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8. Overestimation of intelligence and lack of consistency —
Comments on section 8

If the existence - the actuality - of this world, w*, is to be explained by its su-
preme ontological merit (surpassing the ontological merits of all other possible
worlds), then it is important to specify what this ontological merit consists in. I
frankly do not know which selection of ontological values would make w* - this
world - better than all other possible worlds. Rescher, however, attempts a specifi-
cation of such values. What strikes me about Rescher’s specification is (a) his over-
estimation of intelligence and rationality, and (b) his lack of consistency even in
that overestimation. “[O]ptimalism [...] is oriented at optimizing the conditions of
existence for intelligent beings at large,” (230) says Rescher. Are the conditions of
existence for intelligent beings oriented towards optimality in a universe where
chance and randomness play a large role (the role they in fact play in w*)? Rescher
claims that this is so, but this claim seems inconsistent with his other claims. What
rational intelligent beings need qua rational intelligent beings is freedom of choice,
what they do not need is chance and randomness. The most radical version of con-
tingency is ontological chance, which is instantiated if, and only if, a ‘why did this
happen?’-question cannot be answered, not because there is a true answer to it
which, however, is humanly unknowable, but because there is not any true answer
to it. Ontological chance is the perfect paradigm of irrationality and of absolute
imperviousness to intelligence. And ontological chance appears to be countlessly
many times instantiated in w* - the world which Rescher nevertheless considers to
be “favorable to the best interests of intelligence” (230) and “user-friendly for in-
telligent beings” (231). It would certainly have been more user-friendly without
ontological chance.

Moreover, Rescher values intelligence so much that the following question comes
to mind: What is the place of irrational and unintelligent creatures in a universe
that, according to Rescher, “must, in sum, manage things in a way that rational
creatures would see as optimal from the vantage point of their own best interests
as rational beings” (230)? Wouldn't it be better if there were no irrational or unin-
telligent creatures at all? In fact, the world is rather far away from that. Most living
beings in w* are neither rational nor intelligent, but simply alive: there are immea-
surable multitudes of them in w* - in the very same world whose existence Rescher
claims to explain by holding that it is the world “best for the enhancement and
diffusion of intelligence”. The real world, w*, if it is best for anything, is certainly
not best for “the enhancement and diffusion of intelligence” (230); as far as intelli-
gence and rationality is concerned, w* rather seems to be best for the brief flowering
but ultimate self-destruction of intelligence and rationality. The writing is already
on the wall. Would all ontological value disappear if rationality and intelligence
disappeared from the world like a fever dream? Who has ever really looked at a
large old tree, knows that even now a living being can have ontological dignity
without being rational or intelligent. Reason and intelligence are good things, but
there is no call for noophelia.

In his “Leibnizian ruminations,” Rescher declines to speak about “the Problem of
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Evil,” which is understandable, since that problem is a very large topic indeed. Yet,
for such an ardent believer in intelligence and rationality as Rescher seems to be, it
would have been appropriate to make at least some remarks about why intelligence
and rationality are so often in the service of radical evil, and why it is that good will
and compassion, and not intelligence, are the prime movers in alleviating at least
some evils in this evil world.

9. Self-sufficient reason? —
Comments on section 9

In section 9 of Rescher’s paper there is little that has not been said before in it. The
unusualness of the Leibnizian Question and the corresponding unusualness of an
adequate answer to it are once more emphasized (cf. section 4), “virtuous circular-
ity” is once more defended (cf. section 6). Rescher talks about the “systemic self-
sufficiency of reason”, its “self-endorsement” (231). Now, if reason is self-sufficient,
then it does not seem reasonable to have a contingently existing world at all. For
contingent existence (let alone chance existence) is not something that is entirely
reasonable, and it is something that is entirely unreasonable if reason is, qua reason,
self-sufficient. For it is only necessary existence that self-sufficient reason can be
content with. Why, then, does w*, for which it is possible not to exist, nevertheless
exist? Self-sufficient reason cannot explain this contingent existence. Rescher
might respond that it is a truth of self-sufficient reason that w* is the best of all
possible worlds, and that it is also a truth of self-sufficient reason that what is best
must be actual. But even if one granted (just for the sake of the argument) that w* is
on the basis of self-sufficient reason the best possible world, it is certainly not also a
truth of self-sufficient reason that what is best must alethically be actual -~ which is
what Rescher needs in order to explain the existence of w*. It is only a truth of self-
sufficient reason that what is best must deontically (i.e., ought to) be actual - which
is not sufficient for getting the job done: explaining the existence of w*. Who or
what turned the ‘ought to’ in ‘w* ought to be actual’ salva veritate into ‘is’ - grant-
ing, merely for the sake of the argument, that ‘w* ought to be actual’ is a true
sentence (which is, in fact, very unlikely)?

10. God is not the equivalent of a principle —
Comments on sections 10 and 11

For Leibniz, who shares with Rescher the belief that w* is the best of all possible
worlds, it is God who effects the transition from the (presumed) truth of ‘w* ought to
be actual (because w* is the best) to the truth of ‘w* is actual’ (and according to
Leibniz, God - given the absolute perfection of His essence ~ could not have done
otherwise). For Rescher, in contrast, the Optimality Principle is the effector of the
said transition. And the Principle can bring about an even more remarkable feat: it
can render the existence of God actual (it is, after all, for the best that God exists).
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