minds, amorg themthe mosLcompassion-
ate in feelingand beacvolent in purpose, the belief that ail sufferingcanbe
eliminated. But can this really be accomplished? Even if wecould elimipate
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war, povesty, and disease, can we climinate the possibility of failure,
accideat, and the painihat normatly accompanics the Joss of loved ones? 1n
other words, if one of our major goalksisto climinate suffering, and if itis
truc that this cannot be done (at feast not in the foresccable [uture), then
the gos is a futile onz. And if the pursuit of futile goalsisofien (}hqughnot
always) a cause of misery, it follows that the attempt to _chmmal: all
suffering is often a cause of misery, and thereby self-defeating.

"The encousagement of unrealistic expectation akso tends 1o promote

disiltusionment gnd noncritical retreat. Because men aim too high, they

. ofien cry out as tothe impossibility of any wellare programor, in moments

of despair, urge that human suffering is intractable. Again: how oflendo
we find men who, aftee noble battle to conquer the unconguerable, turain
their faiture to the Epimethean idol, an ido! which insists that we have
blind Faith in nature and accept life, more or less, as we find it?

In order that we may be able to avoid theseand the pitfallsmentioned
carlier, the foliowing scems preferable as a preliminary stance; Manisnot
challenged to eliminate al) suffering. Man is challenged only to know the
difference between remediable and irremediable suffering, to remedy suf-
fering wherever it can be remedicd, 1o endureil without chronic complaint
when itisirremediable, and ta understand that the enemy is greatand that
the battlc may be endless.

"Comment by Pau) Kurtz on Kohl Article

lagrccwith Marvin KohVsindictment of religious asceticism, and alsm'vith
his criticisms of egoism, but only of anexacerbated seif-centered one, SINCC
some measure of reficctive scli-interest is essential, in my judgment, 10
humanist ethics. Professor Kohl raises many important issucs in hisshorl
paper, but 1 will only focus on his concluding semarks on the Pro_methe:im
sainl ILis not clear to me that Promethean huma nism mus! be universalis-
tic and altsuistic. Alhongh Prometheus gave the gift of fire and the arts of
civilization 10 humaaity, it is not apparent that this was done solely or
primarily out of a motive of sympathy and co mpassion. Kohlseemsto be
drawing the model of Christ rather than that of Promethevs. §n a funda-
mental sense, Prometheus exXpresses the quality of audamt? to do battle
with the gods, Granted thal Promethens had a philanghwp‘xc concern for
humanity; yet, he expresses independence as 2 chief virlue in 50 faras he
was willing to challenge the gods. The value he represcatsis moval courage,
a virtee especially appreciated by frecthinkers and humamnists. jl‘hal is why
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he stands as their patron saint, for they wish to cultivate the arts of
inleRigence in order 1o cope with the problems of human life. Accordingly.
} dont know that the Prometheus myth implies the belief that all suffering
can be efiminated, This surely would be a maive optimism. Onthecontrary,
the Promethcan myth sugzests an awareness of suffering and an apprecia-
tion for the need for continuing heroic ¢fforts to overcome it. .

- Kohl's last paragraph se¢ms to me to beeminently seasible: we cannot
eliminate all sulfering, but we shovld do sur best to eradicate whatever we
can. To this ] woul add 2 further positive moral obligation, which is
incumbent upon us: to distribute goods, whesever possible, first to oneself
(a modificd cgoism), and second, where possible and with their voluntary
conscnt, to our fellow humans whe are within the range of our activities.

Reply by Marvin Kohl

Professor Kuriz supgests, with his usual subtlety and clarity, the Prome-
theus® actions fundamentatly express the guality of audecity to do battle
with the gods and that his form of humanism has sucosssfully avoided a
major pitfall of egoism. I have my doubts about both of thest.points.
In order for Prometheus 1o actually do great good toand for others, it
was necessary for him to viclate the prevailing rules of sovereignty and be
prepared to do battle with Zeus. According to this interpretation, hisend
was that of doing good in auniverselisticand alteuistic sense 2nd his means,

- Or a1 Jeast one of Lis means, was that of having an urusval amoum of
courage and even greater fortitude. If thisinterpretation is mistaken, and if

Promethens' definance is not a means but the primary end (as Kurizseems
to suggest), then Prometheus is something of a megalomaniac, and [ failto
see the mora) worthof loving power for its own sake or of emulating those
who do.

1 have urped that ethics is necessary because mea's desires conflict,and
since the egoistic belief that jt must always beanagent's positive dulytodo
what is best for himself is the primary cause of this conflict, egoism must be
rejeoted. Toateempr 1o modify this position by saying that, where possible,
we have a positive moral obligation o distribute goods first to ourselves
and then to others dogs mot, in itself, meet this objection. It may be
notoriously difficult tb get nenaltruistic men to teach their children altruis-
tic desires. But il s even greater folly to pretend to have sugcessiully
avoided the pitfalls of cogism when the evidence indicates that unless a
theory offers a preposal that would enable us 0 avoid the conflicting
serious interests and activities of dilferent men it teaves the dobr open to
unnecessary suffering and, ir a significant way, welcomes the tyranny of
the powerful and seifish against the majority of mankiad.
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