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254 The Problem of Evil 

Every actual entity [natura] is therefore good; a greater good if it cann t b 
corrupted, a lesser good if it can be. Yet only the foolish and e 
deny that it is still good even when corrupted. Whenever a thing is consu cadn 
b t

. h . me y corrup ion, not even t e corruption remains for it is nothing in itself h _ 
ing no subsistent being in which to exist. ' av 
. From this it follows that there is nothing to be called evil if there is noth-
ing A that lacks an evil aspect is entirely good. Where 
there is some evil m a thmg, its good is defective or defectible. Thus there 
be no evil where there is no good. This leads us to a surprising 
th t . b . . f . rnn. 

a , emg'. m so ar as it is a being, is good, if we then say that a 
defective thmg is bad, it would seem to mean that we are saying that wh t · 

·1 · d h a IS ev1 is goo , t at only what is good is ever evil and that there is no evil a t 
from something good. This is because every actual entity is good 
natura bonum est_.] Nothing evil exists in itself, but only as an evil aspect of 
some actual entity. Therefore, there can be nothing evil except someth" 
good. Absurd as this sounds, nevertheless the logical connections of 
?ument us to it as inevitable. At the same time, we must take wam-

lest we mcur the prophetic judgment which reads: "Woe to those who call 
evil and good evil: who call darkness light and light darkness; who call 

bitter sv:eet and the .sweet bitter." Moreover the Lord himself saith: "An 
evil man brmgs forth evil out of the evil treasure of his heart." What the · ·1 b . . , n, 1s an ev1 man utan evil entity [natura mala], since man is an entity? Now ·f . h" , I a 
man is son:iet mg good because he is an entity, what, then, is a bad man ex-
cept an good? When, however, we distinguish between these two con-
cepts, we &:d the bad man not bad because he is a man, nor is he good 
?ecause he is wicked. Rather, he 1s a good entity in so far as he is a man evil 
m far as he is Therefo:e, if anyone says that simply to be a m'an is 

or that to be a wicked man is good, he rightly falls under the prophetic 
"Woe t? him who calls evil good and good evil." For this amounts 

to finding fault with God's work, because man is an entity of God's creation. 
!t also. means that we are praising the defects in this particular man because he 

pe:son. Thus, every entity, even if it is a defective one, in so far as 
it is an entity, is good. In so far as it is defective, it is evil. 

in these two contraries we call evil and good, the rule of 
logioans fails to apply. No weather is both dark and bright at the same 

time; no or drink is both sweet and sour at the same time; no body is, at 
the same time and place, both white and black, nor deformed and well-

at the same This principle is found to apply in almost all dis-
iunctions: cannot coexist in a single thing. Nevertheless, while 
no. one that and evil not contraries, they can not only co-
exist, but the evil cannot exist at all without the good, or in a thing that is not 
a good. On the other hand, the good can exist without evil. For a man or an 
angel c?uld exist and yet not be wicked, whereas there cannot be wickedness 

m a 1:1an or an angel. It is good to be a man, good to be an angel; but 
evil to be wicked. These two contraries are thus coexistent, so that if there 
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were no good in what is evil, then the evil simply could not be, since it can 
have no mode in which to exist, nor any source from which corruption 
springs, unless it be something corruptible. Unless this something is good, it 
cannot be corrupted, because corruption is nothing more than the depriva-
tion of the good. Evils, therefore, have their source in the good, and unless 
they are parasitic on something good, they are not anything at all. There is no 
other source whence an evil thing can come to be. If this is the case, then, in 
so far as a thing is an entity, it is unquestionably good. If it is an incorruptible 
entity, it is a great good. But even if it is a corruptible entity, it still has no 
mode of existence except as an aspect of something that is good. Only by cor-
rupting something good can corruption inflict injury. 

But when we say that evil has its source in the good, do not suppose that 
this denies our Lord's judgment: "A good tree cannot bear evil fruit." This 
cannot be, even as the Truth himself declareth: "Men do not gather grapes 
from thorns," since thorns cannot bear grapes. Nevertheless, from good soil 
we can see both vines and thorns spring up. Likewise, just as a bad tree does 
not grow good fruit, so also an evil will does not produce good deeds. From 
a human nature, which is good in itself, there can spring forth either a good 
or an evil will. There was no other place from whence evil could have arisen 
in the first place except from the nature-good in itself-of an angel or a man. 
This is what our Lord himself most clearly shows in the passage about the 
trees and the fruits, for he said: "Make the tree good and the fruits will be 
good, or make the tree bad and its fruits will be bad." This is warning enough 
that bad fruit cannot grow on a good tree nor good fruit on a bad one. Yet 
from that same earth to which he was referring, both sorts of trees can grow. 

DAVID HUME Evil Makes a 
Strong Case against 
God's Existence 

David Hume (1711-1776) constructs an impressive list of natural evils and then 
builds an argument against the existence of God. Careful exegesis of the text re-
veals two distinguishable arguments, each of which finds representation in con-
temporary scholarship. The first argument by this eloquent skeptic is clear 
enough: The claims "God exists" and "evil exists" are logically incompatible; 
and, since we can be sure that evil does exist, we know that God does not exist. 
The second argument is somewhat less direct: Even if "God exists" and "evil ex-

From Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, Part X. 
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ists" are logically compatible claims, the truth of the latter provides strong, 
though not conclusive, grounds or evidence for rejecting the former. 

It is my opinion, ... replied Demea, that each man feels, in a manner, the 
truth of religion within his own breast, and, from a consciousness of his im-
becility and misery rather than from any reasoning, is led to seek protection 
from that Being on whom he and all nature is dependent. So anxious or so te-
dious are even the best scenes of life that futurity is still the object of all our 
hopes and fears. We incessantly look forward and endeavour, by prayers, 
adoration, and sacrifice, to appease those unknown powers whom we find, 
by experience, so able to afflict and oppress us. Wretched creatures that we 
are! What resource for us amidst the innumerable ills of life did not religion 
suggest some methods of atonement, and appease those terrors with which 
we are incessantly agitated and tormented? 

I am indeed persuaded, said Philo, that the best and indeed the only 
method of bringing everyone to a due sense of religion is by just representa-
tions of the misery and wickedness of men. And for that purpose a talent of 
eloquence and strong imagery is more requisite than that of reasoning and 
argument. For is it necessary to prove what everyone feels within himself? It 
is only necessary to make us feel it, if possible, more intimately and sensibly. 

The people, indeed, replied Demea, are sufficiently convinced of this 
great and melancholy truth. The miseries of life, the unhappiness of man, the 
general corruptions of our nature, the unsatisfactory enjoyment of pleasures, 
riches, honours-these phrases have become almost proverbial in all lan-
guages. And who can doubt of what all men declare from their own imme-
diate feeling and experience? 

In this point, said Philo, the learned are perfectly agreed with the vulgar; 
and in all letters, sacred and profane, the topic of human misery has been in-
sisted on with the most pathetic eloquence that sorrow and melancholy could 
inspire. The poets, who speak from sentiment, without a system, and whose 
testimony has therefore the more authority, abound in images of this nature. 
From Homer down to Dr. Young, the whole inspired tribe have ever been 
sensible that no other representation of things would suit the feeling and ob-
servation of each individual. 

As to authorities, replied Demea, you need not seek them. Look round 
this library of Cleanthes. I shall venture to affirm that, except authors of par-
ticular sciences, such as chemistry or botany, who have no occasion to treat of 
human life, there is scarce one of those innumerable writers from whom the 
sense of human misery has not, in some passage or other, extorted a complaint 
and confession of it. At least, the chance is entirely on that side; and no one au-
thor has ever, so far as I can recollect, been so extravagant as to deny it. 

There you must excuse me, said Philo: Leibniz has denied it, and is per-
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s the first who ventured upon so bold and paradoxical an opinion; at 
hi apt the first who made it essential to his philosophical system. 
eas, . h b "bl And by being the first, replied Demea, might he not ave een sens1 e 
of his error? For is this a subject in which philosophers can propose to _make 
discoveries especially in so late an And any man hope by a 
denial (for the subject scarcely admits of reasoning) _to bear down the umted 
testimony of mankind, founded on sense and 

And why should man, added he, pretend to an from the lot 
f 11 other animals? The whole earth, believe me, Philo, is cursed and p_ol-f ut:d. A perpetual war is kindled amongst all living 

hunger, want stimulate the strong and _fear, terror ag1-
t the weak and infirm. The first entrance mto hfe gives angmsh to the new-

ta e · d" t tt d born infant and to its wretched parent; importance, is ress a en 
each stage of that life, and it is, at last: agony and 

Observe, too, says Philo, the curious artifices of nature m order to em-
bitter the life of every living being. The stronger prey upon th: and 
keep them in perpetual terror and anxiety. The weaker, t?o, m their 
often prey upon the stronger, and vex and m?lest. them without relaxation. 
Consider that innumerable race of insects, which either are bred _on the body 
of each animal or, flying about, infix their stings in him. These insects have 
thers still less than themselves which torment them. And thus on hand, 

and behind, above and below, every animal i_s surrounded with ene-
mies which incessantly seek his misery and destruct10n. . . 

Man alone, said Demea, seems to be, in part, an exception to this rule. 
For by combination in society he can easily master lions, tigers, and be_ars, 
whose greater strength and agility natu:ally them to upon him. 

On the contrary, it is here chiefly, cned Philo, that the un1for1:1 equal 
maxims of nature are most apparent. Man, it is true, can, by com?mat10n, 
mount all his real enemies and become master of the ammal c:eahon; 
but does he not immediately raise up to himself imagmary enemies, the 
demons of his fancy, who haunt him with superstitious terro:s blast 
every enjoyment of life? His pleasure, as he imagines, their eyes 
a crime; his food and repose give them umbrage and offence; his sleep 
and dreams furnish new materials to anxious fear; and even dea:h, his refuge 
from every other ill, presents only the dread of endless and 
woes. Nor does the wolf molest more the timid flock than superstition does 
the anxious breast of wretched mortals. 

Besides, consider, Demea: This very society by :Which 
wild beasts, our natural enemies, what new enemies does it not raise to us. 
What woe and misery does it not occasion? Man is the greatest. of 
man. Oppression, injustice, contempt, contumely, violence, sedition, war, 
calumny, treachery, fraud-by these they mutually torment each and 
they would soon dissolve that society which they were it not for 
the dread of still greater ills which must attend their 

But though these external insults, said Demea, from arumals, from men, 
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from all the elements, which assault us form a frightful catalogue of woes 
they are nothing in comparison of those which arise within ourselves, 
the distempered condition of our mind and body. How many lie under the 
lingering torment of diseases? Hear the pathetic enumeration of the great 
poet. 

Intestine stone and ulcer, colic-pangs, 
Demoniac frenzy, moping melancholy, 
And moon-struck madness, pining atrophy, 
Marasmus, and wide-wasting pestilence. 
Dire was the tossing, deep the groans: Despair 
Tended the sick, busiest from couch to couch. 
And over them triumphant Death his dart 
Shook: but delay'd to strike, though oft invok'd 
With vows, as their chief good and final hope. 

The disorders of the mind, continued Demea, though more secret, are 
not perhaps less dismal and vexatious. Remorse, shame, anguish, rage, dis-
appointment, anxiety, fear, dejection, despair-who has ever passed through 
life without cruel inroads from these tormentors? How many have scarcely 
ever felt any better sensations? Labour and poverty, so abhorred by everyone, 
are the certain lot of the far greater number; and those few privileged persons 
who enjoy ease and opulence never reach contentment or true felicity. All the 
goods of life united would not make a very happy man, but all the ills united 
would make a wretch indeed; and any one of them almost (and who can be 
free from every one?), nay, often the absence of one good (and who can pos-
sess all?) is sufficient to render life ineligible. 

Were a stranger to drop on a sudden into this world, I would show him, 
as a specimen of its ills, an hospital full of diseases, a prison crowded with 
malefactors and debtors, a field of battle strewed with carcases, a fleet 
foundering in the ocean, a nation languishing under tyranny, famine, or pesti-
lence. To tum the gay side of life to him and give him a notion of its pleasures-

should I conduct him? To a ball, to an opera, to court? He might justly 
thmk that I was only showing him a diversity of distress and sorrow. 

. The:e is no evading such striking instances, said Philo, but by apologies 
which still further aggravate the charge. Why have all men, I ask, in all ages, 
complained incessantly of the miseries of life? ... They have no reason, 
says one: these complaints proceed only from their discontented, repining, 
anxious disposition. . . . And can there possibly, I reply, be a more certain 
foundation of misery than such a wretched temper? 

But if they were really as unhappy as they pretend, says my antagonist, 
why do they remain in life? ... 

Not satisfied with life, afraid of death-this is the secret chain, say I, that 
holds us. We are terrified, not bribed to the continuance of our existence. 

It is only a false delicacy, he may insist, which a few refined spirits in-
dulge, and which has spread these complaints among the whole race of 
mankind .... And what is this delicacy, I ask, which you blame? Is it any-
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thing but a greater sensibility to all the pleasures and pains o! life? And if the 
man of a delicate, refined temper, by being so much more abve than the rest 
of the world, is only so much more unhappy, what judgment must we form 
in general of human life? . 

Let men remain at rest, says our adversary, and they will be easy. They 
are willing artificers of their own misery. . . . No! reply I: an _ 
guor follows their repose; disappointment, vexation, trouble, their activity 
and ambition. . 

I can observe something like what you mention in some others, replied 
Cleanthes, but I confess I feel little or nothing of it in myself, and hope that it 
is not so common as you represent it. 

If you feel not human misery yourself, cried Demea, I congratulate you 
on so happy a singularity. Others, seemingly the most prosperous'. have not 
been ashamed to vent their complaints in the most melancholy strains. Let us 
attend to the great, the fortunate emperor, Charles V, when, tired with 

randeur he resigned all his extensive dominions into the hands of his son. f n the las; harangue which he made on that memorable occasion, he 
avowed that the greatest prosperities which he had ever enjoyed had been with 
so many adversities that he might truly say he had never enjoyed any sat1sfact10n. or 
contentment. But did the retired life in which he sought for shelter afford him 
any greater happiness? If we may credit his son's account, his repentance 
commenced the very day of his resignation. 

Cicero's fortune, from small beginnings, rose to the greatest lustre and 
renown; yet what pathetic complaints of the ills of life do his 
as well as philosophical discourses, contain? And suitably to his own experi-
ence, he introduces Cato, the great, the fortunate Cato protesting in his old 
age that had he a new life in his offer he would reject the present. . 

Ask yourself, ask any of your acquaintance, whether they would hve 
over again the last ten or twenty years of life. No! but the next twenty, they 
say, will be better: 

And from the dreges of life, hope to receive 
What the first sprightly running could not give . 

Thus, at last, they find (such is the greatness of human misery, it r_econciles 
even contradictions) that they complain at once of the shortness of hfe and of 
its vanity and sorrow. . 

And is it possible, Cleanthes, said Philo, that after these 
and infinitely more which might be suggested, you can still 
anthropomorphism, and assert the moral attributes of the his 
benevolence, mercy, and rectitude, to be of the same nature with vi:tues 
in human creatures? His power, we allow, is infinite; whatever he wills is ex-
ecuted; but neither man nor any other animal is happy; does 
will their happiness. His wisdom is infinite; he is never mistaken m 
the means to any end; but the course of nature tends not to human or arumal 
felicity; therefore, it is not established for that purpose. Through the whole 
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compass of human knowledge there are no inferences more certain and in-
fallible than these. In what respect, then, do his benevolence and mercy re-
semble the benevolence and mercy of men? 

Epicurus' old questions are yet unanswered. 
Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent. Is he able 

but not willing? then is he malevolent. Is he both able and willing? 
then is evil? 

You ascribe, Cleanthes, (and I believe justly) a purpose and intention to 
nature. But what, I beseech you, is the object of that curious artifice and ma-
chinery which she has displayed in all animals-the preservation alone of in-
dividuals, and propagation of the species? It seems enough for her purpose, 
if such a rank be barely upheld in the universe, without any care or concern 
for the happiness of the members that compose it. No resource for this pur-
pose: no machinery in order merely to give pleasure or ease; no fund of pure 
joy and contentment; no indulgence without some want or necessity accom-
panying it. At least, the few phenomena of this nature are overbalanced by 
opposite phenomena of still greater importance. 

Our sense of music, harmony, and indeed beauty of all kinds, gives sat-
isfa.ction, without .being absolutely necessary to the preservation and propa-
gation of the species. But what racking pains, on the other hand, arise from 
gouts, gravels, megrims, toothaches, rheumatisms, where the injury to the 
animal machinery is either small or incurable? Mirth, laughter, play, frolic 
seem gratuitous satisfactions which have no further tendency; spleen, 
melancholy, discontent, superstition are pains of the same nature. How then 
does the Divine benevolence display itself, in the sense of you anthropomor-
phites? None but we mystics, as you were pleased to call us, can account for 
this strange mixture of phenomena, by deriving it from attributes infinitely 
perfect but incomprehensible. 

. And have you, at last, said Cleanthes smiling, betrayed your intentions, 
Your long agreement with Demea did indeed a little surprise me, but 

I fmd you were all the while erecting a concealed battery against me. And I 
must confess that you have now fallen upon a subject worthy of your noble 
spirit of opposition and controversy. If you can make out the present point, 
and prove mankind to be unhappy or corrupted, there is an end at once of all 
reli?ion. For to what purpose establish the natural attributes of the Deity, 
while the moral are still doubtful and uncertain? 

You take umbrage very easily, replied Demea, at opinions the most in-
nocent and the most generally received, even amongst the religious and de-
vout themselves; and nothing can be more surprising than to find a topic like 
this-concerning the wickedness and misery of man-charged with no less 
than atheism and profaneness. Have not all pious divines and preachers who 

indulged their rhetoric on so fertile a subject, have they not easily, I say, 
given a solution of any difficulties which may attend it? This world is but a 
point in comparison of the universe; this life but a moment in comparison of 

The present therefore, are rectified in other regions, 
and m some future penod of existence. And the eyes of men, being then 
opened to larger views of things, see the whole connection of general laws, 
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and trace, with adoration, the benevolence and rectitude of the Deity through 
11 the mazes and intricacies of his providence. 

a No! replied Cleanthes, no! These arbitrary suppositions can never be ad-
mitted, contrary to matter of fact, visible and uncontroverted. Whence 

y cause be known but from its known effects? Whence can any hypothesis 
but from the apparent phenomena? To establish one 

upon another is in the and the ever attam 
these conjectures and fictions is to ascertam the base poss1b1hty of our opm-
ion, but never can we, upon such terms, establish its reality. . . 

The only method of supporting Divine benevolence-and it is what I 
willingly embrace-is to deny absolutely the misery and of 
Your representations are exaggerated; your views. mostly ficti-
tious; your inferences contrary to fact and experience. is more com-
mon than sickness; pleasure than pain; happiness than And for 
one vexation which we meet with, we attain, upon computation, a hundred 
enjoyments. . . . . . . 

Admitting your pos1hon, rephed Philo, which yet is extremely doubtful, 
ou must at the same time allow that, if pain be less frequent than pleasure, it is infinitely more violent and durable. One hour of it is often able to out-

weigh a day, a week, a month of our common insipid and how 
many days, weeks, and months are passed by several m the most acute tor-
ments? Pleasure, scarcely in one instance, is ever able to 
rapture; and in no one instance can it continue for any time at pitch 
and altitude. The spirits evaporate, the nerves relax, the fabnc.1s 
and the enjoyment quickly degenerates into fatigue and uneasmess. pam 
often, good God, how often! rises to torture and agony; and the con-
tinues, it becomes still more genuine agony and torture. ex-
hausted, courage languishes, melancholy seizes us, and termmates 
our misery but the removal of its cause or another event the sole cure 
of all evil, but which, from our natural folly, we regard with still greater hor-
ror and consternation. . 

But not to insist upon these topics, continued Philo, most obvi-
ous, certain, and important, I must use the freedom to admonish you, Clean-
thes, that you have put the controversy upon a most iss.ue, and are 
unawares introducing a total scepticism into the most essential articles .of nat-
ural and revealed theology. What! no method of fixing a just 
religion unless we allow the happiness of human life, contin-
ued existence even in this world, with all our present pams, vex-
ations, and follies, to be eligible and desirable! But this is contrary t? every-
one's feeling and experience; it is contrary to an authority so 
nothing can subvert. No decisive proofs can ever. be produced agamst this 
authority; nor is it possible for you to compute, estimate, and .compare all the 
pains and all the pleasures in the lives of all men and of all thus, 
by your resting the whole system of religion on a point which, from its ver'! 
nature, must for ever be uncertain, you tacitly confess that that system is 
equally uncertain. 

But allowing you what never will be believed, at least, what you never 
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prove, that animal or, at least, human happiness in this r 
ceeds its misery, you have yet done nothing; for this is not b ife ex-
what we expect from infinite power infinite wisdom and . 'f. means, 
Wh 

· h . ' , in mi e good 
Y is t ere any misery at all in the world? Not by ch 1 ness. 

h 
. · ance, sure y. From s 

cause t en. Is it from the intention of the Deity? But h · f 1 ome 1 . · e is per ect y be 
ent. Is it contrary to his intention? But he is almighty N th' nevo-

the solidity of this reasoning so short so clear so d . : o mg can shake 
h 

. ' , , ecisive, except we 
t at these sub1ects exceed all human capacity: and th t assert 

f h 
' a our common m 

sures o trut and falsehood are not applicable to them- t . h' ea-
all along insisted on, but which you have from the b . a ?pic w. ich I have 
scorn and indignation. ' egmnmg, re1ected with 

But I will be contented to retire still from this intrenchment f I d 
you can ever force me in it. I will allow that pain or mise . , or . eny 

patzble with infinite power and goodness in the D 'ty: m man is com-th 'b ei ' even m your sens f 
ese attn utes: what are you advanced by all th . e o 'bl . . . ese concessions? A me 

si e compahbihty is not sufficient. You must rove th . . re pos-
uncontrollable attributes from the present and unmixt, and 
and from these alone. A hopeful undertakin ! Were the he phenomena, 
pure unmixed, yet, being finite, they woguld be so 
poseH ow more, :Vhere they are also so jarring and discordant! ur-

ere, eanthes, I find myself at ease in my argument. Here I trium 

. Jec ons appear (what I believe they really are) mere ca ·1 

attributes or learn infinite be greatest we the moral 
and infinite wisdom, which we with power 
your turn now to tug the 1 b . by the eyes of faith alone. It is 

. . a ounng oar, and to support h'l . 
subtilhes against the dictates of pl . d . your P i osophical am reason an experience. 

J. L. MACKIE Evil and Omnipotence 

J. L. Mackie (1917-1981) offers a contemporary statement of what professional 
philosophers call the "logical problem of evil." Essentially, he argues that the 
theistic claim that God is omnipotent, omniscient, and wholly good is incon-
sistent with the theistic claim that there is evil in the world. He then goes on to 
examine weak theistic attempts to eliminate the inconsistency, concluding that 
any successful attempt will have to modify at least one key theistic concept (i.e., 
omnipotence) and thus will implicitly surrender the theistic position. According 
to Mackie, it is not possible both that God is omnipotent and that he was un-
able to create a universe containing moral good but no moral evil. 

The traditional arguments for the existence of God have been fairly thor-
oughly criticised by philosophers. But the theologian can, if he wishes, accept 
this criticism. He can admit that no rational proof of God's existence is possi-
ble. And he can still retain all that is essential to his position, by holding that 
God's existence is known in some other, non-rational way. I think, however, 
that a more telling criticism can be made by way of traditional problem of 
evil. Here it can be shown, not that religious beliefs lack rational support, but 
that they are positively irrational, that the several parts of the essential theo-
logical doctrine are inconsistent with one another, so that the theologian can 
maintain his position as a whole only by a much more extreme rejection of 
reason than in the former case. He must now be prepared to believe, not 
merely what cannot be proved, but what can be disproved from other beliefs 
that he also holds. 

The problem of evil, in the sense in which I shall be using the phrase, is a 
problem only for someone who believes that there is a God who is both om-
nipotent and wholly good. And it is a logical problem, the problem of clarify-
ing and reconciling a number of beliefs: it is not a scientific problem that might 
be solved by further observations, or a practical problem that might be solved 
by a decision or an action. These points are obvious; I mention them only be-
cause they are sometimes ignored by theologians, who sometimes parry a 
statement of the problem with such remarks as "Well, can you solve the prob-
lem yourself?" or "This is a mystery which may be revealed to us later" or 
"Evil is something to be faced and overcome, not to be merely discussed." 

In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; God is wholly 
good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contradiction between these 
three propositions, so that if any two of them were true the third would be 
false. But at the same time all three are essential parts of most theological po-

From Mind 64 (1955): 200-212. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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(4) If S' were actual, P would go wrong with respect to A. 

(In thinking about this definition, remember that (4) is to be true in fact, in the 
actual world-not in that world W.) 

What is important about the idea of transworld depravity is that if a per-
son suffers from it, then it wasn't within God's power to actualize any world 
in which that person is significantly free but does no wrong-that is, a world 
in which he produces moral good but no moral evil. 

We have been here considering a crucial contention of the Free Will De-
fender: the contention, namely, that 

(30) God is omnipotent, and it was not within His power to create a 
world containing moral good but no moral evil. 

How is transworld depravity relevant to this? As follows. Obviously it is pos-
sible that there be persons who suffer from transworld depravity. More gen-
erally, it is possible that everybody suffers from it. And if this possibility were 
actual, then God, though omnipotent, could not have created any of the pos-
sible worlds containing just the persons who do in fact exist, and containing 
moral good but no moral evil. For to do so He'd have to create persons who 
were significantly free (otherwise there would be no moral good) but suf-
fered from transworld depravity. Such persons go wrong with respect to at 
least one action in any world God could have actualized and in which they 
are free with respect to morally significant actions; so the price for creating a 
world in which they produce moral good is creating one in which they also 
produce moral evil. 

NOTES 

1. John Mackie, "Evil and Omnipotence," in The Philosophy of Religion, ed. Basil Mitchell (Lon-
don: Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 92. 

2. Ibid., pp. 92-93. 
3. Ibid., p. 93, 

4. More simply the question is really just whether any good state of affairs includes an evil; a 
little reflection reveals that no good state of affairs can include an evil that it does not out-
weigh. 

5. In Plantinga, God and Other Minds (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1967), chap. 5, I ex-
plore further the project of finding such propositions. 

6. The Problem of Free Choice, vol. 22 of Ancient Christian Writers (Westminster, MD: Newman 
Prtss, 1955), bk. 2, pp. 14-15, 

7. Ibid., bk. 3, p. 9. 

8. I am indebted to Henry Schuurman (in conversation) for helpful discussion of the difference 
between this pastoral function and those served by a theodicy or a defense. 

9. This distinction is not very precise (how, exactly, are we to construe "results from"?), but 
perhaps it will serve our present purposes. 
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F , d 1 " in New Essays in 1 A Flew "Divine Omnipotence and Human ree on, 
lO. eds'. A. Flew and A. Macintyre SCM, PP· l50-l53· 

f ti r d iscussion of it see Plantinga, God and Other M111ds, PP· 132 · Jl. For ur 1e 
M k·e in The Plzi/osophy of Religion, pp. 100-101. . 

12. ac I ' k of God as actualizing rather than creatmg 

13. thu's 
bout Possible worlds see my book Tlze Nature o1 ecess1 Y · ity. For more a 

don Press 1974), chaps. 4-8. . 
9 For a statement of this argument see Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity, chap. , secs. 14. 

4-6. . Pl ntinga The Nature of ] te and more exact statement of this argument see a '' 15. For a more comp e ' 
Nccessit11 chap. 9, secs. 4-6. . 

. , es wrong with respect to an action if he either wrongfully performs it or wrong-16. A person go . 
fully fails to perform it. 

JOHN HICK Soul-Making Theodicy 

. . J h H. k (1922- ) offers a theodicy-that is, a justifi-ln the following piece, o n ic 
. f the ways of God in light of evil in the world. In contrast to the Augus-

cat1on o · f llf ·s-
tinian type of theodicy, which sees present evil as representing a ram a pn 
f original state of the world, Hick develops a theodicy following lrenaeus, a 

of the ancient church. The major theme here is not one of 
p f d development Rather than view the present cond1t1on of sis but o progress an · 

world as fallen from a kind of perfection, Hick views the world as a neces-
stage in the evolution of a relatively immature creation a more mature 

God seeks to bring forth mature moral and spiritual .beings who .are 
pable of freely exercising faith in him and love toward their fello"':'s. is-
cusses the main features of an environment that woul.d 
in about these results, such as the world's not making it clear w. et er. o 

and our being mutually vulnerable to one a.nothe.r. Also, 
that the divine program of soul-making will culminate in the after I e, w ic 
Hick believes must involve "universal salvation." 

rld in which sadistic cruelty often has its way, in love-
Cl an a . fe in which there are debilitating diseases, cnpphng accidents, 
essness is son ' . .ty d all manner of natural disasters be re-bodily and mental decay, msaru , an 

· · f Westminster John Knox From Encountering Evil© 1981 Stephen T. Davis. Used by perm1ss1on o 
Press. 
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garded as the of infinite creative goodness? Certainly all th· 
could never by itself lead any?ne to believe in the existence of a limitlessts 
powerful God. And yet even m a. world which contains these things innJ-
merable men and women have believed and do believe in the reality of · 
f . ·t · an in-

e goodness, which they call God. The theodicy project starts at 
pomt, with an already operating belief in God, embodied in human liv-

mg, a.nd attempts to show that this belief is not rendered irrational by the f 
of evil. It attempts to explain how it is that the universe assumed to b act 
t d d 1 · 1 ' e cre-a u y by a lim.itlessly good and limitlessly powerful 

Bemg, is as it 1s, m.cludmg all the pam and suffering and all the wickedness 
and we fmd ar?und us and within us. The theodicy project is thus 
an m construction, in the sense that it consists in the 
formation and of large-scale hypotheses concerning the nature and 
process of the um verse. 

Since a theodicy both starts from and tests belief in the reality of G d · 
naturally takes forms in relation to different concepts of God. tht: 
essay I shall be d1scussmg the project of a specifically Christian theodicy· 1 
shall not be attempting the further and even more difficult work of com ' 

f th d" 1 d" · par-a Ive eo icy, e.a mg m tum to the question of a global theodicy. 
The two mam demands upon a theodicy hypothesis are (1) that it be in-

co.h.erent, and (2) that it be consistent with the data both of the reli-
gious, tradition on which it is based, and of the world, in respect both of the 
latter s general character as r:vealed by scientific enquiry and of the specific 

of moral and natural evil. These two criteria demand, respectively: os-
sibihty and plausibility. 'P 

Christian theology has centered upon the concept of God 
as both powerful and limitlessly good and loving· and it is thi 
co.ncept of deity that to the problem of evil as a th;eat to 
faith. The threat was defimhvely expressed in Stendhal's bombshell "Th 
only excuse for Go.dis that does not exist!" The theodicy project is 
temp: to offer a view of the universe which is both possible and 
plausibl: whICh does not ignite Stendhal's bombshell. 

Chnshan thought has always included a certain range of variety: and in 
the area of theodicy.it two broad types of approach. The 

re?resentmg unhl fairly recently the majority report of the Chris-
han r:imd, hmges upon the idea of the fall, which has in tum brought about 
the of nature. This type of theodicy is developed today as "the 

will def.ense." The Irenaean .approach, representing in the past a minor-
ity report, upon the creation of humankind through the evolutionary 

as an cr:ature living in a challenging and therefore person-
makU:g wor.ld. I shall mdICate very briefly why I do not find the first type of 
theod1cy satisfactory, and then spend the remainder of this essay in exploring 
the second type. 

In rec:nt years the philosophical discussion of the problem of evil has 
beei: by the free-will defense. A major effort has been made b 
Alvm Plantmga and a number of other Christian philosophers to show th?t 
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it is logically possible that a limitlessly powerful and limitlessly good God is 
responsible for the existence of this world. For all evil may ultimately be due 
to misuses of creaturely freedom. But it may nevertheless be better for God to 
have created free than unfree beings; and it is logically possible that any and 
all free beings whom God might create would, as a matter of contingent fact, 
misuse their freedom by falling into sin. In that case it would be logically im-
possible for God to have created a world containing free beings and yet not 
containing sin and the suffering which sin brings with it. Thus it is logically 
possible, despite the fact of evil, that the existing universe is the work of a 
limitlessly good creator. 

These writers are in effect arguing that the traditional Augustinian type 
of theodicy, based upon the fall from grace of free finite creatures-first an-
gels and then human beings-and a consequent going wrong of the physical 
world, is not logically impossible. I am in fact doubtful whether their argu-
ment is sound, and will return to the question later. But even if it should be 
sound, I suggest that their argument wins only a Pyrrhic victory, since the 
logical possibility that it would establish is one which, for very many people 
today, is fatally lacking in plausibility. For most educated inhabitants of the 
modern world regard the biblical story of Adam and Eve, and their tempta-
tion by the devil, as myth rather than as history; and they believe that so far 
from having been created finitely perfect and then failing, humanity evolved 
out of lower forms of life, emerging in a morally, spiritually, and culturally 
primitive state. Further, they reject as incredible the idea that earthquake and 
flood, disease, decay, and death are consequences either of a human fall, or of 
a prior fall of angelic beings who are now exerting an evil influence upon the 
earth. They see all this as part of a pre-scientific world view, along with the 
stories of the world having been created in six days and of the sun standing 
still for twenty-four hours at Joshua's command. One cannot, strictly speak-
ing, disprove any of these ancient biblical myths and sagas, or refute their 
confident elaboration in the medieval Christian picture of the universe. But 
those of us for whom the resulting theodicy, even if logically possible, is rad-
ically implausible, must look elsewhere for light on the problem of evil. 

I believe that we find the light that we need in the main alternative 
strand of Christian thinking, which goes back to important constructive sug-
gestions by the early Hellenistic Fathers of the Church, particularly St. lre-
naeus (A.D. 120-202). Irenaeus himself did not develop a theodicy, but he 
did-together with other Greek-speaking Christian writers of that period, 
such as Clement of Alexandria-build a framework of thought within which 
a theodicy became possible which does not depend upon the idea of the fall, 
and which is consonant with modern knowledge concerning the origins of 
the human race. This theodicy cannot, as such, be attributed to Irenaeus. We 
should rather speak of a type of theodicy, presented in varying ways by dif-
ferent subsequent thinkers (the greatest of whom has been Friedrich Schleier-
macher), of which Irenaeus can properly be regarded as the patron saint. 

The central theme out of which this lrenaean type of theodicy has arisen 
is the two-stage conception of the creation of humankind, first in the "image" 
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and then in the "likeness" of God. Re-expressing this in modern terms, the 
first stage was the gradual production of homo sapiens, through the long 
evolutionary process, as intelligent ethical and religious animals. The human 
being is an animal, one of the varied forms of earthly life and continuous as 
such with the whole realm of animal existence. But the human being is 
uniquely intelligent, having evolved a large and immensely complex brain. 
Further, the human being is ethical-that is, a gregarious as well as an intel-
ligent animal, able to realize and respond to the complex demands of social 
life. And the human being is a religious animal, with an innate tendency to 
experience the world in terms of the presence and activity of supernatural be-
ings and powers. This then is early homo sapiens, the intelligent social ani-
mal capable of awareness of the divine. But early homo sapiens is not the 
Adam and Eve of Augustinian theology, living in perfect harmony with self, 
with nature, and with God. On the contrary, the life of this being must have 
been a constant struggle against a hostile environment, and capable of sav-
age violence against one's fellow human beings, particularly outside one's 
own immediate group; and this being's concepts of the divine were primitive 
and often bloodthirsty. Thus existence "in the image of God" was a poten-
tiality for knowledge of and relationship with one's Maker rather than such 
knowledge and relationship as a fully realized state. In other words, people 
were created as spiritually and morally immature creatures, at the beginning 
of a long process of further growth and development, which constitutes the 
second stage of God's creative work. In this second stage, of which we are a 
part, the intelligent, ethical, and religious animal is being brought through 
one's own free responses into what Irenaeus called the divine "likeness." The 
human animal is being created into a child of God. Irenaeus' own terminol-
ogy (eikon, homoiosis; imago, similitudo) has no particular merit, based as it is 
on a misunderstanding of the Hebrew parallelism in Genesis 1:26; but his 
conception of a two-stage creation of the human, with perfection lying in the 
future rather than in the past, is of fundamental importance. The notion of the 
fall was not basic to this picture, although it was to become basic to the great 
drama of salvation depicted by St. Augustine and accepted within Western 
Christendom, including the churches stemming from the Reformation, until 
well into the nineteenth century. Irenaeus himself however could not, in the 
historical knowledge of his time, question the fact of the fall; though he 
treated it as a relatively minor lapse, a youthful error, rather than as the infi-
nite crime and cosmic disaster which has ruined the whole creation. But 
today we can acknowledge that there is no evidence at all of a period in the 
distant past when humankind was in the ideal state of a fully realized "child 
of God." We can accept that, so far as actual events in time are concerned, 
there never was a fall from an original righteousness and grace. If we want to 
continue to use the term fall, because of its hallowed place in the Christian 
tradition, we must use it to refer to the immense gap between what we actu-
ally are and what in the divine intention is eventually to be. But we must not 
blur our awareness that the ideal state is not something already enjoyed and 
lost, but is a future and as yet unrealized goal. The reality is not a perfect ere-
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ation which has gone tragically wrong, but a still continuing creative process 
hose completion lies in the eschaton. 

w Let us now try to formulate a contemporary version of the lrenae.an type 
of theodicy, based on this suggestion of the initial creation of not 

a finitely perfect, but as an immature creature at the beginnmg of a long 
as' · b k. h rocess of further growth and development. We may y as mg w Y 
p e should have been created as an imperfect and develop111g creature rather 

as the perfect being whom God is presumably intending t? The 
Swer I think, consists in two considerations which converge 111 their prac-

an ' . ' 1 . h. t G d d tical implications, one concerned with the human s .re ations ip o .o an 
the other with the relationship to other human be111gs. As to the first, we 

uld have the picture of God creating finite beings, whether angels or 
directly in God's own presence, so being con.scious of that 

is other than one's self the creature is automatically consc10us of God, lim-
itless divine reality and power, goodness and love: and wisdom, 
towering above one's self. In such a situation the disproportion between Cre-
tor and creatures would be so great that the latter would have no freedom 

relation to God; they would indeed not exist as independent autonomous 
m h . . ct· t persons. For what freedom could finite beings ave 111 an imme ia econ-
sciousness of the presence of the one who has created them, them 
through and through, who is powe.rful as well as limitlessly lov-
ing and good, and who claims their total obedience? In order to be a person, 
exercising some measure of genuine freedom, the creature be 
into existence, not in the immediate divine presence, but from 
God. This "distance" cannot of course be spatial; for God is ommpresent. It 
must be an epistemic distance, a distance in the cognitive dimension. And 
Irenaean hypothesis is that this "distance" consists, the of humans, 111 
their existence within and as part of a world which functions an 
tonomous system and from within which God is not evi-
dent. It is a world, in Bonhoeffer 's phrase, etsi deus non daretur, as if. there were 
no God. Or rather, it is religiously ambiguous, capable both of be111g seen as 
a purely natural phenomenon and of being seen as God's and expe-
rienced as mediating God's presence. In such a world c.an as a per-
son over against the Creator. One has space to exist as a finite a. space 
created by the epistemic distance from God and protected by ones.basic cog-
nitive freedom, one's freedom to open or close oneself to the 
ness of God which is experienced naturally by a religious arumal. !his .Ire-
naean picture corresponds, I suggest, to our actual 
Emerging within the evolutionary process as part ?f continuum of ammal 
life, in a universe which functions in accordance with its own laws and whose 
workings can be investigated ana described without a creato,r, 
the human being has a genuine, even awesome, freedom 111 to one.s 
Maker. The human being is free to acknowledge and worship God; and is 
free-particularly since the emergence of and the be-
ginnings of critical consciousness during the first millenmum B.c.-to doubt 
the reality of God. 

: ; 
,·) 
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Within such a situation there is the possibility of the human being co _ 
ing freely to know and love one's Maker. Indeed, if the end state which G 
is seeking to bring about is one in which finite persons have come in 
own freedom to know and love God, this requires creating them initially i 
state which is not that of their already knowing and loving God. For it 
ically impossible to create beings already in a state of having come into th gt 
state by their own free choices. a 

. Th.e other considera.tion, which converges with this in pointing to some-
thmg hke the human situation as we experience it, concerns our human 
moral nature. We can approach it by asking why humans should not hav 
been created at this epistemic distance from God, and yet at the same time a: 
morally perfect beings? That persons could been created morally per-
fect and yet free, that they would always m fact choose rightly, has been 
argued by .such cnhcs of the free-will defense in theodicy as Antony Flew and 
J. L. Mackie, and argued against by Alvin Plantinga and other upholders of 
that form of theodicy. On the specific issue defined in the debate betwee 
them, it appears to me that the criticism of the free-will defense stands. It 
pears to me that a perfectly good being, although formally free to sin, would 
m fact do If we imagine such a being in a morally frictionless envi-
ronment, mvolvmg no stresses or temptation, then we must assume that one 

exemplify the ethical equivalent of Newton's first law of motion 
which states that a moving body will continue in uniform motion until 

by some outside force. By analogy, a perfectly good being would 
contmue m the same moral course forever, there being nothing in the envi-

to th:ow one off it. But. even we suppose the morally perfect being 
to exist m an :mp.erfect world, m which one is subject to temptations, it still 
follows .that, m v.1rtue of moral perfection, one will always overcome those 
temptat10.ns-as m the case, according to orthodox Christian belief, of Jesus 
Chnst. is, be sure, logically possible, as Plantinga and others argue, that 
a free bemg, simply as such, may at any time contingently decide to sin. How-
ever, a responsible free being does not act randomly, but on the basis of moral 
nature: And a free ?eing whose nature is wholly and unqualifiedly good will 
accordmgly never m fact sin. 

But if God could, without logical contradiction, have created humans as 
":holly good beings, .why did God not do so? Why was humanity not ini-
tially created m possession of all the virtues, instead of having to acquire 
them through the struggle of life as we know it? The answer, I sug-
gest, appeals to the pnnciple that virtues which have been formed within the 
agent as a hard-won deposit of her own right decisions in situations of chal-

and temptation, are intrinsically more valuable than virtues created 
withm her ready m.ade and.without any effort on her own part. This princi-
ple expresses. a basic value judgment, which cannot be established by argu-
ment .but one can only present, in the hope that it will be as morally 
plausible, and mdeed compelling, to others as to oneself. It is, to repeat, the 

that a goodness which exists as the agent's initial given na-
ture, without ever havmg been chosen by her in the face of temptations to the 
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contrary, is intrinsically less valuable than a moral goodness which has been 
built up through the agent's own responsible choices through time in the face 
of alternative possibilities. 

If, then, God's purpose was to create finite persons embodying the most 
valuable kind of moral goodness, God would have to create them, not as al-
ready perfect beings but rather as imperfect creatures who can then attain to 
the more valuable kind of goodness through their own free choices as in the 
course of their personal and social history new responses prompt new in-
sights, opening up new moral possibilities, and providing a milieu in which 
the most valuable kind of moral nature can be developed. 

We have thus far, then, the hypothesis that one is created at an epistemic 
distance from God in order to come freely to know and love the Maker; and 
that one is at the same time created as a morally immature and imperfect being 
in order to attain through freedom the most valuable quality of goodness. The 
end sought, according to this hypothesis, is the full realization of the human 
potentialities in a unitary spiritual and moral perfection in the divine king-
dom. And the question we have to ask is whether humans as we know them, 
and the world as we know it, are compatible with this hypothesis. 

Clearly we cannot expect to be able to deduce our actual world in its con-
crete character, and our actual human nature as part of it, from the general 
concept of spiritually and morally immature creatures developing ethically 
in an appropriate environment. No doubt there is an immense range of pos-
sible worlds, any one of which, if actualized, would exemplify this concept. 
All that we can hope to do is to show that our actual world is one of these. 
And when we look at our human situation as part of the evolving life of this 
planet we can, I think, see that it fits this specification. As animal organisms, 
integral to the whole ecology of life, we are programmed for survival. In pur-
suit of survival, primitives not only killed other animals for food but fought 
other human beings when their vital interests conflicted. The life of prehis-
toric persons must indeed have been a constant struggle to stay alive, pro-
longing an existence which was, in Hobbes' phrase, "poor, nasty, brutish and 
short." And in his basic animal self-regardingness humankind was, and is, 
morally imperfect. In saying this I am assuming that the essence of moral evil 
is selfishness, the sacrificing of others to one's own interests. It consists, in 
Kantian terminology, in treating others, not as ends in themselves, but as 
means to one's own ends. This is what the survival instinct demands. And yet 
we are also capable of love, of self-giving in a common cause, of a conscience 
which responds to others in their needs and dangers. And with the develop-
ment of civilization we see the growth of moral insight, the glimpsing and 
gradual assimilation of higher ideals, and tension between our animality and 
our ethical values. But that the human being has a lower as well as a higher 
nature, that one is an animal as well as a potential child of God, and that one's 
moral goodness is won from a struggle with one's own innate selfishness, is 
inevitable given one's continuity with the other forms of animal life. Further, 
the human animal is not responsible for having come into existence as an an-
imal. The ultimate responsibility for humankind's existence, as a morally im-
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perfect creature, can only rest with the Creator. The human does not, in one's 
own degree of freedom and responsibility, choose one's origin, but rather 
one's destiny. 

This then, in brief outline, is the answer of the Irenaean type of theodicy 
to the question of the origin of moral evil: the general fact of humankind's 
basic self-regarding animality is an aspect of creation as part of the realm of 
organic life; and this basic self-regardingness has been expressed over the 
centuries both in sins of individual selfishness and in the much more massive 
sins of corporate selfishness, institutionalized in slavery and exploitation and 
all the many and complex forms of social injustice. 

But nevertheless our sinful nature in a sinful world is the matrix within 
which God is gradually creating children of God out of human animals. For 
it is as men and women freely respond to the claim of God upon their lives, 
transmuting their animality into the structure of divine worship, that the cre-
ation of humanity is taking place. And in its concrete character this response 
consists in every form of moral goodness, from unselfish love in individual 
personal relationships to the dedicated and selfless striving to end exploita-
tion and to create justice within and between societies. 

But one cannot discuss moral evil without at the same time discussing 
the non-moral evil of pain and suffering. (I propose to mean by "pain" phys-
ical pain, including the pains of hunger and thirst; and by "suffering" the 
mental and emotional pain of loneliness, anxiety, remorse, lack of love, fear, 
grief, envy, etc.) For what constitutes moral evil as evil is the fact that it causes 
pain and suffering. It is impossible to conceive of an instance of moral evil, or 
sin, which is not productive of pain or suffering to anyone at any time. But in 
addition to moral evil there is another source of pain and suffering in the 
structure of the physical world, which produces storms, earthquakes, and 
floods and which afflicts the human body with diseases-cholera, epilepsy, 
cancer, malaria, arthritis, rickets, meningitis, etc.-as well as with broken 
bones and other outcomes of physical accident. It is true that a great deal both 
of pain and of suffering is humanly caused, not only by the 'inhumanity of 
man to man' but also by the stresses of our individual and corporate 
lifestyles, causing many disorders-not only lung cancer and cirrhosis of the 
liver but many cases of heart disease, stomach and other ulcers, strokes, 
etc.-as well as accidents. But there remain nevertheless, in the natural world 
itself, permanent causes of human pain and suffering. And we have to ask 
why an unlimitedly good and unlimitedly powerful God should have cre-
ated so dangerous a world, both as regards its purely natural hazards of 
earthquake and flood, etc., and as regards the liability of the human body to 
so many ills, both psychosomatic and purely somatic. 

The answer offered by the Irenaean type of theodicy follows from and is 
indeed integrally bound up with its account of the origin of moral evil. We 
have the hypothesis of humankind being brought into being within the evo-
lutionary process as a spiritually and morally immature creature, and then 
growing and developing through the exercise of freedom in this religiously 
ambiguous world. We can now ask what sort of a world would constitute an 
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propriate environment for this second stage of creation? The development 
af human personality-moral, spiritual, and intellectual-is a prod:ict of 

and response. It does not occur in a static demanding n_o 
exertion and no choices. So far as intellectual development is concerned, this 
· a well-established principle which underlies the whole modem 

process, from preschool designed t? a rich and stim-
ulating environment, to all forms of higher education des_igned challenge 
the intellect. At a basic level the essential part played in learmng by the 
learner's own active response to environment was strikingly 
b the Held and Heim experiment with kittens.1 Of two litter-mate kittens in 
t:e same artificial environment one was free to exercise its own freedom 
intelligence in exploring the environment, while the other was in 
a kind of "gondola" which moved whenever and the free _kitten 
moved. Thus the second kitten had a similar succession of visual experiences 

the first but did not exert itself or make any choices in obtaining them. 
as ' d · If And whereas the first kitten learned in the normal way. to con. uct 
safely within its environment, the second did not. With_ interach?n with a 
challenging environment there was no development in its behavioral pat-
terns. And I think we can safely say that the intellectual of_hu-
manity has been due to interaction with an function-
ing in accordance with its own laws,. an. environment we. have had 
actively to explore and to cooperate with in order to escape its p_enls and ex-
ploit its benefits. In a world devoid both of dangers to be av_oided and re-
wards to be won we may assume that there would have been no de-
velopment of the human intellect and imagination, and hence of either the 
sciences or the arts, and hence of human civilization or culture. 

The fact of an objective world within which one has to learn to live, on 
penalty of pain or death, is also the of one's moral na-
ture. For it is because the world is one in which men and women can suffer 
harm-by violence, disease, accident, starvation, etc.-that our_ af-
fecting one another have moral significance. A act is, 
one which harms some part of the human community; a morally nl?ht 
action is, on the contrary, one which prevents or harm or ':hi:h 
preserves or increases human wellbeing. Now we can imagine a paradise in 
which no one can ever come to any harm. It could be a world which, instead 
of having its own fixed structure, would be plastic to Or it 
could be a world with a fixed structure, and hence the possibility of damage 
and pain, but whose structure is suspended or adjusted by special ac-
tion whenever necessary to avoid human pain. Thus, for in a 
miraculously pain-free world one who falls accidentally off a high 
would presumably float unharmed to the ground; bullets would becom_e in-
substantial when fired at a human body; poisons would cease to p01son; 
water to drown, and so on. We can at least begin to imagine such a world. 
And a good deal of the older of the problei::i ?f evil-for exampl_e 
in Part xi of Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Reltgzon-assumed that it 
must be the intention of a limitlessly good and powerful Creator to make for 
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human creatures a pain-free environment; so that the very existence of pain 
is evidence against the existence of God. But such an assumption overlooks 
the fact that a world in which there can be no pain or suffering would also be 
one in which there can be no moral choices and hence no possibility of moral 
growth and development. For in a situation in which no one can ever suffer 
injury or be liable to pain or suffering there would be no distinction between 
right and wrong action. No action would be morally wrong, because no ac-
tion could have harmful consequences; and likewise no action would be 
morally right in contrast to wrong. Whatever the values of such a world, it 
clearly could not serve a purpose of the development of its inhabitants from 
self-regarding animality to self-giving love. 

Thus the hypothesis of a divine purpose in which finite persons are cre-
ated at an epistemic distance from God, in order that they may gradually be-
come children of God through their own moral and spiritual choices, requires 
that their environment, instead of being a pain-free and stress-free paradise, 
be broadly the kind of world of which we find ourselves to be a part. It re-
quires that it be such as to provoke the theological problem of evil. For it re-
quires that it be an environment which offers challenges to be met, problems 
to be solved, dangers to be faced, and which accordingly involves real possi-
bilities of hardship, disaster, failure, defeat, and misery as well as of delight 
and happiness, success, triumph and achievement. For it is by grappling with 
the real problems of a real environment, in which a person is one form of life 
among many, and which is not designed to minister exclusively to one's well-
being, that one can develop in intelligence and in such qualities as courage 
and determination. And it is in the relationships of human beings with one 
another, in the context of this struggle to survive and flourish, that they can 
develop the higher values of mutual love and care, of self-sacrifice for others, 
and of commitment to a common good. 

To summarize thus far: 

I. The divine intention in relation to humankind, according to our hy-
pothesis, is to create perfect finite personal beings in filial relation-
ship with their Maker. 

2. It is logically impossible for humans to be created already in this per-
fect state, because in its spiritual aspect it involves coming freely to 
an uncoerced consciousness of God from a situation of epistemic 
distance, and in its moral aspect, freely choosing the good in prefer-
ence to evil. 

3. Accordingly the human being was initially created through the evo-
lutionary process, as a spiritually and morally immature creature, 
and as part of a world which is both religiously ambiguous and eth-
ically demanding. 

4. Thus that one is morally imperfect (i.e., that there is moral evil), and 
that the world is a challenging and even dangerous environment 
(i.e., that there is natural evil), are necessary aspects of the present 
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stage of the process through which God is gradually creating per-
fected finite persons. 

In terms of this hypothesis, as we have developed it thus far, then, both 
the basic moral evil in the human heart and the natural evils of the world are 
compatible with the existence of a Creator who is unlimite? in both 
and power. But is the hypothesis plausible as well as possible? The 
threat to its plausibility comes, I think, from the sheer amount and mtensity 
f both moral and natural evil. One can accept the principle that in order to 

at a freely chosen goodness one must start out in a state of moral im-
maturity and imperfection. But is it necessary that there should be the depths 
of demonic malice and cruelty which each generation has experienced, and 
which we have seen above all in recent history in the Nazi attempt to exter-
minate the Jewish population of Europe? Can any future fulfillment be worth 
such horrors? This was Dostoyevsky's haunting question: "Imagine that you 
are creating a fabric of human destiny with the object _of making n:en happy 
in the end, giving them peace and rest at last, but that it was essential i:i-
evitable to torture to death only one tiny creature-that baby beatmg its 
breast with its fist, for instance-and to found that edifice on its unavenged 
tears, would you consent to be the architect on those conditions?"2_The 
tic answer is one which may be true but which takes so large a view that it 
baffles the imagination. Intellectually one may be able to see, but emotionally 
one cannot be expected to feel, its truth; and in that sense it cannot satisfy us. 
For the theistic answer is that if we take with full seriousness the value of 
human freedom and responsibility, as essential to the eventual creation of 
perfected children of God, then we want God to revoke 
that freedom when its wrong exercise becomes mtolerable to us. From our 
vantage point within the historical process we may indeed cry out God to 
revoke his gift of freedom, or to overrule it by some secret or open mterven-
tion. Such a cry must have come from millions caught in the Jewish Holo-
caust, or in the yet more recent laying waste of Korea and Vietnam, or from 
the victims of racism in many parts of the world. And the thought that hu-
mankind's moral freedom is indivisible, and can lead eventually to a con-
summation of limitless value which could never be attained without that 
freedom, and which is worth any finite suffering in the course of its creation, 
can be of no comfort to those who are now in the midst of that suffering. But 
while fully acknowledging this, I nevertheless want to insist that this escha-
tological answer may well be true. Expressed religi?us language it tells us 
to trust in God even in the midst of deep suffenng, form the end we shall par-
ticipate in his glorious kingdom. . 

Again, we may grant that a world which is to be person-makmg envi-
ronment cannot be a pain-free paradise but must con tam challenges and dan-
gers, with real possibilities of many kinds of disaster, and the 
pain and suffering which they bring. But need it contam the worst forms of 
disease and catastrophe? And need misfortune fall upon us with such heart-
breaking indiscriminateness? Once again there are answers, which may well 
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be true, and yet once the this area may offer little in the way of 
pastoral balm. Concerning the mtens1ty of natural evil, the truth is probabl 
that our judgments of intensity are relative. We might identify some 
natural evil as the worst that there is-say, the agony that can be caused by 
death from cancer-and claim that a loving God would not have allowed this 
to exist. But in a world in which there was no cancer, something else would 
then rank as the worst form of natural evil. If we then eliminate this; some-
thing else; and so on. And the process would continue until the world was 
free of all natural evil. For whatever form of evil for the time being remained 
would be intolerable to the inhabitants of that world. But in removing all oc-
casions of pain and suffering, and hence all challenge and all need for mutual 
care, we should have converted the world from a person-making into a static 
environment, which could not elicit moral growth. In short, having accepted 
that a person-making world must have its dangers and therefore also its 
tragedies, we must accept that whatever form these take will be intolerable 
to the inhabitants of that world. There could not be a person-making world 
devoid of what we call evil; and evils are never tolerable-except for the sake 
of greater goods which may come out of them. 

But accepting that a person-making environment must contain causes of 
pain and suffering, and that no pain or suffering is going to be acceptable, one 
of the most daunting and even terrifying features of the world is that 
calamity strikes indiscriminately. There is no justice in the incidence of dis-
ease, accident, disaster and tragedy. The righteous as well as the unrighteous 
are struck down by illness and afflicted by misfortune. There is no security in 
goodness, but the good are as likely as the wicked to suffer "the slings and ar-
rows of outrageous fortune." From the time of Job this fact has set a glaring 
question against the goodness God. But let us suppose that things 
were otherwise. Let us suppose that misfortune came upon humankind, not 
haphazardly and therefore unjustly, but justly and therefore not haphazardly. 
Let us suppose that instead of coming without regard to moral considera-
ti?ns, it was proportioned to desert, so that the sinner was punished and the 
virtuous rewarded. Would such a dispensation serve a person-making pur-
pose? Surely not. For it would be evident that wrong deeds bring disaster 
upon the agent whilst good deeds bring health and prosperity; and in such a 
world truly moral action, action done because it is right, would be impossi-
ble. The fact that natural evil is not morally directed, but is a hazard which 
comes by chance, is thus an intrinsic feature of a person-making world. 

In words, the very mystery of natural evil, the very fact that disas-
affhct human beings in contingent, undirected and haphazard ways, is 

itself a feature of a world that calls forth mutual aid and builds up 
mutual carmg and love. Thus on the one hand it would be completely wrong 
to say that God sends misfortune upon individuals, so that their death 
maiming, starvation or ruin is God's will for them. But on the other hand God 
has. set us in a world containing unpredictable contingencies and dangers, in 

unexpected and undeserved calamities may occur to anyone; because 
only m such a world can mutual caring and love be elicited. As an abstract 
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hilosophical hypothesis this may offer little comfort. But translat:d into re-h ious language it tells_ us that God's good the entire f this world, with all its good and bad contmgenoes, and that even amidst 
calamity and are still within the sphere of God's love and 

are moving towards God s kmgdom. 
But there is one further all-important aspect of the 

h dicy. without which all the foregoing would lose its plaus1b1hty. This is 
t eo ' ·11 · f the eschatological aspect. Our hypothesis depicts persons as . m o 

eation towards an end state of perfected personal community m the 
This end state is conceived of as one in which eg01ty has 

been transcended in communal unity before God. And m th_e present phase 
f that creative process the naturally self-centered human animal has the op-

freely to respond to God's non-coercive 
the work of prophets and saints, through the resulting rehg1ous traditions, 
and through the individual's religious experience. response has 
an ethical aspect; for the growing awareness of God is at the same time a 
growing awareness of the moral claim which God's presence makes upon the 
way in which we live. . . 

But it is very evident that this person-makmg process: leadmg ev_entu-
ally to perfect human community, is not completed this earth. It is not 
completed in the life of the individual-or best only i_n the few who have 
attained to sanctification, or moksha, or nirvana on this earth .. Clearly 
enormous majority of men and women die without having att_amed to 
As Eric Fromm has said, "The tragedy in the life of most of us is that we die 
before we are fully born."3 And therefore if we are ever to reach full 
ization of the potentialities of our human nature, this can only be ma 
uation of our lives in another sphere of existence after bodily _And is 
equally evident that the perfect all-embracing human community, m which 
self-regarding concern has been transcended in mutual love, not only has. not 
been realized in this world, but never can be, since hundreds of generations 
of human beings have already lived and died and accordingly could not be 
part of any ideal community established at some future m_oment of earthly 
history. Thus if the unity of humankind in G_od's presence is ever to be real-
ized it will have to be in some sphere of existence other than our earth. In 
short, the fulfillment of the divine purpose, as it is postulated in the lrenaean 
type of theodicy, presupposes each person's survival, in some form, bod-
ily death, and further living and that end state. Without 
such an eschatological fulfillment, this theod1cy would collapse. . 

A theodicy which presupposes and requires an eschatology will thereby 
be rendered implausible in the minds of many today. I nevertheless do not 
see how any coherent theodicy can avoid dependence upo_n an 
Indeed I would go further and say that the belief in reality of a hrrutlessly 
loving and powerful deity must incorporate some kind of eschatology ac-
cording to which God holds in being the creatures God made for 
fellowship with himself, beyond bodily death, and brmgs th:m mto the eter-
nal fellowship which God has intended for them. I have tried elsewhere to 
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argue that such an eschatology is a necessary corollary of ethical monothe-
ism; to argue for the realistic possibility of an afterlife or lives, despite the 
philosophical and empirical arguments against this; and even to spell out 
some of the general features which human life after death may possibly 
have.4 Since all this is a very large task, which would far exceed the bounds 
of this essay, I shall not attempt to repeat it here but must refer the reader to 
my existing discussion of it. It is that extended discussion that constitutes my 
answer to the question whether an Irenaean theodicy, with its eschatology, 
may not be as implausible as an Augustinian theodicy, with its human or an-
gelic fall. (If it is, then the latter is doubly implausible; for it also involves an 
eschatology!) 

There is however one particular aspect of eschatology which must re-
ceive some treatment here, however brief and inadequate. This is the issue of 
"universal salvation" versus "heaven and hell" (or perhaps annihilation in-
stead of hell). If the justification of evil within the creative process lies in the 
limitless and eternal good of the end state to which it leads, then the com-
pleteness of the justification must depend upon the completeness, or univer-
sality, of the salvation achieved. Only if it includes the entire human race can 
it justify the sins and sufferings of the entire human race throughout all his-
tory. But, having given human beings cognitive freedom, which in turn 
makes possible moral freedom, can the Creator bring it about that in the end 
all his human creatures freely turn to God in love and trust? The issue is a 
very difficult one; but I believe that it is in fact possible to reconcile a full af-
firmation of human freedom with a belief in the ultimate universal success of 
God's creative work. We have to accept that creaturely freedom always oc-
curs within the limits of a basic nature that we did not ourselves choose; for 
this is entailed by the fact of having been created. If then a real though lim-
ited freedom does not preclude our being endowed with a certain nature, it 
does not preclude our being endowed with a basic Godward bias, so that, 
quoting from another side of St. Augustine's thought, "our hearts are restless 
until they find their rest in Thee."5 If this is so, it can be predicted that sooner 
or later, in our own time and in our own way, we shall all freely come to God; 
and universal salvation can be affirmed, not as a logical necessity but as the 
contingent but predictable outcome of the process of the universe, inter-
preted theistically. Once again, I have tried to present this argument more 
fully elsewhere, and to consider various objections to it.6 

On this view the human, endowed with a real though limited freedom, 
is basically formed for relationship with God and destined ultimately to find 
the fulfillment of his or her nature in that relationship. This does not seem to 
me excessively paradoxical. On the contrary, given the theistic postulate, it 
seems to me to offer a very probable account of our human situation. If so, it 
is a situation in which we can rejoice; for it gives meaning to our temporal ex-
istence as the long process through which we are being created, by our own 
free responses to life's mixture of good and evil, into "children of God" who 
"inherit eternal life." 
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WILLIAM ROWE The Evidential 
Argument from Evil 

William Rowe (1931- ) is a well-known exponent of the evidential 
from evil. Although it is logically possible that God has a morally suff1c1ent :ea-
son for creating a world that contains evil, Rowe the facts of evil as 
evidence against the claim that God exists. His of the tu:ns 
on the concept of "intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient 
could have prevented without thereby losing some greater good o: permitting 
some evil equally bad or worse." Cases in point for him would be instances of 
apparently pointless suffering. 

This paper is concerned with three interrelated The first is: I.s 
an ar ument for atheism based on the existence of may Y 

someone in being an atheist? To this first question I give an affirmatifve 
answer and try to support that answer by setting forth a argument 
atheism based on the existence of evil.1 The second questioi; 15: How dean h 
theist best defend his position against the argument for base on tb e 
existence of evil? In response to this question I try to describe what e 
an adequate rational defense for theism against any argument for atheism 

From William Rowe, "Evil and Theodicy," Philosophical Topics 16, no. 2 (1988). 
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based on the existence of evil. The final question is: What position should the 
informed atheist take concerning the rationality of theistic belief? Three dif-
ferent answers an atheist may give to this question serve to distinguish three 
varieties of atheism: unfriendly atheism, indifferent atheism, and friendly 
atheism. In the final part of the paper I discuss and defend the position of 
friendly atheism. 

Before we consider the argument from evil, we need to distinguish a nar-
row and a broad sense of the terms "theist," "atheist," and "agnostic." By a 
"theist" in the narrow sense I mean someone who believes in the existence of 
an omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, supremely good being who created the 
world. By a "theist" in the broad sense I mean someone who believes in 
the existence of some sort of divine being or divine reality. To be a theist in 
the narrow sense is also to be a theist in the broad sense, but one may be a the-
ist in the broad sense-as was Paul Tillich-without believing that there is a 
supremely good, omnipotent, omniscient, eternal being who created the 
world. Similar distinctions must be made between a narrow and a broad 
sense of the terms "atheist" and "agnostic." To be an atheist in the broad 
sense is to deny the existence of any sort of divine being or divine reality. 
Tillich was not an atheist in the broad sense. But he was an atheist in the nar-
row sense, for he denied that there exists a divine being that is all-knowing, 
all-powerful and perfectly good. In this paper I will be using the terms "the-
ism," "theist," "atheism," "atheist," "agnosticism," and "agnostic" in the 
narrow sense, not in the broad sense. 

In developing the argument for atheism based on the existence of evil, it will 
be useful to focus on some particular evil that our world contains in consid-
erable abundance. Intense human and animal suffering, for example, occurs 
daily and in great plentitude in our world. Such intense suffering is a clear 
case of evil. Of course, if the intense suffering leads to some greater good, a 
good we could not have obtained without undergoing the suffering in ques-
tion, we might conclude that the suffering is justified, but it remains an evil 
nevertheless. For we must not confuse the intense suffering in and of itself 
with the good things to which it sometimes leads or of which it may be a nec-
essary part. Intense human or animal suffering is in itself bad, an evil, even 
though it may sometimes be justified by virtue of being a part of, or leading 
to, some good which is unobtainable without it. What is evil in itself may 
sometimes be good as a means because it leads to something that is good in 
itself. In such a case, while remaining an evil in itself, the intense human or 
animal suffering is, nevertheless, an evil which someone might be morally 
justified in permitting. 

Taking human and animal suffering as a clear instance of evil which oc-

The Evidential Argument from Evil 317 

With great frequency in our world, the argument for atheism based on curs 
evil can be stated as follows: 

1. There exist instances of intense suffering which han ornnb 
niscient being could have prevented without t ere Y os 
greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse.2 

An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the of 
Z. any intense suffering it could, unless it could not do without 

thereby losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally 
bad or worse. 

3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being. 

What are we to say about this argument for atheism, an argu1:1ent ?a.sed 
h rofusion of one sort of evil in our world? The argument is vahd, there 
e P.f we have rational grounds for accepting its premises, to that extent we 

horvee, I rational grounds for accepting atheism. Do we, however, have rational 
a . f h. t? rounds for accepting the premises o t is argumen . . . 

g Let's begin with the second premise. Let s1 be an instance intense 
human or animal suffering which an omniscient, wholly go?d being could 

nt We will also suppose that things are such that s1 will occur unless 
by the omniscient, wholly good (OG) We be inter-

in determining what would be a sufficient condition of OG failing to 
t s But for our purpose here, we need only try to state a c?nd1-

ven 1· / d. · ·t to me is this· tion for OG failing to prevent s1. That con ihon, so i seems , · 

Either (i) 

or (ii) 

or (iii) 

there is some greater good, G, such that G is obtainable by 
OG only if OG permits s1,3 

there is some greater good, G, such that G is .obtainable by 
OG only if OG permits either s1 or some evil equally bad 
or worse, 
s1 is such that it is preventable by OG only if OG permits 
some evil equally bad or worse. 

It is important to recognize that (iii) is n?t in (i). For losing a 
ood reater than s1 is not the same as permitting an evil ?reater than s:. And 

fhis b!cause the absence of a good state of affairs nee? not itself be an 
of affairs. It is also important to recognize that s1 might that it is pre 
ventable by OG without losing G (so condition (i) is not satisfied) but such 
that if OG did prevent it, G would be lost unless OG permitted evil equal 
to or worse than s1. If this were so, it does not seem c.orrect to OG 

t S Thus condition (ii) takes into account an important poss1b1hty not preven 1. , 
encompassed in condition (i). 

Is it true that if an omniscient, wholly good being permits 
of some intense suffering it could have then (1) or or (111) 
obtains? It seems to me that it is true. But if it is true then so is premise (2) of 
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the argument for atheism. For that premise merely states in more compact 
form what we have suggested must be true if an omniscient, wholly good 
being fails to prevent some intense suffering it could prevent. Premise (2) 
says that an omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the occurrence of 
any intense suffering it could, unless it could not do so without thereby los-
ing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. This 
premise (or something not too distant from it) is, I think, held in common by 
many atheists and nontheists. Of course, there may be disagreement about 
whether something is good, and whether, if it is good, one would be morally 
justified in permitting some intense suffering to occur in order to obtain it. 
Someone might hold, for example, that no good is great enough to justify per-
mitting an innocent child to suffer terribly.4 Again, someone might hold that 
the mere fact that a given good outweighs some suffering and would be lost 
if the suffering were prevented, is not a morally sufficient reason for permit-
ting the suffering. But to hold either of these views is not to deny (2). For (2) 
claims only that if an omniscient, wholly good being permits intense suffer-
ing then either there is some greater good that would have been lost, or some 
equally bad or worse evil that would have occurred, had the intense suffer-
ing been prevented. (2) does not purport to describe what might be a sufficient 
condition for an omniscient, wholly good being to permit intense suffering, 
only what is a necessary condition. So stated, (2) seems to express a belief that 
accords with our basic moral principles, principles shared by both theists and 
nontheists. If we are to fault the argument for atheism, therefore, it seems we 
must find some fault with its first premise. 

Suppose in some distant forest lightning strikes a dead tree, resulting in 
a forest fire. In the fire a fawn is trapped, horribly burned, and lies in terrible 
agony for several days before death relieves its suffering. So far as we can see, 
the fawn's intense suffering is pointless. For there does not appear to be any 
greater good such that the prevention of the fawn's suffering would require 
either the loss of that good or the occurrence of an evil equally bad or worse. 
Nor does there seem to be any equally bad or worse evil so connected to the 
fawn's suffering that it would have had to occur had the fawn's suffering 
been prevented. Could an omnipotent, omniscient being have prevented the 
fawn's apparently pointless suffering? The answer is obvious, as even the 
theist will insist. An omnipotent, omniscient being could have easily pre-
vented the fawn from being horribly burned, or, given the burning, could 
have spared the fawn the intense suffering by quickly ending its life, rather 
than allowing the fawn to lie in terrible agony for several days. Since the 
fawn's intense suffering was preventable and, so far as we can see, pointless, 
doesn't it appear that premise (1) of the argument is true, that there do exist 
instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient being could 
have prevented without thereby losing some greater good or permitting 
some evil equally bad or worse? 

It must be acknowledged that the case of the fawn's apparently pointless 
suffering does not prove that {l) is true. For even though we cannot see how 
the fawn's suffering is required to obtain some greater good (or to prevent 
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me equally bad or worse evil), it hardly follows that it is not so required. 
all, we are often surprised by how things we thought to be uncoi:nected 

rn out to be intimately connected. Perhaps, for all we there is 
tu miliar good outweighing the fawn's suffering to which that suffering _1s 

in a way we do not see. Furthermore, there may well be 
r oods, goods we haven't dreamed of, to which the fawn's ism-

13 connected. Indeed, it would seem to require s?methmg hke_ om-
· ncI on our part before we could lay claim to knowing that there is no 

n1sc1;er good connected to the fawn's suffering in such a manner an om-
omniscient being could not have achieved that good without per-

that suffering or some evil equally bad or worse. So the case of the 
suffering surely does not enable to establish the of (1). _ 

The truth is that we are not in a position to prove that (1) is We_ can 
not know with certainty that instances of suffering of the sort m (1) 
d cur in our world. But it is one thing to know or prove that (1) is true and 

another thing to have rational grounds for belie:"ing (1) to be true. 
in the position where in the light of o:ir experience and knowledge it _is 

rational to believe that a certain statement is true, even though :ve are not m 
sition to prove or to know with certainty that the statement is true. In the 

a po d · · f 1 ery reasonable li ht of our past experience and knowle ge it is, or examp e, v . t; believe that neither Goldwater nor McGovern_ will be 
d nt but we are scarcely in the position of knowing with certainty that ne1 
t:er 'will ever be elected President. So, too, with (1), we cannot 
know with certainty that it is true, it perhaps can be rationally supported, 
shown to be a rational belief. . 

Consider again the case of the fawn's suffering. Is it reasonable to_beheve 
that there is some greater good so intimately connected to tha_t suffering 

mru·potent omniscient being could not have obtained that goo 
even an o ' b d? It t · 1 without permitting that suffering or some evil at as a · cer am 
does not appear reasonable to believe this. Nor does it to be 
lieve that there is some evil at least as bad as the fawn s suffering 
an omnipotent being simply could not have prevented it without 
the fawn's suffering. But even if it should somehow be reasonable to 
either of these things of the fawn's suffering, we then ask it is 
reasonable to believe either of these things of all the of seemingly 

ointless human and animal suffering that occur daily in our And 
the answer to this more general must no. qmte 

likely that all the instances of intense suffering occurring daily in our f 
are intimately related to the occurrence of greater goods or the prevention o 
evils at least as bad; and even more unlikely, should they somehow so 
related, that an omnipotent, omniscient being could hav_e achieve _at 
least some of those goods (or prevented some of those evils) without permit-
ting the instances of intense suffering that are supposedly related to In 
the light of our experience and knowledge of the variety ar:d 
and animal suffering in our world, the idea that none of this suffering 
have been prevented by an omnipotent being without thereby losing a 
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greater good or permitting an evil at least as bad seems an extraordinary ab-
surd idea, quite beyond our belief. It seems then that although we cannot 
prove that (1) is true, it is, nevertheless, altogether reasonable to believe that (1) 
is true, that (1) is a rational belief.s 

Returning now to our argument for atheism, we've seen that the second 
premise expresses a basic belief common to many theists and nontheists. 
We've also seen that our experience and knowledge of the variety and pro-
fusion of suffering in our world provides rational support for the first premise. 
Seeing that the conclusion, "There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, 
wholly good being" follows from these two premises, it does seem that we 
have rational support for atheism, that it is reasonable for us to believe that the 
theistic God does not exist. 

II 

Can theism be rationally defended against the argument for atheism we have 
just examined? If it can, how might the theist best respond to that argument? 
Since the argument from (1) and (2) to (3) is valid, and since the theist, no less 
than the nontheist, is more than likely committed to (2), it's clear that the the-
ist can reject this atheistic argument only by rejecting its first premise, the 
premise that states that there are instances of intense suffering which an om-
nipotent, omniscient being could have prevented without thereby losing 
some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. How, then, 
can the theist best respond to this premise and the considerations advanced 
in its support? 

There are basically three responses a theist can make. First, he might 
argue not that (1) is false or probably false, but only that the reasoning given 
in support of it is in some way defective. He may do this either by arguing that 
the reasons given in support of (1) are in themselves insufficient to justify ac-
cepting (1), or by arguing that there are other things we know which, when 
taken in conjunction with these reasons, do not justify us in accepting (1). I 
suppose some theists would be content with this rather modest response to 
the basic argument for atheism. But given the validity of the basic argument 
and the theist's likely acceptance of (2), he is thereby committed to the view 
that (1) is false, not just that we have no good reasons for accepting (1) as true. 
The second two responses are aimed at showing that it is reasonable to be-
lieve that (1) is false. Since the theist is committed to this view, I shall focus 
the discussion on these two attempts, attempts which we can distinguish as 
"the direct attack" and "the indirect attack." 

By a direct attack, I mean an attempt to reject (1) by pointing out goods, 
for example, to which suffering may well be connected, goods which an om-
nipotent, omniscient being could not achieve without permitting suffering. It 
is doubtful, however, that the direct attack can succeed. The theist may point 
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th t some suffering leads to moral and spiritual development imp.ossible 
suffering. But it's reasonably clear that suffering often occurs a de-

wit f r beyond what is required for character development. The theist 
greet:at some suffering results from free choices of human beings and m: t 
say ventable only by preventing some measure of human freedom. u ' 
be it's clear that much intense suffering occurs not as a result huma.n 
agamh ·ces The general difficulty with this direct attack on premise (l) is 
freefc ldo1 it cannot succeed, for the theist does not know what greater 
two o · ' d b h · t ce of intense human ds mi ht be served, or evils prevente , y eac ms an . . . 
goo . lgsuffering Second the theist's own religious tradition usually 
or amma · ' kn G d' purpose in allowing ·ns that in this life it is not given to us to ow o s . . (l) 

instances of suffering. the di:ect atta.ck aga.mst premise 
p not succeed and violates basic beliefs associated with theism.. . 
can The best procedure for the theist to follow in rejecting i:, the 
. direct procedure. This procedure I shall call "the G. E. Moore 

in honor of the twentieth century philosopher, G. E. Moo.re, 0 
1 to great effect in dealing with the arguments of. the ephc; 

' ·1 hers such as David Hume have advanced mgemous arguments o 
phi no one can know of the existence of any material object.1:11e prem-

their ar uments employ plausible principles, principles which many 
;ave tried to reject directly, but only with 

PM 's procedure was altogether different. Instead of argumg irechy 
oore . , t h simply noted that t e . t the premises of the skeptic s argumen s, e . 

. 11"ed for example that he (Moore) did not know of the existence 
premises imp ' ' . h k f ' emises by of a pencil. Moore then proceeded indirectly against t es ep ic s pr 
arguing: 

I do know that this pencil exists. . 
If the skeptic's principles are correct I cannot know of the existence of 
this pencil. 
:. The skeptic's principles (at least one) must be incorrect. 

Moore then noted that his argument is just as valid the that 
of their arguments contain the premise 
Moore cannot know of the existence o t s penc1' ' d h k tic's) 
onl wa to choose between the two arguments (Moore s .an t e s ep . J d Y.d. which of the first premises it is more rational t.o 
Mis y 'ec1 "I do know that this pencil exists" or the skeptic's premise 

oore s premise M eluded that his 
asserting that his skeptical principles are correct. 6 oore con 
own first remise was the more rational of the two. . . 

Befofe we see how the theist may apply the G. E. Moore 
r ument of atheism we should note the general strategy o e s .1 . 

an q, therefore, r. Instead of 
other argument is constructed-not-r, q, therefore, not p . d g . e 
the denial of the conclusion of the first argument, keeps its secon prerms ' 
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and ends with the denial of the first premise as its conclusio C 
example, these two: n. ompare, for 

I. p. 
q 

r 

II. not-r 
q 

not-p 

It is a truth of logic that if I is valid II must be valid as well. Since th 
ments are the same so far as the second premise is concerned argu-
t:"'een them must concern their respective first remise ' any be-
first premise (p) by constructing the counter aga1lnst the 
G. E. Moore shift. 0 emp oy the 

Applying the G. E. Moore shift against the first premise of th b . 
gument for atheism, the theist can argue as follows: e as1c ar-

not-3. 
2. 

therefore, 

not-1. 

There exists an omnipotent, omniscient wholly good b . . . ' emg. 
An wholly good being would prevent the occur-
rence. of any mtense suffering it could, unless it could not do 
so thereby losing some greater good or permitting 
some ev1 equally bad or worse. 

nhot the that there exist instances of intense sufferin 
w ic an omnipotent o · · t b · g 'th h . ' mmsc1en emg could have prevented 
w1·1 out tllereby losmg some greater good or permitting some 
evi equa y bad or worse. 

We now have two argument . th b . to (3), and the theist's e as1c argument for atheism from (1) and (2) 
(not-1). What the theist then and (2) to 
believing in the existence of the theistic Go a - e as rational grounds for 
sees that (not-1) follows from (not-3) and (2)d 3), accepts (2) as true, and 
has rational grounds for re'ectin 1 . · e c?ncludes, therefore, that he 
(1), the theist concludes thlt ( )· Havmg rational grounds for rejecting 

as1c argument for atheism is mistaken. 

111 

We've had a look at a forceful ar t f h . 
theist's best response to that at and what seems to be the 
for atheism, as I find myself to be . is persuade.d by the argument 

' ow mig t one best view the position of 

The Evidential Argument from Evil 323 

the theist? Of course, he will view the theist as having a false belief, just as the 
theist will view the atheist as having a false belief. But what position should 
the atheist take concerning the rationality of the theist's belief? There are three 
major positions an atheist might take, positions which we may think of as 
some varieties of atheism. First, the atheist may believe that no one is ration-
ally justified in believing that the theistic God exists. Let us call this position 
"unfriendly atheism." Second, the atheist may hold no belief concerning 
whether any theist is or isn't rationally justified in believing that the theistic 
God exists. Let us call this view "indifferent atheism." Finally, the atheist may 
believe that some theists are rationally justified in believing that the theistic 
God exists. This view we shall call "friendly atheism." In this final part of the 
paper I propose to discuss and defend the position of friendly atheism. 

If no one can be rationally justified in believing a false proposition then 
friendly atheism is a paradoxical, if not incoherent position. But surely the 
truth of a belief is not a necessary condition of someone's being rationally jus-
tified in having that belief. So in holding that someone is rationally justified 
in believing that the theistic God exists, the friendly atheist is not committed 
to thinking that the theist has a true belief. What he is committed to is that the 
theist has rational grounds for his belief, a belief the atheist rejects and is con-
vinced he is rationally justified in rejecting. But is this possible? Can some-
one, like our friendly atheist, hold a belief, be convinced that he is rationally 
justified in holding that belief, and yet believe that someone else is equally 
justified in believing the opposite? Surely this is possible. Suppose your 
friends see you off on a flight to Hawaii. Hours after take-off they learn that 
your plane has gone down at sea. After a twenty-four hour search, no sur-
vivors have been found. Under these circumstances they are rationally justi-
fied in believing that you have perished. But it is hardly rational for you to 
believe this, as you bob up and down in your life vest, wondering why the 
search planes have failed to spot you. Indeed, to amuse yourself while await-
ing your fate, you might very well reflect on the fact that your friends are ra-
tionally justified in believing that you are now dead, a proposition you dis-
believe and are rationally justified in disbelieving. So, too, perhaps an atheist 
may be rationally justified in his atheistic belief and yet hold that some the-
ists are rationally justified in believing just the opposite of what he believes. 

What sort of grounds might a theist have for believing that God exists? 
Well, he might endeavor to justify his belief by appealing to one or more of 
the traditional arguments: Ontological, Cosmological, Teleological, Moral, 
etc. Second, he might appeal to certain aspects of religious experience, per-
haps even his own religious experience. Third, he might try to justify theism 
as a plausible theory in terms of which we can account for a variety of phe-
nomena. Although an atheist must hold that the theistic God does not exist, 
can he not also believe, and be justified in so believing, that some of these 
"justifications of theism" do actually rationally justify some theists in their 
belief that there exists a supremely good, omnipotent, omniscient being? It 
seems to me that he can. 

If we think of the long history of theistic belief and the special situations 
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in which people are sometimes placed, it is perhaps as absurd to think that 
no one was ever rationally justified in believing that the theistic God exists as 
it is to think that no one was ever justified in believing that human beings 
would never walk on the moon. But in suggesting that friendly atheism is 
preferable to unfriendly atheism, I don't mean to rest the case on what some 
human beings might reasonably have believed in the eleventh or thirteenth 
century. The more interesting question is whether some people in modern so-
ciety, people who are aware of the usual grounds for belief and disbelief and 
are acquainted to some degree with modern science, are yet rationally justi-
fied in accepting theism. Friendly atheism is a significant position only if it 
answers this question in the affirmative. 

It is not difficult for an atheist to be friendly when he has reason to be-
lieve that the theist could not reasonably be expected to be acquainted with 
the grounds for disbelief that he (the atheist) possesses. For then the atheist 
may take the view that some theists are rationally justified in holding to the-
ism, but would not be so were they to be acquainted with the grounds for dis-
belief-those grounds being sufficient to tip the scale in favor of atheism 
when balanced against the reasons the theist has in support of his belief. 

Friendly atheism becomes paradoxical, however, when the atheist con-
templates believing that the theist has all the grounds for atheism that he, the 
atheist, has, and yet is rationally justified in maintaining his theistic belief. 
But even so excessively friendly a view as this perhaps can be held by the 
atheist if he also has some reason to think that the grounds for theism are not 
as telling as the theist is justified in taking them to be.7 

In this paper I've presented what I take to be a strong argument for athe-
ism, pointed out what I think is the theist's best response to that argument, 
distinguished three positions an atheist might take concerning the rationality 
of theistic belief, and made some remarks in defense of the position called 
"friendly atheism." I'm aware that the central points of the paper are not 
likely to be warmly received by many philosophers. Philosophers who are 
atheists tend to be tough minded-holding that there are no good reasons for 
supposing that theism is true. And theists tend either to reject the view that 
the existence of evil provides rational grounds for atheism or to hold that re-
ligious belief has nothing to do with reason and evidence at all. But such is 
the way of philosophy. 

NOTES 

1. Some philosophers have contended that the existence of evil is logically inconsistent with the 
existence of the theistic God. No one, I think, has succeeded in establishing such an extrav-
agant claim. Indeed, granted incompatibilism, there is a fairly compelling argument for the 
view that the existence of evil is logically consistent with the existence of the theistic God. 
[For a lucid statement of this argument see Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (New 
York 1974), 29-59.] There remains, however, what we may call the evidential form-as op-
posed to the logical form-of the problem of evil: the view that the variety and profusion of 
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. . ·th the existence of the the-' in our world, although perhaps not logically w1 . er I shall be con-
God, provides, nevertheless, rational support for which, I 
d I ly with the evidential form of the problem, the or we . 

. resents a rather severe difficulty for theism. 
thmk, p ·1 1 'll be false for the trivial reason that no 

2. If there is some_ good, G, ev1 of affairs consisting of G and Eth.at 
matter what evil, E, we pick the con1uncti:e g b . Id not obtain it without perm1t-
will outweigh E and be such that an 167] To avoid this objection 
ting E. [See Alvin Plantinga, and Ot ier ''.' s (1) :nd (2) "some" and "greater." 
we may insert "unreplaceable _mto our E then the good conjunctive state of af-
Jf E isn't required for G, and G is reater good of G alone. For the 
fairs composed of G and E_ be l. in the formulation and discussion 

f . 11'city however I w1ll 1gnore this comp ica ion o s1mp , ' 
of premises (1) and (2). . b " d" I don't mean 

d b d . l connection with (1). First, y goo 
3. Three clarifying nee to e i; rind !es. Perhaps preventing 51 would preclude 

to exclude the fulf1lm_ent of certam p f I shall allow that the satisfaction of cer-
certain actions prescribed by the o J tw . hs the evil of s1. Second, even though 
tain principles of justice may be a that o:od uestion to something that would fol-
(1) may suggest it, I don't mean to hm.1t t e g houfd erha snot fault OG if the good G, 
low in time the occurrence of s1. And, fmally, we \1 pter ti!n s but merely such that al-
that would be loss were s1, prevented, is.not actuad tyhgre: losing d' would not alter the bal-

d G osed to preventing s1 an ere Y ' · (') lowing s1, an 'as opp f . r 'ty I have left this point out in statmg 1 ' between good and evil. For reasons o s1mp 1c1 ' 
the result that (i) is perhaps a bit stronger than it should be. 

, h . bk v ch iv of The Brot11ers Karamazov. 
4. See Ivan s speec m . ' . ' . . ara ra h is stronger than the reasons given 

One might object that the conclus10n of p g p bl t think that (1) is false and an-s. . · th' g to argue that 1t 1s unreasona e o 
warrant. For 1t 1s one m f . ff d ·n accepting (1) as true. There are 
other thing to conclude that we are orhe ]US I than disbelieving them, and 

h ti t believing them 1s muc more r h propositions sue la . . . re reasonable than believing t em. 
yet are such that withlwldmg 111dgment_ about them is mblo to believe that the Pope will be in 

I f Ch'sholm's· It 1s more reasona e h 
To take an examp e o 1 · ) th to believe that he won't: but it is per aps 
Rome (on some arbitrarily picked future dateh an t' of the Pope's whereabouts on that 

bl t nd judgment on t e ques 10n hi! more reasona e o suspe . will be in Rome. Thus it might be objected, that w e 
particular date, than to believe he bl than disbelieving (1) we haven't shown 
we've shown that believing (1) is more reas?nhha led. b 1· f My answ:r to this objection is · nable than wit o mg e ie · 
that believing (1) is more reaso . h d (1) robable to the degree that it is more rea-
that there are things we know wh1c ren er f (1) What are these things we know? 
sonable to believe (1) than to suspend judgmen on . ty. and profusion of intense human 

. f h t th is an enormous vane . 
First, I think, is the act t a elrde S d . the fact that much of this suffering seems qmte 

. I ff . in our wor econ ' is . h . tify . t and amma su ermg · f 1 or greater evils) that m1g t ]US 1 · 
unrelated to any greater goods (or the o to greater goods (or the absence 
And finally, there is the fact that such su ermg as is . timately related as to require its 

' .1 ) d not in many cases, seem so m th of equal or greater ev1 s oes ' . th se goods (the absence of ose 
. t t being bent on secunng o hh Id permission by an ommpo k . asonable to accept (1) than to wit o 

evils). These facts, I am cla1mmg, ma e it more re 

judgment on (1). H . G E Moore Some Main Problems of Pliiloso-
6. See, for example, the two chapters on ume m . . ' 

phy (London, 1953). . d et result x 1 inform you of this 
I dd 1 sum of numbers three times an g · 

7. Suppose that a a ong . d I have for the claim that the sum of the num-
so that you have pretty much the same ev1_ and arrive at result y. You, then, are justi-
bers is x. You then use your calculator twice t However knowing that your calcula-
fied in believing that the su_m of that you 'have no reason to think that 
tor has been damaged and is there unre ia nl 'that the sum of the numbers is x, but also 
it is damaged, I not o i: not x. Here is a case, then, where you have 
that you are justified m behevmg t at e sum 
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all of my evidence for p, and yet I can reasonabl believe tha . . 
I have reason to believe that your gr: d f 't you are JUshfied in believing 

justified in taking them to be. un s or not-p arc not as telling as you are 
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PART SIX KNOWING GOD 
WITHOUT 
ARGUMENTS 

The selections in the previous two parts of this anthology illustrate an as-
sumption that has been made by most nonfideistic philosophers of religion. The 
assumption, which may be termed evidential ism, is that whether or not it is rea-
sonable to believe in God depends on one's evidence-that is, on the other 
things one knows or reasonably believes to be true. If the evidence one pos-
sesses provides the basis for strong arguments in favor of God's existence, and 
one has little evidence (or at any rate, less evidence) against, it, then one ra-
tionally ought to believe in God. But if the evidence is weak, and if arguments 
for atheism (such as the problem of evil) are strong, then belief is rationally 
inappropriate. 

One of the most striking recent developments in the philosophy of religion 
has been the emergence of an approach to religious knowledge that sharply re-
jects evidential ism. Yet this approach is not fideistic, since it agrees that it is ap-
propriate to assess the rational acceptability of religious beliefs. What propo-
nents of this new approach point out is, that we may not have to accept the 
standard evidentialist manner of performing this assessment (i.e., weighing ev-
idence for and against the beliefs in question). They go on to point out that we 
all do in fact believe implicitly in the reality of the physical objects we en-
counter in everyday life, and we do this without paying any serious attention to 
arguments for and against the existence of the "external world." They suggest 
that belief in God be approached in much the same way. They raise an impor-
tant question in this regard: Why can't the experience of God, which many be-
lievers say they have, furnish the basis for our belief in God, just as our experi-
ence of the physical world furnishes the basis for our belief in physical objects? 
Why can't belief in God be a basic belief, one that it is perfectly reasonable to 
accept without trying to find a basis for it in other things one believes to be true? 

An important expression of this way of thinking is known as "Reformed 
epistemology" because of certain associations with the Reformed, or Calvinis-
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