
Problem of evil
The problem of evil is the philosophical question of how to reconcile the existence of evil and suffering
with an omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and omniscient God.[1][2][3] There are currently differing
definitions of these concepts. The best known presentation of the problem is attributed to the Greek
philosopher Epicurus. It was popularized by David Hume.

Besides the philosophy of religion, the problem of evil is also important to the fields of theology and
ethics. There are also many discussions of evil and associated problems in other philosophical fields, such
as secular ethics,[4][5][6] and evolutionary ethics.[7][8] But as usually understood, the problem of evil is
posed in a theological context.[2][3]

Responses to the problem of evil have traditionally been in three types: refutations, defenses, and
theodicies.

The problem of evil is generally formulated in two forms: the logical problem of evil and the evidential
problem of evil. The logical form of the argument tries to show a logical impossibility in the coexistence
of a god and evil,[2][9] while the evidential form tries to show that given the evil in the world, it is
improbable that there is an omnipotent, omniscient, and a wholly good god.[3] Concerning the evidential
problem, many theodicies have been proposed. One accepted theodicy is to appeal to the strong account
of the compensation theodicy. This view holds that the primary benefit of evils, in addition to their
compensation in the afterlife, can reject the evidential problem of evil.[10] The problem of evil has been
extended to non-human life forms, to include suffering of non-human animal species from natural evils
and human cruelty against them.[11]

According to scholars, most philosophers see the logical problem of evil as having been fully rebutted by
various defenses.[12][13][14]

A broad concept of evil defines it as any and all pain and suffering,[15] yet this definition quickly
becomes problematic. Marcus Singer says that a usable definition of evil must be based on the knowledge
that: "If something is really evil, it can't be necessary, and if it is really necessary, it can't be evil".[16]: 186 

According to John Kemp, evil cannot be correctly understood on "a simple hedonic scale on which
pleasure appears as a plus, and pain as a minus".[17][15] The National Institute of Medicine says pain is
essential for survival: "Without pain, the world would be an impossibly dangerous place".[18][19]

While many of the arguments against an omni-God are based on the broadest definition of evil, "most
contemporary philosophers interested in the nature of evil are primarily concerned with evil in a narrower
sense".[20] The narrow concept of evil involves moral condemnation, and is applicable only to moral
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agents capable of making independent decisions, and their actions; it allows for the existence of some
pain and suffering without identifying it as evil.[21]: 322  Christianity is based on "the salvific value of
suffering".[22]

Philosopher Eve Garrard suggests that the term evil cannot be used to describe ordinary wrongdoing,
because "there is a qualitative and not merely a quantitative difference between evil acts and other
wrongful ones; evil acts are not just very bad or wrongful acts, but rather ones possessing some specially
horrific quality".[21]: 321  Calder argues that evil must involve the attempt or desire to inflict significant
harm on the victim without moral justification.[15]

Evil takes on different meanings when seen from the perspective of different belief systems, and while
evil can be viewed in religious terms, it can also be understood in natural or secular terms, such as social
vice, egoism, criminality, and sociopathology.[23] John Kekes writes that an action is evil if "(1) it causes
grievous harm to (2) innocent victims, and it is (3) deliberate, (4) malevolently motivated, and (5)
morally unjustifiable".[24]

Omniscience is "maximal knowledge".[25] According to Edward Wierenga, a classics scholar and doctor
of philosophy and religion at the University of Massachusetts, maximal is not unlimited but limited to
"God knowing what is knowable".[26]: 25  This is the most widely accepted view of omniscience among
scholars of the twenty-first century, and is what William Hasker calls freewill-theism. Within this view,
future events that depend upon choices made by individuals with free will are unknowable until they
occur.[27]: 104, 137 [25]: 18–20 

Omnipotence is maximal power to bring about events within the limits of possibility, but again maximal
is not unlimited.[28] According to the philosophers Hoffman and Rosenkrantz: "An omnipotent agent is
not required to bring about an impossible state of affairs... maximal power has logical and temporal
limitations, including the limitation that an omnipotent agent cannot bring about, i.e., cause, another
agent's free decision".[28]

Omnibenevolence sees God as all-loving. If God is omnibenevolent, he acts according to what is best, but
if there is no best available, God attempts, if possible, to bring about states of affairs that are creatable
and are optimal within the limitations of physical reality.[29]

Responses to the problem of evil have occasionally been classified as defences or theodicies although
authors disagree on the exact definitions.[2][3][30] Generally, a defense refers to attempts to address the
logical argument of evil that says "it is logically impossible – not just unlikely – that God exists".[3] A
defense does not require a full explanation of evil, and it need not be true, or even probable; it need only
be possible, since possibility invalidates the logic of impossibility.[31][9]
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A theodicy, on the other hand, is more ambitious, since it attempts to provide a plausible justification – a
morally or philosophically sufficient reason – for the existence of evil. This is intended to weaken the
evidential argument which uses the reality of evil to argue that the existence of God is unlikely.[3][32]

In philosopher Forrest E. Baird's view, one can have a secular problem of evil whenever humans seek to
explain why evil exists and its relationship to the world.[33] He adds that any experience that "calls into
question our basic trust in the order and structure of our world" can be seen as evil,[33] therefore,
according to Peter L. Berger, humans need explanations of evil "for social structures to stay themselves
against chaotic forces".[34]

The problem of evil refers to the challenge of reconciling the existence of evil and suffering with our
view of the world, especially but not exclusively, with belief in an omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and
omniscient God who acts in the world.[3][32][35][36][37]

The problem of evil may be described either experientially or theoretically.[3] The experiential problem is
the difficulty in believing in a concept of a loving God when confronted by evil and suffering in the real
world, such as from epidemics, or wars, or murder, or natural disasters where innocent people become
victims.[38][39][40] Theoretically, the problem is usually described and studied by religion scholars in two
varieties: the logical problem and the evidential problem.[3]

One of the earliest statements of the problem is found in early Buddhist texts. In the Majjhima Nikāya,
the Buddha (6th or 5th century BCE) states that if a God created sentient beings, then due to the pain and
suffering they feel, he is likely to be an evil God.[41]

The problem of evil possibly originates from the Greek philosopher Epicurus (341–270 BCE).[42] Hume
summarizes Epicurus's version of the problem as follows: "Is [god] 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?
whence then is evil?"[43][44]

The logical argument from evil is as follows:

P1. If an omnipotent, omnibenevolent and omniscient god exists, then evil does not.

P2. There is evil in the world.

C1. Therefore, an omnipotent, omnibenevolent and omniscient god does not exist.

This argument is of the form modus tollens: if its premise (P1) is true, the conclusion (C1) follows of
necessity. To show that the first premise is plausible, subsequent versions tend to expand on it, such as
this modern example:[3]
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The earliest statement of
the problem of evil is
attributed to Epicurus, but
this is uncertain.

P1a. God exists.

P1b. God is omnipotent, omnibenevolent and omniscient.

P1c. An omnipotent being has the power to prevent that evil
from coming into existence.

P1d. An omnibenevolent being would want to prevent all evils.

P1e. An omniscient being knows every way in which evils can
come into existence, and knows every way in which those evils
could be prevented.

P1f. A being who knows every way in which an evil can come
into existence, who is able to prevent that evil from coming into
existence, and who wants to do so, would prevent the existence
of that evil.

P1. If there exists an omnipotent, omnibenevolent and
omniscient God, then no evil exists.

P2. Evil exists (logical contradiction).

Both of these arguments are understood to be presenting two forms of the 'logical' problem of evil. They
attempt to show that the assumed premises lead to a logical contradiction that cannot all be correct. Most
philosophical debate has focused on the suggestion that God would want to prevent all evils and therefore
cannot coexist with any evils (premises P1d and P1f), but there are existing responses to every premise
(such as Plantinga's response to P1c), with defenders of theism (for example, St. Augustine and Leibniz)
arguing that God could exist and allow evil if there were good reasons.

If God lacks any one of these qualities  – omniscience, omnipotence, or omnibenevolence  – then the
logical problem of evil can be resolved. Process theology and open theism are modern positions that limit
God's omnipotence or omniscience (as defined in traditional theology) based on free will in others.

The evidential problem of evil (also referred to as the probabilistic or inductive version of the problem)
seeks to show that the existence of evil, although logically consistent with the existence of God, counts
against or lowers the probability of the truth of theism.[45] Both absolute versions and relative versions of
the evidential problems of evil are presented below.

A version by William L. Rowe:

1. There 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.

2. An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the occurrence of any intense suffering it
could, unless it could not do so without thereby losing some greater good or permitting
some evil equally bad or worse.

Evidential problem of evil
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William L. Rowe's example of natural evil: "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."[47] Rowe also cites the example of
human evil where an innocent child is a victim of

violence and thereby suffers.[47]

3. (Therefore) There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.[3]

Another by Paul Draper:

1. Gratuitous evils exist.
2. The hypothesis of indifference, i.e., that if there are supernatural beings they are indifferent

to gratuitous evils, is a better explanation for (1) than theism.
3. Therefore, evidence prefers that no god, as commonly understood by theists, exists.[46]

Skeptical theism is an example of a theistic challenge to the premises in these arguments.

The problem of evil has also been extended beyond
human suffering, to include suffering of animals from
cruelty, disease and evil.[11] One version of this
problem includes animal suffering from natural evil,
such as the violence and fear faced by animals from
predators, natural disasters, over the history of
evolution.[48] This is also referred to as the Darwinian
problem of evil,[49][50] after Charles Darwin who wrote
in 1856: "What a book a Devil's chaplain might write
on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering low & horridly
cruel works of nature!", and in his later autobiography
said: "A being so powerful and so full of knowledge as
a God who could create the universe, is to our finite
minds omnipotent and omniscient, and it revolts our
understanding to suppose that his benevolence is not
unbounded, for what advantage can there be in the
sufferings of millions of the lower animals throughout
almost endless time? This very old argument from the
existence of suffering against the existence of an intelligent first cause seems to me a strong one".[51][52]

The second version of the problem of evil applied to animals, and avoidable suffering experienced by
them, is one caused by some human beings, such as from animal cruelty or when they are shot or
slaughtered. This version of the problem of evil has been used by scholars including John Hick to counter
the responses and defenses to the problem of evil such as suffering being a means to perfect the morals
and greater good because animals are innocent, helpless, amoral but sentient victims.[11][53][54] Scholar
Michael Almeida said this was "perhaps the most serious and difficult" version of the problem of evil.[50]

The problem of evil in the context of animal suffering, states Almeida, can be stated as:[55][note 1]

1. God is omnipotent, omniscient and wholly good.
2. The evil of extensive animal suffering exists.
3. Necessarily, God can actualize an evolutionary perfect world.
4. Necessarily, God can actualize an evolutionary perfect world only if God does actualize an

evolutionary perfect world.
5. Necessarily, God actualized an evolutionary perfect world.

Problem of evil and animal suffering
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6. If #1 is true then either #2 or #5 is true, but not both. This is a contradiction, so #1 is not
true.

While the problem of evil is usually considered to be a theistic one, Peter Kivy says there is a secular
problem of evil that exists even if one gives up belief in a deity; that is, the problem of how it is possible
to reconcile "the pain and suffering human beings inflict upon one another".[56] Kivy writes that all but
the most extreme moral skeptics agree that humans have a duty to not knowingly harm others. This leads
to the secular problem of evil when one person injures another through "unmotivated malice" with no
apparent rational explanation or justifiable self-interest.[56]: 486, 491 

There are two main reasons used to explain evil, but according to Kivy, neither are fully satisfactory.[56]

The first explanation is psychological egoism – that everything humans do is from self-interest. Bishop
Butler has countered this asserting pluralism: human beings are motivated by self-interest, but they are
also motivated by particulars – that is particular objects, goals or desires – that may or may not involve
self-interest but are motives in and of themselves and may, occasionally, include genuine
benevolence.[56]: 481–482  For the egoist, "man's inhumanity to man" is "not explainable in rational terms",
for if humans can be ruthless for ruthlessness' sake, then egoism is not the only human motive.[56]: 484 

Pluralists do not fare better simply by recognizing three motives: injuring another for one of those
motives could be interpreted as rational, but hurting for the sake of hurting, is as irrational to the pluralist
as the egoist.[56]: 485 

Amélie Rorty offers a few examples of secular responses to the problem of evil:[23]

According to Michel de Montaigne and Voltaire, while character traits such as wanton cruelty, partiality
and egoism are an innate part of the human condition, these vices serve the "common good" of the social
process.[23]: xiii  For Montaigne, the idea of evil is relative to the limited knowledge of human beings, not
to the world itself or to God. He adopts what philosophers Graham Oppy and N. N. Trakakis refer to as a
"neo-Stoic view of an orderly world" where everything is in its place.[57]

This secular version of the early coherentist response to the problem of evil, (coherentism asserts that
acceptable belief must be part of a coherent system), can be found, according to Rorty, in the writings of
Bernard de Mandeville and Sigmund Freud. Mandeville says that when vices like greed and envy are
suitably regulated within the social sphere, they are what "spark[s] the energy and productivity that make
progressive civilization possible". Rorty asserts that the guiding motto of both religious and secular
coherentists is: 'Look for the benefits gained by harm and you will find they outweigh the
damage'."[23]: xv 

Economic theorist Thomas Malthus stated in a 1798 essay on the question of population over-crowding,
its impact on food availability, and food's impact on population through famine and death, that it was:
"Necessity, that imperious, all pervading law of nature, restrains them within the prescribed bounds [...]

Secular responses

Evil as necessary
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and man cannot by any means of reason escape from it".[58]: 2  He adds: "Nature will not, indeed cannot be
defeated in her purposes."[58]: 412  According to Malthus, nature and the God of nature, cannot be seen as
evil in this natural and necessary process.[59]

Paul Elmer More says that, to Plato, evil resulted from the human failure to pay sufficient attention to
finding and doing good: evil is an absence of good where good should be. More says Plato directed his
entire educational program against the "innate indolence of the will" and the neglect of a search for
ethical motives "which are the true springs of our life".[60]: 256–257  Plato asserted that it is the innate
laziness, ignorance and lack of attention to pursuing good that, in the beginning, leads humans to fall into
"the first lie, of the soul" that then often leads to self-indulgence and evil.[60]: 259  According to Joseph
Kelly,[61] Clement of Alexandria, a neo-Platonist in the 2nd-century, adopted Plato's view of
evil.[60]: 256, 294, 317  The fourth-century theologian Augustine of Hippo also adopted Plato's view. In his
Enchiridion on Faith, Hope and Love, Augustine maintained that evil exists as an "absence of the
good".[62]

Schopenhauer emphasized the existence of evil and its negation of the good. Therefore, according to
Mesgari Akbar and Akbari Mohsen, he was a pessimist.[63] He defined the "good" as coordination
between an individual object and a definite effort of the will, and he defined evil as the absence of such
coordination.[63]

Theophrastus, the Greek Peripatetic philosopher and author of Characters,[64] a work that explores the
moral weaknesses and strengths of 30 personality types in the Greece of his day, thought that the nature
of 'being' comes from, and consists of, contraries, such as eternal and perishable, order and chaos, good
and evil; the role of evil is thereby limited, he said, since it is only a part of the whole which is overall,
good.[65] According to Theophrastus, a world focused on virtue and vice was a naturalistic social world
where the overall goodness of the universe as a whole included, of necessity, both good and evil,
rendering the problem of evil non-existent.[23]: xv 

David Hume traced what he asserted as the psychological origins of virtue but not the vices. Rorty says:
"He dispels the superstitious remnants of a Manichean battle: the forces of good and evil warring in the
will"; concluding instead that human beings project their own subjective disapproval onto events and
actions.[23]: 282 

A modern version of this view is found in Christian Science which asserts that evils such as suffering and
disease only appear to be real but, in truth, are illusions.[66] The theologians of Christian Science, states
Stephen Gottschalk, posit that the Spirit is of infinite might; mortal human beings fail to grasp this and
focus instead on evil and suffering that have no real existence as "a power, person or principle opposed to
God".[67]

The illusion theodicy has been critiqued for denying the reality of crimes, wars, terror, sickness, injury,
death, suffering and pain to the victim.[67] Further, adds Millard Erickson, the illusion argument merely
shifts the problem to a new problem, as to why God would create this "illusion" of crimes, wars, terror,
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sickness, injury, death, suffering and pain; and why God does not stop this "illusion".[68]

"In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries rationalism about morality was repeatedly used to reject
strong divine command theories of ethics".[69] Such moral rationalism asserts that morality is based on
reason.[70] Rorty refers to Immanuel Kant as an example of a "pious rationalist".[23]: xv  According to
Shaun Nichols, "The Kantian approach to moral philosophy is to try to show that ethics is based on
practical reason".[70] The problem of evil then becomes, "how [it is] possible for a rational being of good
will to be immoral".[23]: xiii 

Kant wrote an essay on theodicy criticizing it for attempting too much without recognizing the limits of
human reason.[71] Kant did not think he had exhausted all possible theodicies, but did assert that any
successful one must be based on nature rather than philosophy.[72] While a successful philosophical
theodicy had not been achieved in his time, added Kant, he asserted there was no basis for a successful
anti-theodicy either.[73]

One resolution to the problem of evil is that God is not good. The evil God challenge thought experiment
explores whether an evil God is as likely to exist as a good God. Dystheism is the belief that God is not
wholly good. Maltheism is the belief in an evil god.

Peter Forrest has stated:

The anti-God that I take seriously is the malicious omnipotent omniscient being, who, it is
said, creates so that creatures will suffer, because of the joy this suffering gives It. This may
be contrasted with a different idea of anti-God, that of an evil being that seeks to destroy
things of value out of hatred or envy. An omnipotent, omniscient being would not be envious.
Moreover, destructive hatred cannot motivate creation. For these two reasons I find that
rather implausible. My case holds, however, against that sort of anti-God as well as the
malicious one. The variety of anti-Gods alerts us to the problem of positing any character to
God, whether benign, indifferent, or malicious. There are many such character traits we
could hypothesize. Why not a God who creates as a jest? Or a God who loves drama? Or a
God who, adapting Haldane's quip, is fond of beetles? Or, more seriously, a God who just
loves creating regardless of the joy or suffering of creatures?[74]

The Catholic Church believes good things include power and knowledge, and that only the misuse of
power and knowledge is evil. Consequently, the church believes God could not be evil or become evil if
he is omnipotent and omniscient, since these qualities spring from omnibenevolence. As the Roman
Catechism puts it:

For by acknowledging God to be omnipotent, we also of necessity acknowledge Him to be
omniscient, and to hold all things in subjection to His supreme authority and dominion. When
we do not doubt that He is omnipotent, we must be also convinced of everything else regarding
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Him, the absence of which would render His omnipotence altogether unintelligible. Besides,
nothing tends more to confirm our faith and animate our hope than a deep conviction that all
things are possible to God; for whatever may be afterwards proposed as an object of faith,
however great, however wonderful, however raised above the natural order, is easily and
without hesitation believed, once the mind has grasped the knowledge of the omnipotence of
God. Nay more, the greater the truths which the divine oracles announce, the more willingly
does the mind deem them worthy of belief. And should we expect any favour from heaven, we
are not discouraged by the greatness of the desired benefit, but are cheered and confirmed by
frequently considering that there is nothing which an omnipotent God cannot effect.[75]

This position argues from a number of different directions that the theodicy project is objectionable. Toby
Betenson writes that the central theme of all anti-theodicies is that: "Theodicies mediate a praxis that
sanctions evil".[76] A theodicy may harmonize God with the existence of evil, but it can be said that it
does so at the cost of nullifying morality. Most theodicies assume that whatever evil there is exists for the
sake of some greater good. However, if that is so, then it appears humans have no duty to prevent it, for in
preventing evil they would also prevent the greater good for which the evil is required. Even worse, it
seems that any action can be rationalized, for if one succeeds in performing an evil act, then God has
permitted it, and so it must be for the greater good. From this line of thought one may conclude that, as
these conclusions violate humanity's basic moral intuitions, no greater good theodicy is true, and God
does not exist. Alternatively, one may point out that greater good theodicies lead humanity to see every
conceivable state of affairs as compatible with the existence of God, and in that case the notion of God's
goodness is rendered meaningless.[77][78][79][80]

Betenson also says there is a "rich theological tradition of anti-theodicy".[76] For many theists, there is no
seamless theodicy that provides all answers, nor do 21st-century theologians think there should be. As
Felix Christen, Fellow at Goethe University, Frankfurt, says, "When one considers human lives that have
been shattered to the core, and, in the face of these tragedies [ask] the question 'Where is God?' [...] we
would do well to stand with [poet and Holocaust survivor] Nelly Sachs as she says, 'We really don't
know'."[81] Contemporary theodiceans, such as Alvin Plantinga, describe having doubts about the
enterprise of theodicy "in the sense of providing an explanation of precise reasons why there is evil in the
world". Plantinga's ultimate response to the problem of evil is that it is not a problem that can be solved.
Christians simply cannot claim to know the answer to the "Why?" of evil. Plantinga stresses that this is
why he does not proffer a theodicy but only a defense of the logic of theistic belief.[82]: 33 

From an atheistic viewpoint, the problem of evil is solved in accordance with the principle of Occam's
razor: the existence of evil and suffering is reconciled with the assumption that an omnipotent,
omnibenevolent, and omniscient God exists by assuming that no God exists.

David Hume's formulation of the problem of evil in Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion is this:

Disavowal of theodicy

Atheistic viewpoint
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[God's] power we allow [is] infinite: Whatever he wills is executed: But neither man nor any
other animal are happy: Therefore he does not will their happiness. His wisdom is infinite: He
is never mistaken in choosing the means to any end: But the course of nature tends not to
human or animal felicity: Therefore it is not established for that purpose. Through the whole
compass of human knowledge, there are no inferences more certain and infallible than these. In
what respect, then, do his benevolence and mercy resemble the benevolence and mercy of
men?[83]

The problem of evil is acute for monotheistic religions such as Christianity, Islam, and Judaism that
believe in a God who is omnipotent, omniscient and omnibenevolent;[84][85] but the question of why evil
exists has also been studied in religions that are non-theistic or polytheistic, such as Buddhism,
Hinduism, and Jainism.[32][86] Excepting the classic primary response of suffering as redemptive as not
being a full theodicy, John Hick writes that theism has traditionally responded to the problem within three
main categories: the common freewill theodicy, the soul making theodicy, and the newer process
theology.[87]: 79 

Cruciform theodicy is not a full theodical system in the same manner that Soul-making theodicy and
Process theodicy are, so it does not address all the questions of "the origin, nature, problem, reason and
end of evil."[88]: 145  It is, instead, a thematic trajectory. Historically, it has been and remains the primary
Christian response to the problem of evil.[87]: 79–80 

In cruciform theodicy, God is not a distant deity. In the person of Jesus, James Cone states that a suffering
individual will find that God identifies himself "with the suffering of the world".[89]

This theodicy sees incarnation as the "culmination of a series of things Divine love does to unite itself
with material creation" to first share in that suffering and demonstrate empathy with it, and second to
recognize its value and cost by redeeming it.[90] This view asserts that an ontological change in the
underlying structure of existence has taken place through the life and death of Jesus, with its immersion
in human suffering, thereby transforming suffering itself. Philosopher and Christian priest Marilyn
McCord Adams offers this as a theodicy of "redemptive suffering" in which personal suffering becomes
an aspect of Christ's "transformative power of redemption" in the world. In this way, personal suffering
does not only have value for one's self, it becomes an aspect of redeeming others.[90]: ix [88]: 158–168 

For the individual, there is an alteration in the thinking of the believer as they come to see existence in
this new light. For example, "On July 16, 1944 awaiting execution in a Nazi prison and reflecting on
Christ's experience of powerlessness and pain, Dietrich Bonhoeffer penned six words that became the
clarion call for the modern theological paradigm: 'Only the suffering God can help'."[88]: 146 

This theodicy contains a special concern for the victims of the world, and stresses the importance of
caring for those who suffer at the hands of injustice.[88]: 146–148  Soelle says that Christ's willingness to
suffer on behalf of others means that his followers must themselves serve as "God's representatives on
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earth" by struggling against evil and injustice and being willing to suffer for those on the "underside of
history".[91]

In response to arguments concerning natural evil and animal suffering, Christopher Southgate, a trained
research biochemist and a Senior Lecturer of Theology and Religion at the University of Exeter, has
developed a "compound evolutionary theodicy."[92]: 711  Southgate uses three methods of analyzing good
and harm to show how they are inseparable and create each other.[93]: 128  First, he says evil is the
consequence of the existence of good: free will is a good, but the same property also causes harm.
Second, good is a goal that can only be developed through processes that include harm. Third, the
existence of good is inherently and constitutively inseparable from the experience of harm or
suffering.[93]: 41–46 

Robert John Russell summarizes Southgate's theodicy as beginning with an assertion of the goodness of
creation and all sentient creatures.[93]: 15  Next Southgate argues that Darwinian evolution was the only
way God could create such goodness. "A universe with the sort of beauty, diversity, sentience and
sophistication of creatures that the biosphere now contains" could only come about by the natural
processes of evolution.[92]: 716  Michael Ruse points out that Richard Dawkins has made the same claim
concerning evolution:

Dawkins  [...] argues strenuously that selection and only selection can [produce adaptedness].
No one – and presumably this includes God – could have gotten adaptive complexity without
going the route of natural selection  [...] The Christian positively welcomes Dawkins's
understanding of Darwinism. Physical evil exists, and Darwinism explains why God had no
choice but to allow it to occur. He wanted to produce design like effects (including humankind)
and natural selection is the only option open.[92]: 714 

According to Russell and Southgate, the goodness of creation is intrinsically linked to the evolutionary
processes by which such goodness is achieved, and these processes, in turn, inevitably come with pain
and suffering as intrinsic to them.[92]: 716  In this scenario, natural evils are an inevitable consequence of
developing life.[92]: 716  Russell goes on to say that the physical laws that undergird biological
development, such as thermodynamics, also contribute to "what is tragic" and "what is glorious" about
life.[92]: 715  "Gravity, geology, and the specific orbit of the moon lead to the tidal patterns of the Earth's
oceans and thus to both the environment in which early life evolved and in which tsunamis bring death
and destruction to countless thousands of people".[92]: 717–718 

Holmes Rolston III says nature embodies 'redemptive suffering' as exemplified by Jesus. "The capacity to
suffer through to joy is a supreme emergent and an essence of Christianity... The whole evolutionary
upslope is a lesser calling of this kind".[94] He calls it the 'cruciform creation' where life is constantly
struggling through its pain and suffering toward something higher. Rolston says that within this process,
there is no real waste as life and its components are "forever conserved, regenerated, redeemed".[95]

Bethany N. Sollereder, Research Fellow at the Laudato Si' Research Institute at Campion Hall, specializes
in theology concerning evolution; she writes that evolving life has become increasingly complex, skilled
and interdependent. As it has become more intelligent and has increased its ability to relate emotionally,
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the capacity to suffer has also increased.[96]: 6  Southgate describes this using Romans 8:22 which says
"the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth" since its beginning. He says God
responds to this reality by "co-suffering" with "every sentient being in creation".[92]: 716–720 

Southgate's theodicy rejects any 'means to an end' argument that says the evolution of any species
justifies the suffering and extinction of any prior species that led to it, and he affirms that "all creatures
which have died, without their full potential having been realized, must be given fulfillment
elsewhere".[93]: 63  Russell asserts that the only satisfactory understanding of that "elsewhere" is the
eschatological hope that the present creation will be transformed by God into the New Creation, with its
new heaven and new earth.[92]: 718–720 

In what Russell describes as a "blistering attack by Wesley Wildman" on Southgate's theodicy, Wildman
asserts that "if God really is to create a heavenly world of 'growth and change and relationality, yet no
suffering', that world and not this world would be the best of all possible worlds, and a God that would
not do so would be 'flagrantly morally inconsistent'."[97]: 290 [92]: 724 

Southgate has responded with what he calls an extension of the original argument: "that this evolutionary
environment, full as it is of both competition and decay, is the only type of creation that can give rise to
creaturely selves".[93]: 90  That means "our guess must be that though heaven can eternally preserve those
selves subsisting in suffering-free relationship, it could not give rise to them in the first
place".[92]: 720 [93]: 90 

Thomas F. Tracy offers a two-point critique: "The first is the problem of purpose: can evolutionary
processes, in which chance plays so prominent a role, be understood as the context of God's purposive
action? The second is the problem of the pervasiveness of suffering and death in evolution".[98]

According to John Polkinghorne, the existence of chance does not negate the power and purposes of a
Creator because "it is entirely possible that contingent processes can, in fact, lead to determined
ends".[99]: 317–318  But in Polkinghorne's theology, God is not a "Puppetmaster pulling every string", and
his purposes are therefore general.[99]: 317  Francisco J. Ayala adds that this means "God is not the explicit
designer of each facet of evolution".[100][92]: 714  For Polkinghorne, it is sufficient theologically to assume
that "the emergence of some form of self-conscious, God-conscious being" was an aspect of divine
purpose from the beginning whether God purposed humankind specifically or not.[99]: 317–318 

Polkinghorne also links the existence of human freedom to the flexibility created by randomness in the
quantum world.[101] Richard W. Kropf asserts that free will has its origins in the "evolutionary
ramifications" of the existence of chance as part of the process, thereby providing a "causal connection"
between natural evil and the possibility of human freedom: one cannot exist without the other.[102]: 2, 122 

Polkinghorne writes this means that "there is room for independent action in order for creatures to be
themselves and "make themselves" in evolution, which therefore makes room for suffering and
death.[99]: 318–319 

Critique

Heaven

Randomness

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Bible_(King_James)/Romans#Romans_8
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wesley_Wildman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_F._Tracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Polkinghorne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francisco_J._Ayala


A world in which creatures 'make themselves' can be held to be a greater good than a ready-
made world would have been, but it has an inescapable cost. Evolutionary processes will not
only yield great fruitfulness, but they will also necessarily involve ragged edges and blind
alleys. Genetic mutation will not only produce new forms of life, but it will also result in
malignancy. One cannot have the one without the other. The existence of cancer is an
anguishing fact about creation but it is not gratuitous, something that a Creator who was a bit
more competent or a bit less callous could easily have avoided. It is part of the shadow side of
creative process... The more science helps us to understand the processes of the world, the more
we see that the good and the bad are inextricably intertwined... It is all a package deal.[99]: 318 

Others have argued:

That natural evils are the result of the fall of man, which corrupted the perfect world created
by God.[103] Theologian David Bentley Hart argues that "natural evil is the result of a world
that's fallen into death" and says that "in Christian tradition, you don't just accept 'the world
as it is'" but "you take 'the world as it is' as a broken, shadowy remnant of what it should
have been." Hart's concept of the human fall, however, is an atemporal fall: "Obviously,
wherever this departure from the divine happened, or whenever, it didn't happen within
terrestrial history," and "this world, as we know it, from the Big Bang up until today, has been
the world of death."[104][105][106]

That forces of nature are neither "goods" nor "evils". They just are. Nature produces actions
vital to some forms of life and lethal to others.[107] Other life forms cause diseases, but for
the disease, hosts provide food, shelter and a place to reproduce which are necessary
things for life and are not by their nature evil.[108]: 170 

That natural evils are the result of natural laws[109] Williams points out that all the natural
laws are necessary for life, and even death and natural disaster are necessary aspects of a
developing universe.[note 2]

That natural evils provide humanity with a knowledge of evil which makes their free choices
more significant than they would otherwise be, and so their free will more valuable[110] or
That natural evils are a mechanism of divine punishment for moral evils that humans have
committed, and so the natural evil is justified.[111]

The problem of evil is sometimes explained as a consequence of free will.[112][113] Free will is a source of
both good and of evil, since with free will comes the potential for abuse. People with free will make their
own decisions to do wrong, states Gregory Boyd, and it is they who make that choice, not God.[112]

Further, the free will argument asserts that it would be logically inconsistent for God to prevent evil by
coercion because then human will would no longer be free.[112][113]

The key assumption underlying the free-will defense is that a world containing creatures who are
significantly free is innately more valuable than one containing no free creatures. The sort of virtues and
values that freedom makes possible – such as trust, love, charity, sympathy, tolerance, loyalty, kindness,
forgiveness and friendship – are virtues that cannot exist as they are currently known and experienced
without the freedom to choose them or not choose them.[114]: 30  Augustine proffered a theodicy of
freewill in the fourth century, but the contemporary version is best represented by Alvin Plantinga.
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Gottfried Leibniz

Plantinga offers a free will defense, instead of a theodicy, that began as a response to three assertions
raised by J. L. Mackie.[82] First, Mackie asserts "there is no possible world" in which the "essential"
theistic beliefs Mackie describes can all be true. Either believers retain a set of inconsistent beliefs, or
believers can give up "at least one of the 'essential propositions' of their faith".[115]: 90, 97–98  Second, there
is Mackie's statement that an all powerful God, in creating the world, could have made "beings who
would act freely, but always go right", and third is the question of what choices would have been
logically available to such a God at creation.[115]: 98 

Plantinga built his response beginning with Gottfried Leibniz' assertion
that there were innumerable possible worlds available to God before
creation.[82]: 38  Leibniz introduced the term theodicy in his 1710 work
Essais de Théodicée sur la bonté de Dieu, la liberté de l'homme et
l'origine du mal ("Theodicic Essays on the Benevolence of God, the Free
will of man, and the Origin of Evil") where he argued that this is the best
of all possible worlds that God could have created.

Plantinga says mankind lives in the actual world (the world God
actualized), but that God could have chosen to create (actualize) any of the
possibilities including those with moral good but no moral evil. The catch,
Plantinga says, is that it is possible that factors within the possible worlds
themselves prevented God from actualizing any of the worlds containing
moral goodness and no moral evil. Plantinga refers to these factors as the nature of "human essences" and
"transworld depravity".[114]: 51–53 

Across the various possible worlds (transworld) are all the variations of possible humans, each with their
own "human essence" (identity): core properties essential to each person that makes them who they are
and distinguishes them from others. Every person is the instantiation of such an essence. This "transworld
identity" varies in details but not in essence from world to world.[114]: 50–51  This might include variations
of a person (X) who always chooses right in some worlds. If somewhere, in some world, (X) ever freely
chooses wrong, then the other possible worlds of only goodness could not be actualized and still leave
(X) fully free.[116]: 184  There might be numerous possible worlds which contained (X) doing only morally
good things, but these would not be worlds that God could bring into being, because (X) would not be
free in those worlds to make the wrong choice.[116]: 187–188 

An all knowing God would know "in advance" that there are times when "no matter what circumstances"
God places (X) in, as long as God leaves (X) free, (X) will make at least one bad choice. Plantinga terms
this "transworld depravity".[116]: 186  Therefore, if God wants (X) to be a part of creation, and free, then it
could mean that the only option such a God would have would be to have an (X) who goes wrong at least
once in a world where such wrong is possible. (X)'s free choice determined the world available for God to
create.[116]: 187–188 

"What is important about transworld depravity is that if a person 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".[114]: 48 

Plantinga extends this to all human agents noting, "clearly it is possible that everybody suffers from
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transworld depravity".[116]: 186  This means creating a world with moral good, no moral evil, and truly free
persons was not an option available to God. The only way to have a world free of moral evil would be
"by creating one without significantly free persons".[116]: 189 

Most philosophers accept Plantinga's free-will defense and see the logical problem of evil as having been
fully rebutted, according to Chad Meister, Robert Adams, and William Alston.[12][117][118] William L.
Rowe, in referring to Plantinga's argument, has written that "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".[119] In Arguing About Gods, Graham Oppy offers a dissent; while he acknowledges that
"[m]any philosophers seem to suppose that [Plantinga's free-will defense] utterly demolishes the kinds of
'logical' arguments from evil developed by Mackie", he also says "I am not sure this is a correct
assessment of the current state of play".[120] Among contemporary philosophers, most discussion on the
problem of evil currently revolves around the evidential problem of evil, namely that the existence of
God is unlikely, rather than logically impossible.[121]

Critics of the free will response have questioned whether it accounts for the degree of evil seen in this
world. One point in this regard is that while the value of free will may be thought sufficient to
counterbalance minor evils, it is less obvious that it outweighs the negative attributes of evils such as rape
and murder. Another point is that those actions of free beings which bring about evil very often diminish
the freedom of those who suffer the evil; for example the murder of a young child prevents the child from
ever exercising their free will. In such a case the freedom of an innocent child is pitted against the
freedom of the evil-doer, it is not clear why God would remain unresponsive and passive.[122]

Christopher Southgate asserts that a freewill defense cannot stand alone as sufficient to explain the
abundance of situations where humans are deprived of freewill. It requires a secondary theory.[93]: 42 

Another criticism is that the potential for evil inherent in free will may be limited by means which do not
impinge on that free will. God could accomplish this by making moral actions especially pleasurable, or
evil action and suffering impossible by allowing free will but not allowing the ability to enact evil or
impose suffering.[123] Supporters of the free will explanation state that would then no longer be free
will.[112][113] Critics respond that this view seems to imply it would be similarly wrong to try to reduce
suffering and evil in these ways, a position which few would advocate.[124]

A third challenge to the free will defence is natural evil, evil which is the result of natural causes (e.g. a
child suffering from a disease, mass casualties from a volcano).[125] Criticism of natural evil posits that
even if for some reason an all-powerful and all-benevolent God tolerated evil human actions in order to
allow free will, such a God would not be expected to also tolerate natural evils because they have no
apparent connection to free will.[112][113] Patricia A. Williams says differentiating between moral and
natural evil is common but, in her view, unjustified. "Because human beings and their choices are part of
nature, all evils are natural".[108]: 169 

Advocates of the free will response propose various explanations of natural evils. Alvin Plantinga[2][126]

references Augustine of Hippo,[127] writing of the possibility that natural evils could be caused by
supernatural beings such as Satan.[128] Plantinga emphasizes that it is not necessary that this be true, it is
only necessary that this possibility be compatible with the argument from freewill.[126]: 58  There are those

Critique

Natural evil

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Merrihew_Adams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Alston
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_L._Rowe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_L._Rowe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incompatibilism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graham_Oppy
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Patricia_A._Williams&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alvin_Plantinga
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustine_of_Hippo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Satan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alvin_Plantinga
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustine_of_Hippo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Satan


who respond that Plantinga's freewill response might address moral evil but not natural evil.[129] Some
scholars, such as David Griffin, state that free will, or the assumption of greater good through free will,
does not apply to animals.[130][131] In contrast, a few scholars, while accepting that "free will" applies in a
human context, have posited an alternative "free creatures" defense, stating that animals too benefit from
their physical freedom though that comes with the cost of dangers they continuously face.[132]

The "free creatures" defense has also been criticized, in the case of caged, domesticated and farmed
animals who are not free and many of whom have historically experienced evil and suffering from abuse
by their owners. Further, even animals and living creatures in the wild face horrendous evils and
suffering – such as burns and slow death after natural fires or other natural disasters or from predatory
injuries  – and it is unclear, state Bishop and Perszyk, why an all-loving God would create such free
creatures prone to intense suffering.[132]

"Process theodicy reframes the debate on the problem of evil" by acknowledging that, since God "has no
monopoly on power, creativity, and self-determination", God's power and ability to influence events are,
of necessity, limited by human creatures with wills of their own.[88]: 143  This concept of limitation is one
of the key aspects of process theodicy.[88]: 143  The God of process theology had all options available
before actualizing the creation that exists, and chose voluntarily to create free persons knowing the
limitations that would impose: he must not unilaterally intervene and coerce a certain outcome because
that would violate free will.[87]: 93  God's will is only one factor in any situation, making that will
"variable in effectiveness", because all God can do is try to persuade and influence the person in the best
direction, and make sure that possibility is available.[87]: 98–100  Through knowledge of all possibilities,
this God provides "ideal aims to help overcome [evil] in light of (a) the evil that has been suffered and (b)
the range of good possibilities allowed by that past".[87]: 93 

Process theology's second key element is its stressing of the "here and now" presence of God. God
becomes the Great Companion and Fellow-Sufferer where the future is realized hand-in-hand with the
sufferer.[88]: 143  The God of process theology is a benevolent Providence that feels a person's pain and
suffering.[87]: 93  According to Wendy Farley, "God labors in every situation to mediate the power of
compassion to suffering" by enlisting free persons as mediators of that compassion.[133] Freedom and
power are shared, therefore, responsibility must be as well. Griffin quotes John Hick as noting that "the
stirring summons to engage on God's side in the never-ending struggle against the evils of an intractable
world" is another key characteristic of process theology.[134]

A hallmark of process theodicy is its conception of God as persuasive rather than coercive.[135]: 179  Nancy
Frankenberry asserts that this creates an either-or dichotomy – either God is persuasive or coercive –
whereas lived experience has an "irreducible ambiguity" where it seems God can be both.[135]: 180–181 
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Since the 1940s, process theodicy has also been "dogged by the problem of 'religious adequacy' of its
concept of God" and doubts about the 'goodness' of its view of God.[135]: 186  It has not resolved all the old
questions concerning the problem of evil,[136] while it has raised new ones concerning "the nature of
divine power, the meaning of God's goodness, and the realistic assessment of what we may reasonably
hope for by way of creative advance".[135]: 196 

The greater good defense is more often argued in response to the evidential version of the problem of
evil,[137] while the free will defense is often discussed in the context of the logical version.[138] Some
solutions propose that omnipotence does not require the ability to actualize the logically impossible.
"Greater good" responses to the problem make use of this insight by arguing for the existence of goods of
great value which God cannot actualize without also permitting evil, and thus that there are evils he
cannot be expected to prevent despite being omnipotent.

Skeptical theologians argue that, since no one can fully understand God's ultimate plan, no one can
assume that evil actions do not have some sort of greater purpose.[139]

"According to skeptical theism, if there were a god, it is likely that he would have reasons for acting that
are beyond [human] ken, ... the fact that we don't see a good reason for X does not justify the conclusion
that there is no good reason for X".[140] One standard of sufficient reason for allowing evil is by asserting
that God allows an evil in order to prevent a greater evil or cause a greater good.[141] Pointless evil, then,
is an evil that does not meet this standard; it is an evil God permitted where there is no outweighing good
or greater evil. The existence of such pointless evils would lead to the conclusion there is no benevolent
god.[142]: 79  The skeptical theist asserts that humans can't know that such a thing as pointless evil exists,
that humans as limited beings are simply "in the dark" concerning the big picture on how all things work
together. "The skeptical theist's skepticism affirms certain limitations to [human] knowledge with respect
to the realms of value and modality" (method).[143]: 6, 8  "Thus, skeptical theism purports to undercut most
a posteriori arguments against the existence of God".[140]

Skeptical theism questions the first premise of William Rowe's argument: "There 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"; how can that be known?[143]: 11–12  John
Schellenberg's argument of divine hiddenness,[143]: 13–14  and the first premise of Paul Draper's
Hypothesis of Indifference, which begins "Gratuitous evil exists", are also susceptible to questions of
how these claimed concepts can be genuinely known.[143]: 15–18 

Skeptical theism is criticized by Richard Swinburne on the basis that the appearance of some evils having
no possible explanation is sufficient to agree there can be none, (which is also susceptible to the skeptic's
response); and it is criticized on the basis that, accepting it leads to skepticism about morality itself.[144]

"Greater good" responses
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The hidden reasons defense asserts the logical possibility of hidden or unknown reasons for the existence
of evil as not knowing the reason does not necessarily mean that the reason does not exist.[2][3] This
argument has been challenged with the assertion that the hidden reasons premise is as plausible as the
premise that God does not exist or is not "an almighty, all-knowing, all-benevolent, all-powerful".
Similarly, for every hidden argument that completely or partially justifies observed evils it is equally
likely that there is a hidden argument that actually makes the observed evils worse than they appear
without hidden arguments, or that the hidden reasons may result in additional contradictions.[2][145] As
such, from an inductive viewpoint hidden arguments will neutralize one another.[2]

A sub-variant of the "hidden reasons" defense is called the "PHOG" – profoundly hidden outweighing
goods – defense.[145] The PHOG defense, states Bryan Frances, not only leaves the co-existence of God
and human suffering unanswered, but raises questions about why animals and other life forms have to
suffer from natural evil, or from abuse (animal slaughter, animal cruelty) by some human beings, where
hidden moral lessons, hidden social good, and other possible hidden reasons do not apply.[145]

The soul-making (or Irenaean) theodicy is named after the 2nd-century Greek theologian Irenaeus whose
ideas were adopted in Eastern Christianity.[146] It has been modified and advocated in the twenty-first
century by John Hick.[146] Irenaen theodicy stands in sharp contrast to the Augustinian. For Augustine,
humans were created perfect but fell, and thereafter continued to choose badly of their own freewill. In
Irenaeus' view, humans were not created perfect, but instead, must strive continuously to move closer to
it.[147]

The key points of a soul-making theodicy begin with its metaphysical foundation: that "(1) The purpose
of God in creating the world was soul-making for rational moral agents".[148] (2) Humans choose their
responses to the soul-making process thereby developing moral character. (3) This requires that God
remain hidden, otherwise freewill would be compromised. (4) This hiddenness is created, in part, by the
presence of evil in the world. (5) The distance of God makes moral freedom possible, while the existence
of obstacles makes meaningful struggle possible. (6) The result of beings who complete the soul-making
process is "a good of such surpassing value" that it justifies the means. (7) Those who complete the
process will be admitted to the kingdom of God where there will be no more evil.[148] Hick argues that,
for suffering to have soul-making value, "human effort and development must be present at every stage of
existence including the afterlife".[87]: 132, 138 

C. S. Lewis developed a theodicy that began with freewill and then accounts for suffering caused by
disease and natural disasters by developing a version of the soul-making theodicy. Nicholas Wolterstorff
has raised challenges for Lewis's soul-making theodicy. Erik J. Wielenberg draws upon Lewis's broader
corpus beyond The Problem of Pain but also, to a lesser extent, on the thought of two other contemporary
proponents of the soul-making theodicy, John Hick and Trent Dougherty, in an attempt to make the case
that Lewis's version of the soul-making theodicy has depth and resilience.[149]

The Irenaean theodicy is challenged by the assertion that many evils do not promote spiritual growth, but
can instead be destructive of the human spirit. Hick acknowledges that this process often fails in the
actual world.[150] Particularly egregious cases known as horrendous evils, which "[constitute] prima facie
reason to doubt whether the participant's life could (given their inclusion in it) be a great good to him/her
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on the whole," have been the focus of recent work in the problem of evil.[151] Horrendous suffering often
leads to dehumanization, and its victims become angry, bitter, vindictive, depressed and spiritually
worse.[152]

Yet, life crises are a catalyst for change that is often positive.[153] Neurologists Bryan Kolb and Bruce
Wexler indicate this has to do with the plasticity of the brain. The brain is highly plastic in childhood
development, becoming less so by adulthood once development is completed. Thereafter, the brain resists
change.[154]: 5–9  The neurons in the brain can only make permanent changes "when the conditions are
right" because the brain's development is dependent upon the stimulation it receives.[155]: 7  [154]: 13  When
the brain receives the powerful stimulus that experiences like bereavement, life-threatening illness, the
trauma of war and other deeply painful experiences provide, a prolonged and difficult internal struggle,
where the individual completely re-examines their self-concept and perceptions of reality, reshapes
neurological structures.[154]: 6–7 [156]: 4  The literature refers to turning points,[157] defining moments,[158]

crucible moments,[159] and life-changing events.[160] These are experiences that form a catalyst in an
individual's life so that the individual is personally transformed, often emerging with a sense of learning,
strength and growth, that empowers them to pursue different paths than they otherwise would have.[156]: 2 

Steve Gregg acknowledges that much human suffering produces no discernible good, and that the greater
good does not fully address every case. "Nonetheless, the fact that sufferings are temporal, and are often
justly punitive, corrective, sanctifying and ennobling stands as one of the important aspects of a biblical
worldview that somewhat ameliorates the otherwise unanswerable problem of pain".[161]

A second critique argues that, were it true that God permitted evil in order to facilitate spiritual growth, it
might be reasonable to expect that evil would disproportionately befall those in poor spiritual health such
as the decadent wealthy, who often seem to enjoy lives of luxury insulated from evil, whereas many of
the pious are poor and well acquainted with worldly evils.[162] Using the example of Francis of Assisi, G.
K. Chesterton argues that, contrary "to the modern mind", wealth is condemned in Christian theology for
the very reason that wealth insulates from evil and suffering, and the spiritual growth such experiences
can produce. Chesterton explains that Francis pursued poverty "as men have dug madly for gold" because
its concomitent suffering is a path to piety.[163]: 32, 89–90 

G. Stanley Kane asserts that human character can be developed directly in constructive and nurturing
loving ways, and it is unclear why God would consider or allow evil and suffering to be necessary or the
preferred way to spiritual growth.[146]: 376–379  Hick asserts that suffering is necessary, not only for some
specific virtues, but that "...one who has attained to goodness by meeting and eventually mastering
temptation, and thus by rightly making [responsible] choices in concrete situations, is good in a richer and
more valuable sense than would be one created ab initio in a state either of innocence or of virtue. In the
former case, which is that of the actual moral achievements of mankind, the individual's goodness has
within it the strength of temptations overcome, a stability based upon an accumulation of right choices,
and a positive and responsible character that comes from the investment of costly personal
effort."[150]: 255 

However, the virtues identified as the result of "soul-making" may only appear to be valuable in a world
where evil and suffering already exist. A willingness to sacrifice oneself in order to save others from
persecution, for example, is virtuous because persecution exists. Likewise, the willingness to donate one's
meal to those who are starving is valuable because starvation exists. If persecution and starvation did not
occur, there would be no reason to consider these acts virtuous. If the virtues developed through soul-
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making are only valuable where suffering exists, then it is not clear what would be lost if suffering did
not exist.[164] C. Robert Mesle says that such a discussion presupposes that virtues are only
instrumentally valuable instead of intrinsically valuable.[165]

The soul-making reconciliation of the problem of evil, states Creegan, fails to explain the need or
rationale for evil inflicted on animals and resultant animal suffering, because "there is no evidence at all
that suffering improves the character of animals, or is evidence of soul-making in them".[152] Hick
differentiates between animal and human suffering based on "our capacity imaginatively to anticipate the
future".[150]: 314 

Thomas Aquinas suggested the afterlife theodicy to address the problem of evil and to justify the
existence of evil.[166] The premise behind this theodicy is that the afterlife is unending, human life is
short, and God allows evil and suffering in order to judge and grant everlasting heaven or hell based on
human moral actions and human suffering.[166][167][168] Aquinas says that the afterlife is the greater good
that justifies the evil and suffering in current life.[166] Christian author Randy Alcorn argues that the joys
of heaven will compensate for the sufferings on earth.[169]

Stephen Maitzen has called this the "Heaven Swamps Everything" theodicy, and argues that it is false
because it conflates compensation and justification.[167][170] This theodical view is based on the principle
that under a just God, "no innocent creature suffers misery that is not compensated by happiness at some
later stage (e. g. an afterlife)" but in the traditional view, animals don't have an afterlife.[171][172]

Maintzen's argument has been rejected by Seyyed Jaaber Mousavirad based on the strong account of the
compensation theodicy. Two accounts of compensation theodicy can be proposed. Based on the weak
interpretation that only considers compensation in afterlife, this criticism would be acceptable, but based
on the strong account which consider both the "compensation in afterlife" and "the primary benefits of
evils" (even if they are not greater), the compensation theodicy can be defended.[173]

In the second century, Christian theologians attempted to reconcile the problem of evil with an
omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God, by denying that evil exists. Among these theologians,
Clement of Alexandria offered several theodicies, of which one was called "privation theory of evil"
which was adopted thereafter.[61] The other is a more modern version of "deny evil", suggested by
Christian Science, wherein the perception of evil is described as a form of illusion.[66]

The early version of "deny evil" is called the "privation theory of evil", so named because it described
evil as a form of "lack, loss or privation". One of the earliest proponents of this theory was the 2nd-
century Clement of Alexandria who, according to Joseph Kelly,[61] stated that "since God is completely
good, he could not have created evil; but if God did not create evil, then it cannot exist". Evil, according
to Clement, does not exist as a positive, but exists as a negative or as a "lack of good".[61] Clement's idea
was criticised for its inability to explain suffering in the world, if evil did not exist. He was also pressed
by Gnostics scholars with the question as to why God did not create creatures that "did not lack the

Afterlife

Evil not real

Privation theory of evil

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/C._Robert_Mesle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Aquinas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afterlife
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heaven
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_of_Alexandria


good". Clement attempted to answer these questions ontologically through dualism, an idea found in the
Platonic school,[62] that is by presenting two realities, one of God and Truth, another of human and
perceived experience.[174]

The fourth-century theologian Augustine of Hippo adopted the privation theory, and in his Enchiridion on
Faith, Hope and Love, maintained that evil exists as "absence of the good".[62] God is a spiritual, (not
corporeal), Being who is sovereign over other lesser beings because God created material reality ex
nihilo. Augustine's view of evil relies on the causal principle that every cause is superior to its
effects.[175]: 43  God is innately superior to his creation, and "everything that God creates is
good."[175]: 40–42  Every creature is good, but "some are better than others".[175]: 44  However, created
beings also have tendencies toward mutability and corruption because they were created out of nothing.
They are subject to the prejudices that come from personal perspective: humans care about what affects
themselves, and fail to see how their privation might contribute to the common good. For Augustine, evil,
when it refers to God's material creation, refers to a privation, an absence of goodness "where goodness
might have been".[175]: 44  Evil is not a substance that exists in its own right separately from the nature of
all Being.[176] This absence of good is an act of the will, "a culpable rejection of the infinite bounty God
offers in favor of an infinitely inferior fare", freely chosen by the will of an individual.[175]: 46 

Ben Page and Max Baker-Hytch observe that although there are numerous philosophers who explicitly
advocate the privation theory, it also appears to be derived from a functional analysis of goodness, which
is a widely embraced perspective in contemporary philosophy.[177][178]

This view has been criticized as semantics: substituting a definition of evil with "loss of good", of
"problem of evil and suffering" with the "problem of loss of good and suffering", neither addresses the
issue from the theoretical point of view nor from the experiential point of view.[179] Scholars who
criticize the privation theory state that murder, rape, terror, pain and suffering are real life events for the
victim, and cannot be denied as mere "lack of good".[180] Augustine, states Pereira, accepted suffering
exists and was aware that the privation theory was not a solution to the problem of evil.[179]

An alternative modern version of the privation theory is by Christian Science, which asserts that evils
such as suffering and disease only appear to be real, but in truth are illusions, and in reality evil does not
exist.[66] The theologians of Christian Science, states Stephen Gottschalk, posit that the Spirit is of
infinite might, mortal human beings fail to grasp this and focus instead on evil and suffering that have no
real existence as "a power, person or principle opposed to God".[67]

The illusion version of privation theory theodicy has been critiqued for denying the reality of crimes,
wars, terror, sickness, injury, death, suffering and pain to the victim.[67] Further, adds Millard Erickson,
the illusion argument merely shifts the problem to a new problem, as to why God would create this
"illusion" of crimes, wars, terror, sickness, injury, death, suffering and pain; and why God does not stop
this "illusion".[68]
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A different approach to the problem of evil is to turn the tables by suggesting that any argument from evil
is self-refuting, in that its conclusion would necessitate the falsity of one of its premises. One response –
called the defensive response – has been to point out that the assertion "evil exists" implies an ethical
standard against which moral value is determined, and then to argue that the fact that such a universal
standard exists at all implies the existence of God.[181]

Pandeism is a modern theory that unites deism and pantheism, and asserts that God created the universe
but during creation became the universe.[182] In pandeism, God is no superintending, heavenly power,
capable of hourly intervention into earthly affairs. No longer existing "above," God cannot intervene
from above and cannot be blamed for failing to do so. God, in pandeism, was omnipotent and
omnibenevolent, but in the form of universe is no longer omnipotent, omnibenevolent.[183]: 76–77 

Philip Irving Mitchell, Director of the University Honors Program at Dallas Baptist University, offers a
list of what he refers to as issues that are not strictly part of the problem of evil yet are related to it:

Evil and the Demonic: Mitchell writes that, given the belief in supernatural powers among all
three monotheistic faiths, what do these beliefs have to do with evil?
The Politics of Theodicy: Does explaining the causes of evil and suffering serve as a
justification for oppression by the powerful or the liberation of the powerless? [34]: 59 

Horrific Evil: The Holocaust, child abuse and rape, extreme schizophrenia, torture, mass
genocide, etc. Should one even speak of justification before such atrocities? What hope of
restoration and healing can be given to survivors?
The Judgment of God: Many theodical discussions focus on "innocent" suffering and
experiences of profound evil, while ignoring wrongs common to individuals, ideas, belief
systems, and social structures. Can evil be understood as God's judgment upon sin and
evil?
The Hiddenness of God: The divine hiddenness of God (deus absconditus) is sometimes
considered a subset of theodicy. Why does God often seem not to openly, visibly respond to
evil (or good) in an indisputable way?

Metaphysical Evil: What exactly is evil? What is its origin and essence?[33]

The existential problem asks, in what way does the experience of suffering speak to issues of theodicy
and in what way does theodicy hurt or help with the experience of suffering? Dan Allender and Tremper
Longman point out that suffering creates internal questions about God that go beyond the philosophical,
such as: does God, or anyone, care about what I am suffering every day?[184]: 24, 45, 135 

Mitchell says that literature surrounding the problem of evil offers a mixture of both universal application
and particular dramatization of specific instances, fictional and non-fictional, with religious and secular
views. Works such as Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe; Paradise Lost by John Milton; An Essay
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on Man by Alexander Pope; Candide by Voltaire; Faust by Goethe; "In Memoriam A.H.H." by Tennyson;
The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoevsky; Four Quartets by T. S. Eliot; The Plague by Camus;
Night by Elie Wiesel; Holy the Firm and For the Time Being by Annie Dillard; and The Book of Sorrows
by Walter Wangerin Jr. offer insights for how the problem of evil may be understood.[33][185][56]

While artist Cornelia van Voorst first declares that, "artists do not think of the world in terms of good and
bad, but more in terms of: What can we make of this?", she also offers the example of Pablo Picasso's
1935 etching Minotauromachie, currently at the Ashmolean Museum, where a little girl holds up her
small shining light to confront and face down the evil Minotaur of war.[186] Franziska Reiniger says art
depicting the overwhelming evil of the Holocaust has become controversial. The painting of Lola Lieber-
Schwarz – The Murder of Matilda Lieber, Her Daughters Lola and Berta, and Berta's Children Itche
(Yitzhak) and Marilka, January 1942 – depicts a family lying dead on the snowy ground outside a village
with a Nazi and his dog walking away from the scene. His face is not visible. The scene is cold and dead,
with only the perpetrator and maybe one of his victims, a child clinging to its mother, still remaining
alive. No one knows who was there to witness this event or what their relationship to these events might
have been, but the art itself is a depiction of the problem of evil.[187]
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1. Nicola Creegan has presented the logical and evidential versions of the problem of evil
when applied to animal suffering.[48]

2. "When stars burn, explode and die, the heavy elements are born and distributed, feeding
life. When the first living organisms die, they make room for more complex ones and begin
the process of natural selection. When organisms die, new life feeds on them... the sources
of [natural] evil lie in attributes so valuable that we would not even consider eliminating them
in order to eradicate evil."[108]: 169, 179 

1. Tuling, Kari H. (2020). "Part 1: Is God the Creator and Source of All Being – Including Evil?"
(https://books.google.com/books?id=EzfsDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA3). In Tuling, Kari H. (ed.).
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