Philosophy of Religion Day 10, 4
Philosophy of Religion Day 10:		The Problem of Evil

	Content:
1. Evil in the world
2. The problem of evil
3. The logical problem of evil
4. The evidential problem of evil
5. Discussion about the problem of evil
	Method:
1. Discussion (15 minutes)
2. Lecture (10 minutes)
3. Lecture (5 minutes)
4. Lecture (10 minutes)
5. Discussion (10 minutes)



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the problem of evil. This is the main argument against God’s existence. There are two versions: the logical problem of evil and the evidential problem of evil.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the problem of evil.
2. Students should be able to distinguish between the two versions of the problem of evil.
3. Key Concepts: Evil, omnipotence, good



1. Evil in the World
The students should have already read Rebellion, from Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. In that excerpt, the death of an innocent child is seen as an objection to God’s goodness, and hence to the existence of the traditional theistic God. Now give the students some real life examples of horrible things that have happened as well. If you can, use examples that the students are familiar with, perhaps local events or something from current events. A child perishing in a fire or car accident can be a powerful example. Otherwise, you can use something like the tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004 or Hurricane Katrina. The Rauhut text has a nice example of an earthquake in Lisbon that struck on a Christian holiday, killing many devout believers. The example is on page 185. Ask students what effect these sorts of events have on them when they consider the possibility of God’s existence. Ask students what they would do if confronted with the issue in the next-to-last paragraph of the Dostoevsky excerpt. Does it matter if the baby would eventually share in the happiness? Does it matter if, instead, someone volunteered to be tortured to bring about the state of affairs? Could the examples of seemingly terrible events you provided actually not be evil? After the discussion has gotten to a reasonable point, tell students you want to consider an argument against the existence of God known as the problem of evil in a more formal sense. At the end of this lesson, you can return to this class discussion if there is time remaining. How you divide up time between the two (or if you hold one or two discussions) will depend on where in the discussion you want to pause to go through the formal details of the arguments. Obviously, as a teacher you can just feel this out.

2. The Problem of Evil
In informal discussions about theistic belief (like the one above!), one of the most common reasons nonbelievers give for not believing is to cite some terrible event or the general existence of evil in the world. For example, someone may say he or she can’t believe in a God who would allow so many innocent people to perish in the Indonesian tsunami or on 9/11, or he or she may recount a more personal story of a valued and morally virtuous friend or relative whose life was inexplicably and tragically cut short. The problem of evil is the formal name for this argument.

The problem of evil, like most arguments about for or against the existence of God, begins with the concept of God. Going back to our first lesson in this unit, we noted that the traditional theistic conception is generally taken to be of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good God. Yet there certainly appears to be evil—pain, suffering, etc.—in the world. If God is perfectly good, shouldn’t God want only goodness in the world? And if God is all-knowing and all-powerful, shouldn’t God should know when evil exists and be capable of eliminating it? We’ll soon draw some distinctions and clarify the details of different versions, but the gist of the problem of evil is basically this seeming contradiction between God being omnipotent, omniscient, as well as morally perfect, and the existence of evil in the world, which can be summarized in this argument (from Michael Tooley’s article in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy):

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. 
There are actually two main types of arguments that can be made concerning the problem of evil.

3. The Logical Problem of Evil
The problem of evil can be formulated as a purely deductive argument that attempts to show that the existence of evil in the world is logically incompatible with the existence of God. This is an ambitious approach, as it aims to establish the very strong claim that it’s logically impossible for it to be true that both there is evil in the world and that God exists. Since there seems to be plenty of evil in the world, the conclusion is thus that God does not exist. The argument presented above is an example of this type of argument. This form of the argument relies crucially upon the premise that if God is morally perfect, then God has the desire to eliminate all evil (premise 4 in the argument above). As we’ll see when we discuss responses to the problem of evil, there is quite a bit of debating we can do over this premise. Some people claim there may be reasons for God to allow some evil in the world, for instance to create the possibility of free will or to generate some greater good not possible without some evil existing. Others, of course, find this implausible or to inappropriately appeal to mystery or ignorance and hence be question begging.

4. The Evidential Problem of Evil
Instead of the deductive version we’ve been examining thus far, the problem of evil can instead be formulated as an evidential argument—that is, an inductive/probabilistic argument that there are evils in the world which make it unlikely (improbable) that God exists. This is a more modest claim than attempting to show that God’s exist is logically impossible for God and evil to both exist. Nevertheless, if successful, it would still throw theism into severe doubt. Here, something like premise 4 is unnecessary. Instead, one can cite some specific, concrete forms of evil in the world that are intrinsically bad and for which it seems that preventing them could be achieved (by an omnipotent being) without causing equal or greater evil or preventing an equal or greater good. Examples might be a situation in which animals die agonizing deaths in a forest fire or a baby suffers a painful and lingering death from cancer. Here’s a formal example of this sort of evidential form of the problem of evil (also from Tooley’s article in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy):

1. There exist states of affairs in which animals die agonizing deaths in forest fires, or where children undergo lingering suffering and eventual death due to cancer, and that (a) are intrinsically bad or undesirable, and (b) are such that any omnipotent person has the power to prevent them without thereby either allowing an equal or greater evil, or preventing an equal or greater good. 
2. For any state of affairs (that is actual), the existence of that state of affairs is not prevented by anyone. 
3. For any state of affairs, and any person, if the state of affairs is intrinsically bad, and the person has the power to prevent that state of affairs without thereby either allowing an equal or greater evil, or preventing an equal or greater good, but does not do so, then that person is not both omniscient and morally perfect. 
Therefore:
4. There is no omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect person. 
5. If God exists, then he is an omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect person. 
Therefore:
6. God does not exist. 
Here the crucial premise is the first (it plays an analogous role in this argument that the fourth premise did in the logical problem of evil). Can we prove that there are states of affairs with these properties—what is described within parts (a) and (b) of this premise? To prove it deductively would require knowing the totality of what there is to know about moral properties. In other words, we’d have to be able to evaluate not just whether these states of affairs are intrinsically bad, but more impressively also be able to judge whether there are no greater evils that could be avoided at the cost of allowing these states of affairs and whether allowing these states of affairs would bring about greater goods that would outweigh the evil. Or, to put it more bluntly, we’d need to have an all-encompassing, complete, and correct theory of ethics from which we could deduce answers to these questions. Some people think we do have such a theory of ethics, but that claim is highly controversial. So it’s at least not obvious that we could deduce the premise. If we could deduce it, this argument would actually end up being a sort of more concrete version of the logical problem of evil; rather than coming from the abstract and general existence of evil, it would rely on specific and concrete instances of evil. 

But we presented this version of the argument as the evidential problem of evil. That’s because it seems we need to support the first premise inductively (or at least non-deductively) rather than deductively. And that means that we end up inductively supporting the claim that God very probably does not exist (rather than potentially deducing that God cannot exist). Hence we get the resulting evidential (rather than logical) problem of evil. It’s non-deductive because we are saying essentially that the sort of concrete evil described in the first premise probably doesn’t lead to some greater good that outweighs it and probably isn’t necessary to avoid some other even more evil alternative. Most likely, it’s evil that is just bad and that we would think an omniscient, omnipotent, and morally perfect God would prevent. So since this evil is probably in the world for no greater purpose, there probably does not exist a classical theistic God, since otherwise such a God would prevent it. The probabilistic, non-deductive nature of this argument comes from how we support the first premise—we think it’s most likely the case, not that it’s a definite fact.

5. Discussion about the Problem of Evil
Once you’ve formally introduced the problem of evil and explained both the logical and evidential versions of it, with any time remaining you can go back to having a class discussion about it. Ask students whether they find it convincing. What responses might one have to it? Are different responses needed for the two different versions? What things have they seen in the world that make them doubt there is an all-good God guiding events?

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read J.L. Mackie, Evil and Omnipotence, in the Bonjour and Baker text, pp.570-575.
