Philosophy of Religion Day 11, 5
Philosophy of Religion Day 11:		Responses to the Problem of Evil

	Content:
1. Responses to the logical problem of evil (25 minutes)
2. Responses to the evidential problem of evil (25 minutes)

	Method:
1.Think, pair, share and discussion

2. Lecture and discussion




Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand common responses to the problem of evil.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand common responses to the problem of evil.
2. Key Concepts: free will defense, theodicy



1. Responses to the Logical Problem of Evil
Here is one formal formulation of the logical problem of evil again:

1. If God exists, then God is omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect. 
2. If God is omnipotent, then God has the power to eliminate all evil. 
3. If God is omniscient, then God knows when evil exists. 
4. If God is morally perfect, then God has the desire to eliminate all evil. 
5. Evil exists. 
6. If evil exists and God exists, then either God doesn't have the power to eliminate all evil, or doesn't know when evil exists, or doesn't have the desire to eliminate all evil. 
7. Therefore, God doesn't exist. 
From the explication of the argument in the previous lesson, students should have seen that the reasoning in this argument is valid. If we want to avoid the conclusion (if we think it is unsound), then one or more premises must not be true. Use a brief think, pair, share activity to have students try to find where the weakest link is.

Think, pair, share activity:

A. Think (5 minutes)
Have students think about and write brief answers to the following questions:

1. Are all the premises true? Going premise by premise, evaluate whether it is clearly true, clearly false, or not clear. (Hint: the first premise just specifies that we’re considering a classical-theistic God for the purposes of this argument. Assume it to be true.)

2. If you think one or more might be false, why? What would make it (possibly) false?

3. How would an atheist respond in order to try to defend the premise? Does that defense work?

B. Pair (5 minutes)
Pair students up and ask them to discuss their answers to part A with their partners.

C. Share (15 minutes)
Lead a discussion about the argument. As a group, you should determine the following: The first premise is true by default, because it just specifies that we’re considering a classical-theistic God in order to get this argument going—that is, that we’re making an argument dependent upon the properties of a classical-theistic God. The second and third premises are true by definition (of the terms “omnipotent” and “omniscient”). The fifth premise seems plainly true by observation of the world. The sixth premise is true basically by enumeration of possibilities. The weak link is the fourth premise.

The fourth premise could be false because that evil may be necessary to create a higher-level good. For example, perhaps someone is suffering through some pain but it will lead to an acquaintance helping her—perhaps getting her some medicine and caring for her—which in turn leads to a long and rewarding friendship. An atheist might object that surely the friendship could have developed without the suffering. In response, a theist can argue that, while that may be the case for this situation, nevertheless it seems like it would be hard think all higher-order goods could come about without the existence of some evil. For example, courage seems like it could arise only if there’s the real threat of being hurt or injured. And how could compassion come about without suffering? An atheist can counter that we don’t really know what is the most good overall, and higher-order goods may not be better than the absence of evil and suffering. But at this point it seems the theist has at least created doubt about whether we should accept the fourth premise.

Some theists have argued further that the existence of evil is necessary for a particular higher-order good: free will. The free will defense attempts to turn the logical problem of evil on its head by showing that there are positive reasons for thinking the existence of evil is logically compatible with the existence of God. The idea is that even an omnipotent God would not have complete control over genuinely free people. Since God has given human beings the power to act freely, and people will sometimes act in ways which inflict suffering and evil, God must allow evil. It seems impossible for a world with free beings to contain no evil. Some have argued in response that even if God had given people free will, he could still avoid the existence of evil. Since God can foresee what people will do, he could make it such that only people who make the right choices can act on their freedom. Others would find themselves unable to carry out their evil acts. Hence there would be free will but the world would be free of actual suffering. Of course, one might counter that it isn’t clear whether this is truly free will. And so the arguments go on.

2. Responses to the Evidential Problem of Evil
Given the difficulty of defending the claim that God should desire to eliminate all evil, most philosophers consider the evidential problem of evil to be the stronger version. Responses to the evidential problem of evil can loosely be divided up into three broad categories: total refutations, defenses, and theodicies. To understand these different types of responses, we can note that the evidential problem of evil essentially ends up suggesting two things in turn: that first of all there are facts about evil in the world which make it prima facie (at first glance) seem unreasonable to believe in God; and second that when we put those facts together with all the other things we’re justified in believing, belief in the existence of God still seems unjustified relative to all the evidence available. In other words, the first part is that it seems like there is needless evil which makes us think God does not exist. But we must then consider whether, for example, all the evil in the world actually exists to bring about higher-order goods. The second part of the evidential problem of evil is the argument that at least some suffering and evil seems to be pointless, and so the totality of evidence still suggests God does not exist. Responses can attempt to undermine either or both of these claims.

a. Total refutations: These are attempts to refute that facts about evil in the world make it even prima facie unreasonable to believe in God.

b. Defenses: These are attempts to show that, while facts about evil in the world make it prima facie unreasonable to believe in God, it is still reasonable to believe in God when all things are considered. Here one must propose a plausible and logically consistent story in which both God and evil exist compatibly, a story which “for all we know” could be true.

c. Theodicies: These are similar to defenses, but take the more ambitious approach of describing, for every evil in the world, some state of affairs which it’s reasonable to believe exists and which provides an omniscient and omnipotent God with a morally sufficient reason for allowing the evil. Thus it’s reasonable to believe that all the evils are justified. This is similar to how the theist defended against the logical problem of evil, but now the task is more difficult because, instead of showing that there are higher-order goods for which some evil existing is required (in other words, that some evil existing is compatible with God’s existence), the theist is required to justify every instance of evil as leading to some greater good.

Let’s look at these types of responses in turn.

Total refutations: There are at least three main ways that theists have attempted the bold claim of denying that evil even prima facie makes belief in God unreasonable.

a. human epistemological limitations: This is the most common sort of total refutation. The argument is that because human cognition is limited, we’re not justified in moving from the premise that there are states of affairs (evil) that, given only what we know, would be wrong for an omniscient and omnipotent being to allow to exist to the conclusion that there are states of affairs that, all things considered, likely would be morally wrong for an omniscient and omnipotent being to allow to exist. In other words, our intellects are too limited to understand the reasons God has for allowing evil. However, most philosophers find this unsatisfactory, as it does seem like we can use non-deductive reasoning such as inference to the best explanation to conclude at least that it is likely that the allowing the evil is not morally justified. If it doesn’t seem like there’s a higher purpose for the evil, then why should we just assume that God’s reasoning is mysterious and different enough from ours that there’s some hidden higher purpose?

b. the “no best possible world” defense: This is an appeal to there not being a best of all possible worlds. If we imagine all the ways the world could be, and one way is better than all the rest, then God would have sufficient reason to choose that one. In fact, if God is morally perfect, God would have to make the world that way. Presumably, that would be a world with the minimum amount of evil, or at least the most overall good. But if for every possible world, however good, there is a better one, then God can’t pick the best possible world (since there isn’t one), and so the fact that the actual world could be improved upon doesn’t give us reason for thinking that an omniscient and omnipotent being couldn’t still be morally perfect.

The standard response to this argument is that the evidential problem of evil doesn’t turn upon whether this world could be improved upon or whether there is a best of all possible worlds. The problem simply relies upon there being good reasons for thinking that there is evil, such as suffering, that, all things considered, it seems would be morally wrong for an omniscient, omnipotent being to allow. Whether there might be better and better worlds without limit is simply irrelevant.

c. appeal to the ontological argument: If the ontological argument is valid, then it would force us to accept that God necessarily exists. Then the probability that we get from the non-deductive evidential problem of evil for the conclusion that God probably does not exist must shrink to zero; basically, a valid deductive argument trumps a non-deductive argument in the opposite direction, for obvious reasons. Note only the ontological argument of all arguments for the existence of God could do this, because it is the only one of the arguments for God’s existence which is deductive (it is a priori rather than a posteriori). However, most philosophers conclude that the ontological argument is not valid. See the earlier lessons on the ontological argument for more information.

Defenses: There are a number of ways in which one might offer a defense. One example is to appeal to positive evidence for God’s existence. Here the idea is that as we balance the positive evidence from traditional arguments for God’s existence, such as the cosmological and teleological arguments, that may outweigh the negative evidence from the apparent existence of unjustified evil. But this doesn’t seem very promising. Consider the cosmological argument. In the lesson on that topic, we noted that even if it were successful, it would seemingly show only that there is an unmoved mover or first cause or first necessary thing. It doesn’t seem capable of establishing a conclusion about the moral character of the first mover/cause/necessary thing, yet alone such a strong claim as that the being in question is morally perfect. In the absence of that, even if the argument were sound, it couldn’t undercut the evidential problem of evil. The evidential problem of evil suggests that it’s very improbable that there is a morally perfect being, and thus very improbable that the classical-theistic God exists. Arguing that there is a first mover/cause/necessary thing gets us nowhere in terms overriding that as we balance the competing arguments. Likewise the teleological argument attempts to establish the existence of a designer or creator of the world. But given the mixture of good and evil that we observe in the world, it doesn’t seem to support the claim that the designer is very good yet alone morally perfect. So it’s unable to outweigh the evidential problem of evil.

Theodicies: There are too many theodicies which have been proposed to thoroughly describe all of even the general approaches. However, some important types include those that appeal to developing desirable character traits in the face of suffering, to the value of free will, and to the value of a world governed by natural laws. 

For example, one type of theodicy is centers on the idea that by facing evil in the world people, through their free choices, undergo spiritual growth that develops their souls and makes them fit for communion with god. Overcoming temptations is a moral achievement. By making right choices in concrete situations, people attain goodness in a richer sense that simply being created innocent or virtuous. There are many reasons for thinking this theodicy is unsatisfactory. First, why should we think horrendous suffering, such as that inflicted on people in the holocaust or that results from cancer, is needed for spiritual growth? And if so, shouldn’t such extreme suffering fall generally upon those who need the most spiritual growth rather than those of good moral character? It doesn’t seem like there is such a pattern. Second, this theodicy provides no reason for animal suffering, or for that matter for the need for predation. Third, this theodicy can’t seem to account for the suffering of innocent, young children. Finally, overall it doesn’t seem like our world is what we would imagine of the goal were to do a good job of soul-making. Many people die young, before they’ve had a chance to resist temptation or develop morally; some people live lives of luxury that don’t seem to require them to develop morally; and yet others suffer so greatly that they don’t seem to have the opportunity to develop moral traits involved in relationships with others.

Another type of theodicy appeals to free will. Here the idea is that free will is valuable, and because of this God has created a world in which people possess libertarian free will, even if they may abuse it. Even if people abuse it, that world is better than one in which people lack free will. Again, there are many difficulties with this theodicy. While free will may be valuable, that doesn’t mean that one shouldn’t intervene to block the exercise of free will. Everyone thinks we should stop a potential rape or murder. Why wouldn’t God allow people to choose but then keep people from actually completing the act? Also, free will being valuable doesn’t mean that it’s good for people to have the ability to inflict great harm on others. One could imagine people having free will but not the power to torture others. Finally, this theodicy doesn’t seem able to account for evil that comes about from natural disasters. There are earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes, etc., that introduce evil into the world. How can such evil be traced to human free will?

Yet another sort of theodicy appeals to the value of natural laws. A world that is regular is good because it allows effective action. Regularity comes from natural laws. So, even though natural laws introduce evil, a world with natural laws is better than one without. But what the world is like depends not just on natural laws, but also on the initial conditions of what the world was like when the laws started to work. Why couldn’t the initial conditions be set up to avoid evil? There’d still be regularity, but no evil. Also, what the world is like depends not only on there being laws, but their precise nature. Why couldn’t an omnipotent being set up the laws of physics as they are but adjust the laws linking experiences with our neurophysiological states such that very intense pain isn’t felt? Finally, in reverse of the last theodicy, while this theodicy offers an account of natural evil, it doesn’t seem capable of accounting for moral evil. If another theodicy could complement this one on that count, that could be promising, but, as we’ve seen, the ones we’ve explored seem problematic. 

Discussion: With any time remaining, lead a discussion about the responses to the evidential problem of evil. 


HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read Walter Kaufmann, Pascal’s Wager, from Critique of Religion and Philosophy, in the Bonjour and Baker text, pp. 581-582.
