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Abstract 

There are a variety of evidential arguments from evil against the 

existence of God. Cornmon to d such argwzents are observations of 

evil that appear to be unjustified, folIowed by an inductive inference 

to the conclusion that there is actually unjustified evil. Since 

unjustified evil is incompatible with the existence of God, it is 

concluded that God does not exist. 

If certain assumptions, commonly granted in discussions of the 

problem of evil, are granted, however, those assumptions, together 

with the consequential complexity of history, make the essential 

inference in al1 evidential arguments from evil rationally unjustified. 

Al1 evidential arguments from evil therefore fail. In this thesis 1 

argue that the consequential complexity of history is such that we 

are not rationally justified in infemng that there is acnially 

unjustified evil. Given the absence of rational justification for the 

inference that is essential to dl evidential arguments from evil, 1 

conclude that al1 such arguments fail. 
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Introduction 

Several years ago, people around the world were shocked and 

appalled at the killing of a Little two-year old boy in Liverpool. The 

small boy was abducted by two ten-year old boys, who took him to a 

deserted railroad track and beat him to death witb an iron bar and 

some bricks. Accordhg to the testimony of one of the offenders, the 

little fellow repeatedly tried to struggle to his feet only to be hit in 

the face again and again with the iron bar. 

Few human beings would be so uttedy depraved that they could 

merely stand by and watch such a homfic scene unfold before thern, 

doing nothing to intervene. Yet if an omniscient and omnipresent 

God exists, He was there, saw it dl, and did not stop it. Why? 

Contemplation of this particular instance of evil, and many others 

similar to it, raises one of the greatest philosophical problems yet 

unresolved to the satisfaction of many. The problem simply put is 

this; how do we reconcile our observations of apparently unjustified 

evil in this world with the proposition that there is a God who is 

omniscient, omnipotent and perfectly good?' 

' For this thesis, 1 will use the term 'God' as defined by Nelson Pike in his 
paper, "Omnipotence and God' s Ability to Sin." Arne ncan Plrilosop hical 
Qiinrrerly. Vol. 6. No. 3, July 1969, p. 208. Under this understanding, the term 
'God' is a title and 'It is a logically necessary condition of bearîng the title 
'God'. that an individual be perfectly good. omnipotent, omniscient, ..." (ibid., 
p. 208). 



One solution is to deny the existence of such a God. There are many 

however, who believe that both God and evil e x i d  The challenge 

for them is to rationally reconcile these two things. One of the 

objectives of this thesis is to show that if this world is such that God 

must let some instances of evil occur, then our observations of evil 

are of no use in discussions perîaining to the existence of God. 

The problem of evil is a philosophical problem: cm belief in an 

omniscient, omnipotent and perfectly good God be justified in light of 

the quantity and quality of evil we observe in this world? A theist 

(one who believes that there is a God who is active in this ~ o r l d ) ~  

who wishes to respond to this problem must somehow reconcile the 

evil that we have in this world with the traditional view of God. Tt 

would seem that God would create a world in which there was no 

evil, or at least that he would know about al1 instances of evil, that 

he would eliminate all evil so far as he was able, and that he has 

limitless power. How can both God and evil exist? 

When faced with instances of evil coupled with the idea of God, some 

such as the discussants in the book of Job, assume either that God has 

reasons for the evil that we see (punishment for sin is a common 

A precise definition of 'evil' is moot and not required for the argument that 1 
will present in this thesis. 1 do note. however, that there are certain events 
and possible events that almost everyone would agree are evil (such as murder 
and rape) and other events and possible events that nearly everyone would 
agree are good (for example, tending to the needs of a person who is ill). The 
ground that we do have in common in our moral intuitions will be a sufficient 
basis from which to proceed with this discussion. 



one) or that He does not need to supply us with any reasons. The 

existence of God is not brought into question. Rather our knowledge, 

or even our right to know or ask, is challenged. 

Others have responded by questioning the existence of the 

traditional God. David Hume, in h i s  mid-eighteenth century 

Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, part 10; has the character 

Philo summarize the problem as follows: 

1s he (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? 

Hume was challenging the existence of God as traditionally 

conce i~ed .~  God is either not omnipotent, or not perfectly good. If 

one insists that He is omnipotent and perfectly good, then one must 

explain why it is we have evil. 

In 1955, J.L. Mackie further honed the argument from evil into a 

deductive argument against God. His argument was as fo l l~ws :~  

Whenever 'theistl is used in this thesis. it will refer to a particular kind of 
theist; one who holds to the traditional view of God as akeady defined. 

' Noted by Marilyn McCord Adams and Robert Memhew Adams, see 
"Introduction," The Problem of Evil. Marïlyn Adams and Robert Adams, eds. 
(Oxford University Press. 1990), p. 3. 

Note that because I am using the term 'God' as a title which entails 
omniscience. omnipotence and perfect goodness. a being which is lacking any 
one of those three attributes cannot be referred to with the titIe 'God'. 

J.L. Mackie. "Evil and Omnipotence," The Probfem of Evil, ibid., p. 25. Mackie's 
paper was fint published in Mind 64, (1955), pp. 200-212. 



1. God is omnipotent 

2. God is wholly good 

3. evil exists 

To show the contradiction in the above three propositions, Mackie 

supplied three additional premises:' 

a )  A wholly good God would always eliminate evil as far as he 

can. 

b )  There are no lirnits to what an omnipotent God can do. 

c) Therefore, God would eliminate evil completely 

If Mackie's propositions are al1 tme, then what he has done is show 

that the existence of God is logically incompatible with the existence 

of evil. It should be emphasized here that proposition (c) does not 

allow the instantiation of any kind of evil at ail. Even one instance of 

evil would be incompatible with the existence of God. We cannot 

have both evil existing and God existing. It is abundantly evident 

that evil exists, so it appears that God's existence is logically 

impossible. This is known as the deductive problem of evil: the non- 

existence of God is deductively inferred from the existence of evil. 

A major (perhaps fatal) blow to the deductive problem of evil was 

dealt by Alvin Plantinga's famous Free Will Defense. Plantinga 

' Ibid., p. 26. 



argued that it is possible for God to have a morally sufficient reason 

for creating a world which contains evil. That logical possibility 

defeats the deductive problem of evil. According to Plantinga, 

The heart of the Free Will Defense is the daim that it is possible 
that God could not have created a universe containing moral good 
(or as much mord good as this one contains) without creating one 
containing moral eviL8 

Plantinga's defense suggests that there might be limits to what an 

omnipotent God can do. Thus Mackie's, 

b )  There are no iimits to what an omnipotent God can do. 

may be false. Plantinga explains what this limitation might be: 

the creation of a world containing moral good is a cooperative 
venture; it requires the uncoerced concurrence of significantly 
free creatures? But then the actualization of a world W containing 
moral good is not up to God alone; it also depends upon what the 
significantly free creatures of W would do if God created them and 
placed them in the situations W conta in^.'^ 

Alvin Plantinga, "God, Evil, and the Metaphysics of Freedom," The Problem of 
Evil, ibid., p. 86. Plantinga's paper was originally part of his book The Nature 
of Necessity (Clarendon Press, 1974), pp. 164- 193. 

Plantinga defines a significantly free creature as one who is free to perform 
a morally right action and free to refrain; 'no causal laws and antecedent 
conditions detennine either that he will perform the action, or  that he will 
not.' (ibid.. p. 84). A more commonly held definition of a free agent is one 
whose decisions are not determined and who could have decided otherwise. 

'O Ibid, p. 106. 



Although an evil-free world that contains moral good is logically 

possible, it rnay not be logically possible for God to actualize it; the 

free agents simply do not cooperate. This practical impossibility 

however, is due to a more hindarnentd logical impossibility. It is 

logically impossible for God to determine the moral choices of free 

agents. Thus, Plantinga's free will defense rests on this logical 

limitation. 

Plantinga's defense fundamentally challenges Mackie's (b). If (b) is 

hlse, then (a) can still be me.  God would always eliminate evil so 

far as He cm,  but it may be that 'God could not have created a 

universe containing moral good ... without creating one containing 

moral evil,' for reasons Plantinga has supplied above." 

Note that Plantinga does not argue that this actually i s  the case, only 

that it is a possibility. But that is all he needs in order to respond to 

Mackie's deductive argument from evil. He has shown that Mackie's 

conclusion, 

l1  Alvin Plantinga has reviewed this understanding of 
and in a personal email message dated 18 March 1997, 
He adds that the distinction between strong and weak 
important factor here. He States, 

his free will defense 
endotsed it as accurate. 
actualization is an 

"1 distinguish betweea weak and strong actualization: God strongly actualizes 
whatever he causes to be actual, and he c m  weakly actualize any state of 
affairs S which is such that there is some state of affairs S* he can strongly 
actualize, and which is such that if God were to strongly actualize it, then S 
would be actual. Given this, and given the truth of counterfactuals of freedom, 
there wili be many possible worlds God could not have weakly actualized, even 
though they are in fact possible and even though it is possible that he 
actualize them." (Used with permission.) 



C) Therefore, God would eliminate evil completely 

is possibly false. It appears to be the consensus of opinion now 

among philosophers that Plantingars Free Wi11 Defense has 

neutralized the deductive problem of evil" so far as the 

compatibility of God's existence with the occurrences of evil in this 

world is concerned.13 The philosophical problem of evil is not solved, 

however. There still remains another significant aspect to the 

problem. 

Plantinga's defense is based on the possibility that evil m a y  be 

justified. If there is truly unjustified evil however, then theists still 

have a pr~blern.'~ We do not know if there actually is unjustified 

evil in the world but the amount and kinds of evil we observe are 

often used as a basis from which to inductively infer there is actual 

unjustified evil (and therefore atheism is me). This rational basis 

for atheism can be argued inductively and forms what is known as 

the evidential problem of evil: the existence of evil in this world does 

not make the existence of God logically impossible, but the evidence 

" As an endorsement of this conclusion. see endnote (1)  of William Rowe's "The 
Problem of Evil & Some Varieties of Atheism," The Evidential Argument From 
Evil ,  Daniel Howard-Snyder, ed. (Indiana University Press, 1 996). p. 10. 

l 3  1 should note that Plantinga's free will defense deals primarily with moral 
evil. which he describes as resulting from 'some human being's going wrong 
with respect to an action that is morally significant for him; any other evil is 
natural evil,' (Plantinga, op. cit. p. 85) Regarding natural evil, Plantinga 
suggests two theodicies. One allows that some naturaï evil is good for us and 
the other (which he gives more weight to) suggests that it is the result of the 
free decisions of  non-human beings and that, on balance, this world is the best 
that God could obtain for the moral good that results. 



of certain varieties and types of evil do supply the basis for the 

inductive inference to unjus tified evil. Whether the inductive 

inference is actually rationally justified or not, we shall see. 

Al1 evidential arguments from evil have three common ingredients: 

a )  observations of apparently unjustified evil 

b )  an inductive inference from observations of apparently 

unjustified evil to the proposition that there actually is 

unjustified evil, 

c) the assumption that God would not allow unjustified evil. 

To illustrate the role of these three components in evidential 

arguments from evil, we will now look at some examples. 

The first example of an evidential argument from evil is provided by 

William Rowe and can be summarimd as follows, where El  is the 

case of a fawn trapped in a forest f i e  and undergoing several days 

of terrible agony before dying, and E2 is the case of the rape, beating, 

and murder by strangulation of a five-year-old girl. I 5  

1. No good we h o w  of justifies God in permitting E l  and E2. 

therefore, 

l4 Exactly what is meant by unjustified evil will be discussed in chapter two. 

l5 William Rowe, "The Evidentiai Argument €rom Evil: A Second Look," The 
Evidentiai Argument From Evil, op. cit., p. 263. 



2. No good at al1 justifies God in permitting E l  and E2. 

therefore, 

There is no God. 

Here we have an inductive evidential argument from evil. The three 

ingredients common to d l  evidential arguments from evil are found 

in Rowe's argument. First, there is the observation of instances of 

apparentiy unjustified evil, in this case the hypothetical E l  and E2. 

Secondly. there is the inductive inference that these instances of 

apparently unjustified evil are actually unjustified. Finally, there is 

the assumption that actually unjustified evil is incompatible with the 

existence of God. Although this assurnption is not stated, it is 

necessary to assume it in order to deductively infer the non- 

existence of God from (2). l6 This argument is one of the best recent 

examples of the evidential argument from evil that there is in the 

literature and Rowe lays it out well. For this reason frequent 

reference will be made to it over the course of this thesis, as a 

working example of an evidential argument from evil. 

Two other illustrations of evidential arguments from evil are 

presented by Paul Draper and Quentin Smith. Draper has offered an 

argument from evil for the 'Hypothesis of Inciifference' (the idea that 

l6 Rowe States that this inference is deductive. op. cit., note 9, p. 263. 



if there is a god, such a god is neither evil nor good)17 as being more 

likely than theisrn.18 Quentin Smith also presents an argument from 

evil that is of the same general variety. He argues that the horrors 

that we observe in this world make a malevolent creator more likely 

than theism.19 in both these arguments we again have the common 

features of an evidential argument from evil. Both of them are built 

upon our observations of apparently unjustified evils in this world. 

Both infer that these evils are actually unjustified and both of them 

contain the notion that God would not allow unjustified evils. They 

argue against the existence of God as traditionally defined, but not 

against some other sort of god. 

Realizing that Our knowledge of the instrumental value'0 of instances 

of evil is Iimited, we might be willing to grant that a certain amount 

of apparently unjustified evil really has some ultimate positive 

value. Some, however, might feel that the quantity of apparently 

unjustified evil is greater than that 'certain amount'. Similarly, we 

might be willing to grant that instances of evil with relatively small 

" In Draper's words, 'neither the nature nor the condition of sentient beings 
on earth is the result of benevolent or malevolent actions performed by non- 
human persons.' Paul Draper, "Pain and Pleasure: An Evidential Probtem for 
Theists." The Evidential Argument From Evil, op. cit., p. 13. 

'' Op. cit., pp. 12-29. 

Quentin Smith, "The Anthropic Coïncidences, Evil and the Disconfinnation of 
Theisrn,'' Religious Studies 28. pp. 347-350. 

'O The instrumental value of an event is the net value of ail the consequences 
produced by an event. 



intrinsic negative value2' might quite plausibly have some 

outweighing instrumental value, but the quality of certain evils 

(their great intrinsic negative value) makes any justifying 

instrumental good very q~estionable.~' Since all evidential 

arguments from evil are founded on the existence of apparently 

unjustified evils in this world, if one were to find a good explanation 

for the quantity and quality of apparently unjustified evils that was 

consistent with and even probable (in the epistemic sense) on the 

existence of God. al1 evidential arguments from evil might be 

neutralized. 

In discussions of the evidential problem of evil, a defense is a 

response by the theist that merely tries to show that apparently 

unjustified evil does not necessarily preclude the existence of God. It 

tries to show that the existence of God is compatible with the 

occurrence of evil in this world. Peter Van Inwagen describes a 

defense as a 'story according to which both God and suffering exist, 

The intrinsic value of an event is the value of the event by itself, without 
any consideration of its consequences. 

22 There is an implication here, and througbout my thesis, that some evils are 
greater than others and certain goods can outweigh an evil whereas other 
goods may be insufficient. 1 treat instances of evil and good as having values 
of various magnitudes in order to conform to Our common moral intuitions. 
Most of us would see the slow torture of a baby over several days as beiog more 
evil than expenencing a mosquito bite. Similarly, almost everyone would 
likely agree that being spared the small evil of having one's afternoon nap 
intempted by a crying child. is insufficient to justify the murder of that 
child. 1 do realize, however, that it would be impossible to corne to any 
agreement as to exactly what value ought to be assigned to any given evil. 
This will not be a problem for my argument however, for 1 will suggest in 
chapter two that the instance of evil under consideration can be used as the 
standard unit of value and all the consequences of that event then assigned a 
value relative to that instance. 



and which is possible "in the broadly iogical sense" -- or which is 

such that there is no reason to believe that it is impossible ,in the 

broadly logical s e n ~ e . ' ~ ~  Van Inwagen points out that a defense will 

never be highly probable on thei~rn.'~ A theodicy, on the other hand, 

is a story that accounts for why God d o w s  evil to occur and is highly 

probable on theism. Van tnwagen distinguishes between a defense 

and a theodicy as follows. 

In practice, of course, the probability of a defense will never be 
high on theism: if the defender of theism knew of a story that 
accounted for the sufferings of the actual world and which was 
highly probable on theism, he would employ it as a the~dicy.'~ 

Daniel Howard-Snyder has a similar idea in mind when he refers to a 

theodicy as a 'plausible justifying reason for God to permit the sorts 

" Peter Van Inwagen, "The Problems of Evil, Air and Silence," The Evidential 
Argument From Evil, op. cit., p. 156. 

'' This s o n  of probability is what Alvin Plantinga refers to as epistemic 
conditional probability. the probability (epistemic) of one proposition on 
another (Alvin Plantinga, "Epistemic Probability and Evil," The Evidentiai 
Argument from Evil, op. cit., p. 84). Epistemic conditional probability is a 
particular aspect of the more general idea of epistemic probability that is not 
evaluated on the basis of caiculations and numbers, but on the basis of warrant 
(Plantinga, op. cit., p. 84). Hubert Yockey classifies this soa  of probability as 
the inductive logic interpretation in which 'we are interested in the logical 
support the evidence has for the selected hypothesis' (Hubert Yockey, "Basic 
Ideas in Probability Theory," Information Theory and Molecuiar Biology 
(Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 18). Unless otherwise specified or 
unless numbers are used, throughout this thesis the word 'probability' will be 
used in the epistemic sense. To clarify, when 1 Say that M is highly probable 
what 1 mean is, the rational basis for believing that M is true is significantly 
stronger than the ratiooal basis for believing that some other incompatible 
proposition is tme. Another way of putting it is, the evidence provides rnuch 
stronger support for M than for some other incompatible proposition. 

25 Op. cit., p. 156. 



of evil we find in our ~orld. '*~ Alvin Plantinga also has the same 

idea in mind in his free will defense when he States that the key 

proposition in such a defense 'need not be m e  or known to be bue; 

it need not be so much as plausible,' it only needs to be logically 

possible." 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to present both a defense and a 

theodicy. What 1 will be arguing for amounts to a defense. Although 

my defense will be plausible, it will not include a story of why God 

allows evil to occur. Instead, 1 will merely draw upon an implication 

of al1 theodicies; there are sufficient limits as to how much God can 

intervene in this world. My defense will challenge the inferences 

that are norrnally made in evidentid arguments from evil against the 

existence of God. I will argue that if there are sufficient limits to 

how much God can intemene in the affairs of this world, then it is 

quite plausible that, 

1. the inference from apparently unjustified evils to the belief 

Daniel Ho ward-S ayder, "Introduction." The Evidential Argument from Evil, 
op. cit., p. xvii. 

'' Alvin Plantinga, "God, Evil, and the Metaphysics of Freedom," The Problern of 
Evil, op. cit., p. 86. It should be noted that W y n  McCord Adams and Robert 
Merrihew Adams present a different notion of 'theodicy' and 'defense' in the 
Introduction to The Problem of Evil, (op. cit. p. 3). They use the tenn 'theodicy' 
to broadly 'cover any theistic response to questions about how theism can be 
true in view of the existence of evils. Theodicies whose main or exclusive aim 
is to rebut particular objections to theism may be called defenses.' 1 will not be 
using this understanding of 'theodicy' and 'defense'. Rather, 1 will be using 
these terms in the way that Van Inwagen, Howard-Snyder and Plantinga use 
t h e m ,  



that there are instances of evil that are actudly unjustified, is 

not rationally justified 

2. Our observations of instances of evil that appear to be 

unjustified are of no use in resolving the issue as to whether or 

not God exists. 

In the f i s t  chapter, we shall look at an argument presented by Peter 

van Inwagen. Van Inwagen argues that certain cases of unjustified 

evil are unavoidable if God wants to refrain from obtaining a 

massively irregular w ~ r l d . ' ~  This would explain why we see some 

instances of apparently unjustified evil occumng; certain instances of 

evil are acrually unjustified, at least when considered individually. 

We will see however, that even the sort of evil van Inwagen is 

writing about, still has some instrumental value in avoiding a 

massively irregular world. To clarify: some evils, when considered as 

individual instances, may have no justifying instrumental good but 

when considered as a part of a larger set may be justified in virtue of 

the instrumental good the entire set produces. The objective of this 

first chapter on van Inwagen's defense is to show that there still 

remains a need for a more general defense that addresses the 

quantity, as well as kinds, of evil that we observe. 

In chapter two, 1 will look at three items that need to be addressed 

'* For a good summary of his argument. see endnote ( I l )  in his paper, op. cit.. 
pp. 172-173. 

1 4  



before responding to the evidential problem of evil. First, what 

makes an instance of evil justified? The objective here will be to 

discover some criteria for justification. Secondly, why do certain 

evils appear to be unjustified? In answering this question, we will 

look at the specific factors that make it appear as though an instance 

of evil is unjustified. Finally, 1 will look at the two kinds of 

inferences made in evidential arguments from evil against the 

existence of God, with a view to challenging them in later chapters. 

There is a question that arises in response to the notion that God 

allows some evil to occur in order to bnng about a greater good, or to 

prevent a greater evil. The question is why God c m o t  bring about 

the greater good without having to allow the evil or, in the case of 

preventing a greater evil, prevent both the antecedent evil and the 

greater evil. In chapter three, I will survey a number of defenses 

and theodicies, showing that al1 of them imply that there are some 

limits to what God c m  do in the way of intervening in the affairs of 

this world. The limitations al1 have one common idea: the possibility 

that there are certain outweighing goods that are logically impossible 

for God to brhg about without allowing some evil. The purposes of 

this chapter will be to introduce the assumption that there are 

certain goods that are logically impossible to obtain without the 

allowance of instances of evil in this world, and to review some 

suggestions made by various theodicies as to what those 'certain 

goods' rnight be. 1 wili then assume, for the purpose of the 

conditional argument that 1 will present in this thesis, that there are 

such goods, which entails that God must allow some instances of evil 



to occur. A question that remains, and which 1 shall address, is why 

some instances of evil appear to be unjustified. 

In chapter four, we will look at three types of complexity that this 

world may have. 1 will argue that these sorts of complexities pose a 

serious challenge to the notion that we are in a position to infer the 

ultimate value of any event. 

Chapter five will expand upon the consequential complexity of causal 

chains rnentioned in chapter four. 1 will argue, on the basis of this 

sort of complexity, that one of the inferences used in the evidential 

argument from evil, the strong inference, is not rationally justified. 

The strong inference is the inference that a particular instance of evil 

is actually unjustified. One complication of the strong inference is 

that the more precisely we focus on a particular event, isolating it 

from the vast network of causal chains that include the causes and 

consequences of the event, the greater is the uncertainty in the 

event's ultimate value. Looking for specific goods that justify specific 

evils, therefore, is a rnistake. We are not rationally justified in 

infemng that specific instances of evil are actually unjustified (or 

justified). To make the strong inference, we must examine a 

sufficient portion of the entire actual network and compare the net 

value of that network with the best alternative to the event and the 

net value of its associated consequences. Our knowledge of the 

actual and best alternate network of causal chains and events is so 

minuscule that we do not have sufficient rational justification to infer 

that an event is ac tual ly  justified or unjustified. We cm only make 



conclusions about how things appear to be, given the minute portion 

of the causal chahs that we are aware of. 1 will go on to consider the 

special case of massive evils, which might be raised as an objection to 

what 1 have just argued. Finally, 1 shall examine the question of 

what our moral obligations are if we must be agnostic about the 

ultimate value of any event. 

In chapter six. 1 shail argue that the weak inference is not rationally 

justified. The weak inference does not make any strong claims to the 

effect that a particular event is actually unjustified. hstead, it 

reasons that the general observations of apparently unjustified evil 

are exactly what we would expect if there is actually unjustified evil. 

1 will respond by arguing that our general observations of 

apparently unjustified evil are exactly what we would expect if there 

is no actually unjustified evil and if we assume that there are certain 

goods that are not logically possible to obtain without the allowance 

of sorne evil. If this is the case, then Our general observations of 

apparently unjustified evil are of no use in resolving the issue of 

whether or not there is actually unjustified evil. If this is the case, 

then our general observations of apparently unjustified evil are also 

of no use to discussions of the existence of God. If neither the weak 

nor the strong inference is rationally justified, then al1 evidential 

arguments from evil fa11 apart. In the second part of the chapter, 1 

shall respond to an objection that focuses on God's moral obligation to 

not deceive. It would seem that God would be obligated to make 

things appear as they actually are. If God exists, then d l  evil is 



justified and should appear to be justified. Since some evil appears 

to be unjustified, there must be actually unjustified evil. 

The objective of the frnd chapter is to clearly distinguish betweea 

what has been argued for, and what has not been established or 

addressed. The assumed premises for my thesis will be discharged 

at this point. Unresolved issues wilI be briefly discussed. 

The overall objective of this thesis is to argue that the inductive 

inference, that is essential to dl evidential arguments from evil, is 

not rationally justifiedm The inference assumes a knowledge of the 

network of causal chains that compose history and the network of 

possible causal chains that compose alternate histories, that we 

simply do not have.tg If this is so, then al1 evidential arguments 

from evil fail. Of course as 1 have already mentioned, whether or not 

theism is a true belief is not established in this thesis. 

29 1 will be using the word 'history' in the sense of 'a connected or related 
series of facts, events, etc.. especially those concemiag a specific group or 
subject.' (Funk & Wagnalls Standard College Dictionary, Canadian Editioo, 
(Funk & Wagnalls, 1978), p. 636. In this case, it will refer to the set of al1 
events and causai chaias that compose a gîven world. In the specific case of 
our world, the set of al1 events and causal chahs would include those in the 
past, present and future. 



1.0 Has Peter van Inwagen Made this Thesis Redundant? 

Peter van Inwagen has argued that God might have to allow a certain 

amount of unjustified evil in this world in order to avoid a massively 

irregular world. In this chapter 1 shall fust summarize van 

Inwagen's argument. 1 shall then proceed to argue that such evil is 

not actually unjustified and that there are three reasons to believe 

that van Inwagen's defense still leaves room for the defense to be 

presented in this thesis. 

1.1 A Summary of van Inwagen's Argument 

Van Inwagen defines a massively irregular world as a world in 

which the laws of nature fail in some massive way.' He summarizes 

his argument for unjustified evil as follows. 

... let us consider Rowe's famous case of a fawn that dies in 
prolonged agony of bums that it suffers in a forest fire caused by 
lightning. God, 1 concede, could have miraculously prevented the 
f ie ,  or miraculously saved the fawn, or miraculously caused its 
agony to be cut short by death. And, 1 will concede for the sake of 
argument, if He had done so, this would have thwarted no 
significant gond and permitted no signifïcant evil. But what of the 
hundreds of millions (at least) of similar incidents that have, no 
doubt, occurred during the long history of We? Well, 1 concede, 
He could have prevented any one of them or any two of them or 
any three of them ... without thwarting any significant good or 

' Peter van Inwagen, "The Problems of Evil, Air & Silence," The Evidential 
Argument from Evil, Daniel Howard-Snyder, ed. (Indiana University Press, 
1996), p. 158. 



permitting any significant evil. But could he have prevented al1 of 
them? No -- not without causing the world to be massively 
irregular. And, of course, there is no sharp cut-off point between 
a world that is massively irregular and a world that is not ... There 
is. therefore no minimum number of cases of intense suffering 
that God could allow without forfeiting the good of a world that is 
not massively irregular ...= 

In another paper, van Inwagen provides an excellent illustration of 

such a predicament that drives his point home. 

Atlantis is sinking. Russell is in command of the last refugee ship. 
There are one thousand people left in Atlantis (all men, Let us 
say). They are standing in a queue-position in the queue was 
determined by a fair lottery and is now unalterable-on the dock. 
clamoring for admission to his ship. Russell must admit the first n 
men in the queue; the value of n has been left entirely to his 
discretion. If he takes no refugees on board, he and his ship will 
certainly reach the mainland safely. Each refugee he admits will 
reduce the chances of a safe arriva1 of the ship at the mainland by 
0.1 percent. ... He will have to close the hatch in the face of 
someone whose admission would not significantly decrease the 
ship's chances of reaching the mainland safely. ... God is in a 
precisely analogous moral situation. Although He may have 
miraculously saved al1 manner of fawns from forest fires, if He is 
to preserve the lawlike regularity of the world there must corne a 
point at which He will refrain from saving a fawn (or whatever) 
even though perfonning this act of mercy would not significantly 
decrease the lawüke regularity of the world? 

Van Inwagen's argument is to the effect that God allows some 

This summary is found in endnote ( 1 1 )  of van Inwagen's "The Problems of 
Evil. Air & Silence," 

Peter van Inwagen, "Reflections on the Chapters by Draper, Russell and 
Gale," The Evidentiaial Argument from Evil, op. cit.. p. 234. 



number of evils in this world, not because they have some greater 

instrumental value, but because He must limit how much He 

interferes in this world. The more He interferes, the more the 

regularity of the world is threatened. At some point God must 

restrain Himself from intemenhg further. Tme, just one more 

intervention would not have a significant effect on the regularity of 

the world, but He must 'close the hatch' somewhere and there is no 

sharp cut-off point at which He must do it. 

According to van Inwagen, a particular instance of evil that we 

observe might not have any positive instrumental value at all. That 

instance might be among those evils that God had to allow simply to 

avoid a massively irregular world. Simply put, the reason we 

observe some instances of apparently unjustified evil in this world 

might bey according to van Inwagen, because they really may be 

unjustified. Van Inwagen's point seems possible. There could well be 

a certain amount of evil in this world that when considered by 

individual cases, produces no greater good nor prevents no greater 

evil, but if prevented in its entirety would result in a massively 

irregular world. It rnay be logically impossible to both intervene in 

al1 instances of evil and avoid a massively irregular world. 

Van Inwagen's argument c m  be used for particular instances of evil 

and is therefore suited to responding to evidential arguments from 

particular instances of evil, such as Rowe's argument from E l  and E2 

outlined in the Introduction. It might be somewhat less adequate to 

account for the quantity of suffering as 1 shall shortly discuss. As 



van Inwagen States however, this is only meant to be a defense and 

not a theodicy. Ln his case, he bas given us a defense against a 

particular type of evidential argument, those that are based on 

specific instances of evil. 

1.2 A Complex Factor in Justification 

First of dl, the idea that massive irregularity would result if God 

intewened too much in this world is plausible. Of course, it is 

conceivable that God could have created a completely deterministic, 

law-govemed world in which no suffering ever occurred. But, as 

Alvin Plantinga has already suggested, it may be impossible to 

achieve certain goods without a world that contains free agents and 

certain amounts of evil. 

Instances of evil of the sort van lnwagen is accounting for in his 

defense may not be justified when considered on an individual basis, 

but since they, as a group, do prevent a much greater evil, they are 

still justified, though in a different way. Keith Chrzan has made a 

similar point. 

The definition of a best possible world implies that any change to 
that world would yield a less excellent world. ... if the best 
possible world contains an evil, that evil is not gramitous! 

'' Keith Chnan, "God and Gratuitous Evil: A Reply to Yandeli." Religious Studies, 
Vol. 27, p. LOO. 



Chrzan's comment was made within the context of discussing the idea 

of a best possible world, but his idea is relevant here. If preventing 

certain evils that appear to be unjustified (gramitous) actually 

resulted in a worse world, then those evils are not actually 

unjus tified. 

If we grant van Inwagen's proposal that too much intervention on 

the part of God would result in massive (hence, evil) irregularity, 

then an interesting twist to justified evils arises. Typically, the 

justification for an event is thought to be contingent on its 

consequences, perhaps causes and possible alternatives? What van 

Inwagen's defense suggests, is that this approach to justification 

might be simpiistic. When considering whether or not a particular 

evil should be allowed, we ought not to merely consider an ment on 

its individual merîts, but we should also consider whole combinations 

of events. Certain evils may have to be allowed that, when 

considered individually, would appear to be unjustified. The 

challenge would be to find the right combination of individually 

unjustified evils such that the net value of the entire combination of 

events in bistory was optimized. Individually unjustified evils that 

were part of the optimized combination would actually be justified in 

virtue of the role they play avoiding a very great evil (in this case, a 

massively irregular world). This sort of justification will be 

discussed further in the following chapter. 

A detailed look at justification will take place in the following chapter. 



If the basic idea of van tnwagen's defense c m  be granted (God must 

limit his intervention in order to avoid massive irregularity), then 

the complex factor it introduces into whether or not an evil is 

justified, makes it more difficult for us to know whether an evil is 

actually justifïed or not. A consequence of this difficulty will be 

discussed in chapter four. 

1.3 Still Room for a Defense 

Does van Inwagen's theory provide the final response to the 

evidential problem of evil? No, and 1 think van hwagen is clear on 

this; he has only suggested this as a defense for a certain type of 

evidential argument, those based on particular instances of evil. As a 

defense, his story is logically possible and thus hilfills the basic 

cnteria he has put forward for a defense (discussed in the 

Introduction). If, however, a defense can be presented that is even 

more plausible than van Inwagen's, then there is certainly room for 

such a story. In this thesis 1 will attempt to present a defense that, 

while consistent with van Inwagen's defense, is more plausible given 

the coosequential complexity of this world. 

There are two other areas in van Inwagen's defense that might allow 

further discussion. First, why is a massively irregular world so much 

worse than al1 the evils that it would forestall? Secondly, while van 

Inwagen's defense might be a possible answer to evidential 



arguments based on specific instances of evil. it may not provide a 

satisfactory response to the quantity of evil we see. 

First, Peter van Inwagen's suggestion that God must Limit Hîs 

intervention in order to avoid a massively irregular world might 

initially appear to be a good reason, if it is me,  for iimiting his 

involvement, but on second thought what is wrong with a massively 

irregular world? Van Inwagen's example of a massively irregular 

world is quite utopian, albeit an odd sort of world to live in. 

God, by means of a continuous series of ubiquitous miracles, 
causes a planet inhabited by the same animal life as the actuai 
earth to be a hedonic utopia. On this planet, fawns are (like 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego) saved by angels wheo they 
are in danger o f  being burnt alive. Harmful parasites and 
microorganisms suffer immediate supernatural dissolution if they 
enter a higher animal's body. Lambs are miraculously hidden 
from lions, and the lions are compensated for the resulting 
restriction on their diets by physically impossible falls of high- 
protein mannaO6 

What is so evil about such a world? Van Inwagen provides two 

reasons that do not seem to be very compelling and, to be fair, van 

Inwagen only suggests them as possibilities, having already stated 

that he does not really need to provide any since this is just a 

defense. The first reason he provides is that any defect in the world 

Peter van Inwagen. "The Problems of Evil, Air & Silence," op. cit., pp. 158-159. 
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is bad7 and any degree of irregularity in the world is a defecf; 

therefore any degree of irregularity is bad. . 

Are miracies bad things? Van Inwagen allows that a miracle is an 

irregularity, albeit small. It follows from this that a miracle is a 

defect and, by van Inwagen's reasoning; therefore bad. Most might 

allow that a miracle is an irregularity, but fewer might alIow that a 

miracle is a bad thing. Even if some did gram that a miracle is a bad 

thing, is it worse than the evil it prevents? Most people suffering 

from cancer would likely prefer the evil of a miraculous healing over 

the evil of the cancer. 1 think most would be inclined to agree that it 

seems implausible that the preventative Mac le  is more evil than 

the evil that miracle prevents. Even a massive amount of miracles, 

such as would be necessary in van hwagen's scenario quoted above, 

do not strike me as intrinsically more evil than the world in which 

we now Live, 

The other reason he supplies to believe that a massively irregular 

world is evil is that it is massively deceptive. It is hard to see how 

this necessarily follows. Surely in a world with the amount of 

intervention a massively irregular world has, God could keep 

everyone informed as to how much He is intewening. If being 

deceived is evil, then it is just one more evil that would be 

eliminated by God in a massively irregular world. 

' Ibid., p. 159. 

Ibid.. p. 161. 



Even if the reasons van hwagen supplies are not compelling, 1 do 

think he is right, however, about a massively irregular world being 

something God might want to avoid. Other thinkers have suggested 

additional reasons as to why God might not want to intemene to the 

point of eliminating all evil. 

Joseph Butler (l692- 1752) suggested at least four problems that 

would occur if there were too many 'interpositions' by ~ o d ?  

1. The sort of foresight we need for planning would be 

jeopardized. 

2. Idleness and negligence would be encouraged. 

3. People would doubt that there are natural laws. 

4. There would be long-term bad effects. 

F.R. Tennant suggested some points similar to Butler's, 

... the general suspension of painful events, requisite on the vast 
scale presupposed in the elimination of physical ills, would abolish 
order and convert a cosmos into an unintelligible chaos in which 
anything might succeed upon anything.' 

This loss of regularity would result in, 

Joseph Butler. "Part 1." The Analogy of Religion (New York: Harper & Bros.. 
First Edition). pp. 1 16-1 17. 

I o  F.R. Tennant, Philosophical Theology: Volume 2 (Cambridge University 
Press, 1937). p. 202. 



... no prediction, no prudence, no accumulation of ordered 
experïence, no pursuit of premeditated ends, no formation of 
habit, no possibility of character or of culture. Our intellectud 
faculties could not have developed." 

More recently, R.W.K. Paterson suggests that if there was too much 

intervention on the part of God, 

... human life would cease to be a theater of genuine moral 
responsibility and initiative, which logically require an attention 
to consequences which would be impossible if the consequences of 
natural law were constantly being counteracted." 

While I am inclined to agree with Tennant that wholesale 

intervention rnay well produce an 'unintelligible chaos,' the actual 

world does not appear to be anywhere close to that extreme 

scenario." While it may be tme that a rnassively unbalanced world is 

a bad thing for reasons supplied above, it also seems to be the case 

that we could handle significantly more intervention by God without 

encountering those problems. F.R. Tennant does indicate that 

intervention on a lesser scale, 

Ibid.. p. 200. 

'' R.W.K. Paterson, "Evil, Omniscience and Omnipotence," Religious Studies, Vol. 
15, p. 21. 

l3 I do acknowledge the possibility that we are on the bnnk of a massively 
irregular world and that there is no room for any further intervention by God. 
Nevertheless, this does aot appear to be the case to most people. So long as it 
does not appear to be the case, regardless of what the actual state of affairs 
might be, some explanation will be in order by anyone defending van 
Inwagen's defense. 



... is conceivable without subversion of such regularity as is 
requisite for human prudence and without the stultification of our 
~c ience . '~  

Another reason Peter van hwagen's defense still leaves room for 

further defenses or theodicies is that his defense does not seem to 

give a satisSing account of the quantity of evil in this world. The 

world does not seem to be even remotely close to massive 

irregularity. If God did 'close the hatch,' it seems that He did it far 

too soon. 

One could respond by suggesting that the quantity of apparently 

unjustified evil that we observe might just so happen to be the 

amount around which it becomes necessary to 'close the hatch' in 

order to avoid a massively irregular world. This is cenainly a logical 

possibility but 1 do not think the skeptic will find it very satisfying. 

It is similar to one who suggests that there are invisible faines who 

go about the world preventing illnesses up to some self-imposed 

limit beyond which their existence might become obvious. When 

asked why there is so much illness in the world if such invisible 

fairies are at work, the believer replies that while preventing just 

one more illness might have a negligibie effect on their discreteness, 

they have to stop somewhere and this is it. The skeptic points out 

that, given the quantity of illness in the world, the faines are not 

even remotely close to making their presence obvious. The believer 

responds by suggesting that it is logically possible that the quantity 

'' Op. cit., p- 202. 



. 
of illness we do observe just so happens to be the quantity around 

which the faines must 'close the hatch.' Tbere is something about 

this sort of defense that might appear to be ad hoc when it cornes to 

offering a satisQing account of why so much illness (or evil) is 

observed. 

To be fair to van hwagen, 1 do not think that he is implying that all 

the apparently unjustified evil we observe in this world is actually 

the sort that must be accounted for by bis defense. It is also possible 

that a great deal of the apparently unjustified evil that we observe, if 

not al1 of it, is achially justified in v h e  of its own instrumental 

value and the fact that it is the best alternative. Maybe there is an 

explanation for the quantity and quality of evil in this world that 

does not need to rely at al1 on van Inwagen's defense. This is not to 

Say that his defense is not plausible. It may well be one of several 

factors that limit God's intervention. Perhaps 90 percent of the 

apparently unjustified evil in this world is actually justified on its 

own individual merits. The other 10 percent is evil of the sort that is 

accounted for by van Inwagen's defense. The argument that 1 will 

present in this thesis is compatible with Peter van Inwagen's 

defense, but will provide an additional explanation for the amount 

and specific instances of apparently unjustified evil we witness in 

this world. My defense will augment van Inwagen's defense. 

There are three reasons, thetefore, why Peter van Inwagen has not 

rendered this thesis redundant. 



1. There is room to supply a story that is even more plausible 

than van Inwagen's defense. 

2. A massively irregular world may indeed be a bad thing and 

thus be a limitation to divine intervention, So far as we c m  

see, however, we do not appear to be anywhere near that 

situation. We need, therefore, an explanation for the evil we 

see that lies between us and the generally undefined border 

where massive irregularity begins to become a danger. 

3. Van Inwagen's defense might provide an adequate response to 

evidential arguments based on particular instances of evil 

chosen for their quality (unusual negative intrinsic value) but 

it seems less satisQing to account for the quantity of 

apparently unjustified evil we see. There is room, therefore, 

for an explanation that has broader scope, accounting for not 

only the occurrence of particular evils that appear to be 

unjustified. but for the quantity of apparently unjustified evil 

as well. 

Given the above, 1 conclude that van Inwagen's defense still leaves 

room for the defense that 1 will present in this thesis. 



2-0 Whot Makes Some Events Apparently Unjustified? 

Foundational to ail evidential arguments from evil are observations 

of evil that are apparently unjustified. Before presenting a defense 

in response to evidential arguments from evil, 1 must fhst examine 

what it is that determines the difference between justified events, 

unjus tified events and apparently unjustified events . 

In this chapter, 1 shall first clarifj~ what criteria must be satisfied 

before an event is justified. Secondly, 1 shail examine why it is that 

some evils appear to be unjustified. The third section will introduce 

the two kinds of inductive inferences used in evidential arguments 

from evil. It is these two types of inductive inferences that 1 will 

Later argue are not rationally justified. 

2.1 Justification 

The criteria for justification that 1 will use in this thesis will be what 

1 will refer to as the minimum requirements. What I mean by 

'minimum requirements' will be expiained in this section. There may 

be additional requirements, such as the need to optimize the net 

value of this world by appropriately selecting whole combinations or 

groups of events, as suggested by Peter van Inwagen's defense. This 

will be very briefiy discussed as welI. For the purpose of my thesis, 

however, the minimum requirements for justification will be 

sufficient for my argument. If one wishes to add additional 



requirements, such as the consideration just mentioned, it will only 

serve to strengthen the argument that 1 will present in later 

c hap ters. 

It is important to distinguish between an event that is actually 

justified, an event that God is justified in permitting and finally, an 

event that we are justified in permitting. For the latter two types of 

justification, the agent's knowledge becomes relevant. 1 will first 

examine what minimum criteria must be satisfied for an event to be 

actually justified. 

The actual justification for an event depends upon two things: 

1. the net value of the event and all its consequences 

2. the net value of the best altemate event and al1 its 

consequences. 

For an event to be actually justified, the following criteria must be 

satisfied:' 

1. the net value of the consequences of the actual event 

must be greater than, or equal to, the net value of the 

consequences if the event had not been permitted. 

These critena are commonly accepted, dthough they can be stated in a 
variety of different ways. For example, William Rowe uses three criteria that 
are no more than expansions of the two 1 have presented above (see William 
Rowe's. "The evidential Argument from Evil: A Second Look," op. cit., p. 276). 



2. the good consequences could not have been achieved by some 

other means with a greater net value. 

The above two criteria can be formulated into one general criterion 

for an actually justified event as follows. If we define the actual 

ultimate value of an event as the net value of the event and ail its 

consequences, minus the net value of the best possible altemate 

event and dl its consequences, then, 

an event is actually justified if its actual ultimate value is equal to 

or greater than zero. 

Now let us look at this notion of an actually justified event. 

First, by 'altemate event', 1 mean any event that is logically possible 

for God to actualize.' The 'best' alternate event would be the one 

that, when considered with al1 its consequences, had the highest net 

It should be noted that Alvin Plantioga raises the possibility that there may 
be worlds that are logicdly possible, but are not logically possible for God to 
actualize. Since it is logically impossible for God to causally determine the 
decisions of free agents, he c m  only weakly actualize them (see footnote 11 in 
the Introduction). But, as Alvin Plantiaga points out, there may be some 
decisions by free agents that God cannot even weakly actualize; the free agents 
simply do not cooperate. In effect, God has given free agents the power to 
determine what he (God) can weakiy actualize and what he cannot weakly 
actualize. 1 will assume that God can causaily determine any possible event 
except for the decisions of free agents, some of which he can weakly actualize 
and others which he cannot- 



value? 

Secondly, there may be cases where an evil event and al l  its future 

consequences have a net value that is negative. However, the best 

alternative might be the one where the event does not occur, but a 

string of greater evils results. In this case, the net value of the best 

alternative would be even more negative than the actual evil event. 

The actual ultimate value would still be positive because we would 

be subtracting a value that is more negative from a value that is less 

negative, yielding a positive ultimate value. 

Finally, since we are concerned only with whether or not the actual 

ultimate value of the event is positive or negative, and not with what 

the actual ultimate value is, we can make the entire calculation of net 

values relative to the intrinsic value of the event in question. We 

can assign any arbitrary value to the event in question, and then 

grade the intrinsic values of al1 the other relevant consequences and 

alternate events accordingly. This is closer to what we do in the 

' 1 am aware that problems can be raised regarding the concept of the best 
possible alternative or, more generally, the best possible world (David 
Blumenfeld, ' 1s  the Best Possible World Possible?," Philosophical Review, Vol. 
84, (1975). pp. 163-177). Blumenfeld points out two possibilities. First, for any 
world one picks, there could be a better one. Second, more than one possible 
world could score highest on the scale of perfection. In order to avoid these 
problems, I will make the following two assumptions. First, if for any 
alternative one picks, there could always be one better, 1 will assume that the 
level of goodness begins to level off toward a horizontal asymptote at some 
point. Any gains &ter that point are trivial. For our purposes, anything after 
that point will do as the 'best aiternate event.' Secondly, if there is a number 
of candidates that tie for the best altemate eveot, any one of them will do just 
fine. What 1 am primarily concemed with, in my discussion of actually 
justified events, is the possibility that the goods produced by the actual event 
could have been produced some other way with less siffenng. 



course of our everyday Lives? When considering whether or not an 

event is justified, we do not usually do a numerical calculation of 

units of value. Rather, we consider whether or not the consequences 

outweigh the evil event or not. By doing this, we make the intrinsic 

value of the event the unit of measurement, and grade the 

consequences with a greater or Lesser value. 

To further simplie this concept of actual justification for an event, 

let 'A' represent the net value of the actual event and all its 

consequences. Let 'B' represent the net value of the best alternate 

event and al1 its consequences. Finally, let 'UT represent the actual 

ultimate value of an event. Then an event is actuaily justifed if, 

U is greater than or equal to zero 

where  

1 should note that when we are assigning intrinsic values to discrete events, 
our own subjective biases may affect our intuitions as to how negative or  
positive a given event might be. For example, it is commonly held that our 
most powerful instinct is that of survival. Thus we may see evils that involve 
loss of life as significantly more negative t h m  an individual such as God who 
is not driven by that instinct. Furthemore, different individuals rnay assign 
different intrinsic values for the same event. depending upon their 
background knowledge and personaï biases. This does not pose a problem for 
my argument, however. If anything, this lack of agreement over the 
apparent ultimate value of an event will only serve to strengthen it. 



For the remainder of this thesis, whenever I use the terms 'actual 

ultimate value' or 'actuaily justified', they are to be understood as 

has just been explicated above. 

Thus f a ,  1 have only been concemed with how the net values of 

differeat events actually stack up against each other. The role of 

knowledge has not been a factor. When we begin to tallc about 

whether or  not an agent is justified in permitting sornething, the 

knowledge and warranted beliefs of that agent become relevant if 

the following proposition is granted: 

R: An agent is  rnorally responsible for what is reasonably 

knowable to that agent and not morally responsible for what 

is not reasonably knowable to that agent. 

Note that it is not the agent's actual knowledge that we are 

concerned with here, but the obligation of the agent to make inquiry 

into what is reasonably knowable to that agent and act upon the 

results of that inquiry. That inquiry may result in: 

1. True beliefs that the agent possesses after a reasonable 

inquiry, 

2. Warranted (but mistaken) beliefs that the agent possesses 

after a reasonable inquiry. 

The term 'reasonably' allows for two things: 



1. The agent's inquiry is oniy as exhaustive as what would 

reasonably be expected under the cucumstances. 

2. Allowance for the limitations of the agent. It would be 

reasonable, for example, to expect that fallible human agents 

may acquire some warranted false beliefs after a reasonable 

inquiry, and justifiably act on those beliefs. A set of facts 

might be knowable to a human agent after a reasonable 

inquiry, but i t  might be unreasonable to expect that the agent 

would always have only m e  beliefs about any set of 

knowable facts. In general, the limitations of the agent must 

be allowed for when considering what is reasonably knowable 

to the agent. 

Once the agent has peformed a responsible inquiry into what is 

reasonably kaowable to them, they c m  be said to responsibly 

comprehend what is reasonably knowable to them,s even though 

what they responsibly comprehend may consist of both true beliefs 

The notion of responsible comprehension is the combination of two things: 
due inquiry and warranted belief. Our due inquiry will be limited by what is 
reasonably knowable to us. What is reasonably knowable to us will be a set of 
facts that are fairly accessible to us. Due inquiry ML1 have been made when 
an inquirer has made a responsible effort to discover any relevant facts that 
are fairly accessible to him, even if he fails for some legitimate reason to 
discover al1 those fairly accessible facts. 1 have introduced this notion of 
'reasonably knowable' because my argument will turn on the huge disparity 
between those relevant facts that are reasonably knowable or fairly accessible 
to us, and what is knowable to an omniscient being. The point of R is that we 
are only morally responsible to make due inquiry into those facts that are 
fairly accessible to us and not morally responsible for facts that are not 
reasonably accessible to us. 



and warranted false beliefs. At this point, the agent is justified in 

acting upon what they responsibly comprehend. 

With this in mind, any being is justified in permitting an event if, 

u is greater than or equd to zero 

where 

1 have used lower case letters here since u, a and b are al1 variables. 

The values they have for any given event, will vary from being to 

being, depending upon what is reasonably knowable to each being 

and how each being comprehends that body of facts. In this case, 'a' 

represents the net value of the actual event with al1 its consequences 

as responsibly comprehended by a particular being. The variable 'b' 

represents the best altemate event with al1 its consequences, as 

responsibly comprehended by that being. 

Now let us consider what God is justified in permitting. There may 

be a difference between an event that is actually justified (as defined 

above) and an event that God is justified in permitting. The 

difference is contingent upon what is included in the idea of 



omniscience. If omniscience includes both middle knowledge6 and 

foreknowledge,' then God knows al1 the future consequences of any 

possible event, both those that he c m  determine and otherwise. If 

this is the case with God, then for God, u = U since, for God, a = A and 

b = B. An actually justifïed event and an event that God is justified 

in permitting would be one and the same under this understanding 

of omniscience. 

There is some controversy, however, over what is included in the 

notion of omniscience. The generally accepted understanding of 

omniscience is knowing al1 that is  possible to know. The controversy 

centen upon wha t  is possible to know. Some have argued that 

omniscience cannot include middle k n o ~ l e d g e . ~  Foreknowledge is 

also c~ntroversial.~ If we do not assume that God's omniscience 

includes middle knowledge or foreknowledge, then God is justified in 

permitting an event on the basis of what is knowable to h, which 

is 'u'. 

Middle knowledge is commonly understood as knowledge of 'what every 
possible free creature would freely do in every situation in which that 
creature couId possibly find himself (Robert Memhew Adams, "Middle 
Knowledge and the Problem of Evil," Americun Philasop hical Quarterly , Vol. 
14, (1977), p. 109. 

Note that when 1 assume that God has foreknowledge, it is foreknowledge 
relative to us. 1 am making no assumption about whether or not God is located 
within time. 

For example. see Robert Memhew Adams. ibid.. pp. 109-117 and William 
Hasker's "A Refatation of Middle Knowledge," Nous, Vol. 20. (1986). pp. 545-557. 

For example, see William Lane Craig's Divine Foreknowledge and Future 
Contingents. (E.J. Bri11, 1988). 



Since we are rational agents, the same criterion for justification holds 

û-ue for us. Keep in mind, however, that even though the same 

critenon for justification is operative for both God and us, there may 

be a large ciifference between what is knowable to God and what is 

knowable to us. If this is the case, then what God is justified in 

permitting would not be equivalent to what we are justified in 

pennitting. There are two more aspects to justification that 1 want to 

briefly address before we look at why certain events appear to us to 

be unj ustified. 

First, Peter van Inwagen's defense raised the possibility that God 

must let certain individually unjustified evils occur. In this case, 

even though God must let certain individually unjustified evils occur, 

he rnight still have a choice regarding which individually unjustified 

evils he would allow. It is this combination of individually 

unjustified evils that would prevent a massively irregular world. As 

a group, the evils are justified, since they prevent a much greater 

evil. But the question arises, is there a different combination of 

individually unjustified evils that would prevent massive 

irregularity, but with less suffering? 

Since the individually unjustified evils act as a group, what would 

need to be done is to examine different combinations of individually 

unjustified evils to see which combination would prevent massive 

irregularity, but with the least suffering. Only the optimum 

combination would be justified. Using the formulation already 



developed in this section, a combination of individually unjuswed 

evils is justified if: 

uC is greater than or equai to zero 

where 

UC =: aC - bC 

In this case the superscript 'C' indicates that it is the net value of 

whole combinations of events and al1 their consequences, as 

reasonably knowable by some being, that must be calculated. 

This same approach would need to be used in the case, commonly 

accepted by theists, that God has certain great goods or objectives in 

mind, that he wishes to achieve. It is possible that such goods could 

be achieved by various combinations of individually justified events. 

Certain combinations of individually justified events might produce 

the same good, but with less suffering. In this case, an event that is 

justified when considered individually, might not be justified when 

considered in combination with other individually justified events. 

To take this possibility into account, we would have to use the same 

formulation that considers the net values of combinations of events, 

uC = aC - bC, which must be equal to or greater than zero 



What al1 this indicates, is that the justification for certain events may 

be more complicated than the minimum requirements 1 laid out at 

the beginning of this section. There is no need to complicate things 

more than necessary, however, so 1 will now make some moves that 

will simplify our discussion of justification for the remainder of this 

thesis. 

First, in chapter five we will see that calculating the actual ultimate 

value of single instances of evil is considerably beyond our human 

ability. If this is the case, then considering whole combinations of 

events is more difficult by many orders of magnitude (depending 

upon how many events are being included in a given combination). 

There is no need, for my purposes, to rely upon the complexities of 

combination-justified events to make my argument. Therefore, 

when 1 talk about justified events, 1 will be referring to individually 

justified events, using the minimum requirements for justification as 

1 initially laid out. 1 would suggest, however, that one keep the 

possibility of combination-justified events in mind, just in case one is 

feeling optimistic about knowing whether or not the minimum 

requirements for justification have been met. 

Secondly, 1 will make two assumptions about God's knowledge that 1 

think are reasonable. The first assumption is that God has 

foreknowledge. By foreknowledge, 1 mean knowledge of every event 

that will actually happen in the future. Although this assumption is 

not without controversy, it is a commonly accepted assumption by 



theists of what is included within omniscience. Furthemore, we can 

even conceive of ways that foreknowledge might be possible.'* 

The second assumption that 1 will make about God's knowledge is 

that he has middle knowledge. Recall that middle knowledge is 

knowledge of what every possible free agent would freely do under 

any possible conditions. If God has this knowledge, then he not only 

knows the set of dl possible alternatives, but he also knows the 

subset of alternatives that are logically possible for him to actualize. 

That subset includes those alternate sequences that he can 

I o  For us, time is one dimensional. It is like an arrow with a starting point in 
the past (the origin of the universe) and it proceeds toward the infinite future. 
We can observe only the point immediately ahead of us and the point 
irnmediately behind us. If God wanted to have foreknowledge relative to us and 
our arrow of time. he could simply create time as a two dimensional 
continuum; like a geomeuical plane. Our arrow of time would lie within that 
piane and we would be confined to that one dimensional arrow of time, like a 
one dimensional world Iaying within two dimensional space. However, an 
agent at a point that is perpendicular to our arrow of time would be able to 
observe al1 the points in our m o w  of time simultaneously. What we regard as 
the past and future would be merely regarded as something like 'left' and 
'right* for such an agent. What is foreknowledge relative to us would simply 
be present knowledge relative to such an agent. Another aspect of such an 
arrangement is that the agent could interact with our arrow of tirne at AD 2345 
before (relative to the agent) BC 1244. Of course an omnipresent agent could 
interact with d l  dates simultaneously, relative to that agent. To us. the 
interaction would appear to be sequential since we are confined to only one 
dimension of two dimensional time. 1 am not suggesting that this is the way it 
actually is. My point is that if we can think of ways in which foreknowledge is 
theoretically possible. then surely an omniscient, omnipotent being could do 
as least as well and actuaiize such a system. If we have free will, then under 
such a system any decisions we make have already (relative to God) been 
determined not by God, but by us. Of course, from our one dimensional 
temporal perspective, we will not detennine future decisions until we get 
there. Relative to God. we are already there and are making those decisions. It 
is cntical to realize that we are already there making those decisions (from a 
two dimensional temporal perspective) in order to understand how future, free 
decisions can already be determined from a two dimensional temporal 
perspective but not from a one dimensional temporal perspective. 



determine, and those that free agents allow hîm to weaidy actualize. 

God is thus in a position to know B for any event.' 

For the sake of clarity, 1 will now summarize the key conclusions and 

assumptions. 

1. For the remainder of this thesis, when I consider whether or 

not an event is actually justified, 1 will be considering the 

minimum requirements for actual justification; the actual 

ultimate value must be equal to or greater than zero. 

2. When 1 consider whether or not a person is justified in 

permitting an event, I will be considering the minimum 

requirements for justification for persons; the apparent 

ultimate value, as responsibly comprehended by that person, 

must be equal to or greater than zero. 

3. In the case of God, 1 am assuming that he has foreknowledge. 

Therefore, he knows the acmal net value of an actual event and 

al1 its consequences. 

4. In the case of God, 1 am assuming that he has middle 

l 1  Even if one is not inclined to grant that omniscience includes middle 
knowledge. it would still be likely that omniscience would include a knowledge 
or understanding of altemate possibilities that would be vastly superior to our 
own. If at Least this can be granted, then the main arguments and the 
conclusion of my thesis will still stand: we are not rationally justified in 
infemng whether or not God is justified in permitting aay instance of evil. 



knowledge; he knows what every possible free agent would do 

under any possible circumstance, If we assume that al1 other 

events can be determined, then God knows what the best 

alternative is and the net value of that alternative and al1 its 

consequences. 

5 .  If (3) and (4) are granted, then we c m  say that an event that is 

actually justified, and an event that God is justified in 

permitting, are one and the same. Thus, God is justified in 

permitting an event if, for that event, the actual ultimate va lue  

is equal to or greater than zero. 

2.2 Why do Certain Evils Appear to be Unjustified? 

Imagine that Bill has just slipped while pulling his lawn mower up an 

incline, with the result that his foot goes under the lawn mower and 

is shredded. This event will appear to be unjusûfied to Bill, if the 

ultimate value of his misfortune so far as he knows, is negative. Not 

having read this thesis, Bill might not be thinking in terms of 

'knowable ultimate value', but he very likely will be thinking in 

terms of the two components of ultimate value. 

First, so far as Bill can see, the value of the actual event and its 

irnmediate painful consequences are al1 negative. Secondly, Bill is 

most likely thinking of a better alternative to the event -- not 

slipping. The alternate possibility is clearly not as negative as the 



actual event, with the result that the overall value of the whole 

event (ultimate value knowable to Bill) is clearly negative. 

In general, events appear unjustified to us for exactly the reasons 

illustrated in Bill's case. They are completely contingent upon what is 

knowable to us. 1 will argue in later chapters that what is knowable 

to us is so minuscule in cornparison to the entire set of relevant 

events, both altemate events and actual, that whether or not an 

event appears justified to us has no relation to whethei or aot it is 

actually justified. 

I would iike to make another observation. The apparent ultimate 

value, as distinguished from the actual ultimate value of an event, 

will change with time as a person accumulates more knowledge 

relevant to the event in question. Every intrinsically good event, at 

the moment that it happens, has a positive apparent ultimate value 

although, as further knowledge is gained, that value rnay change. 

Sirnilarly, every intrinsically evil event, at the moment it happens, 

has a negative apparent ultimate value, though that too may change 

with time as the person accumulates more knowledge. The 

observation to make here is that for any invinsicalfy evil event, 

knowledge of the event, which has a negative value, is always 

included in what is known by the observer. Since one's knowledge of 

future consequences may be quite limited, this deficit position in the 

value of the event may be hard to overcome. Thus, it should not be 

surprising if many instances of actually justified evil appear to have 



a negative ultimate value and, hence, are unjustified so fur as the 

observer knows. 

Whether or not an event appears to be justified or not is contingent 

on what is known by a given person. What is known will Vary from 

person to person. Thus, whether or not an event is apparently 

justified may differ from person to person. In subsequent chapters, 

1 will argue that there is a very large ciifference between what is 

reasonably knowable to us and the entire set of facts relevant to 

each event. As a result, 1 will attempt to show that there is no 

relationship between actual justification and apparent justification. 

2.3 The Two Inductive Merences in Evidential Arguments from Evil 

Evidential arguments from evil inductively infer that there is 

actually unjustified evil (and, hence, there is no God) via one of two 

inferences. In chapters five and six, 1 will attempt to show that 

neither of these two inferences is rationally justified. In this section, 

1 shall clarify what these two kinds of inductive inferences are. 

The first type of inductive inference, used in evidential arguments 

from evil, is based on the observation of a particular instance of evil 

and infers that the instance is actually unjustified. A variation of 

this sort of inference may go further and conclude that al2 instances 

of that particular evil are unjustified. The distingùshing 

characteristic of this type of inference is its daim that a particular 



instance of evil is actually unjustified. This is a strong claim and for 

that reason 1 will refer to this type of inference as the strong 

inference. An example of the strong inference is found in William 

Rowe's 'Second Look' argurnent.12 The justification for this sort of 

inference has two components: 

1. A survey of the consequences of the instance of evil reveals 

that there are no good consequences that outweigh the evil, so 

far as is knowable, 

2. The prevention of the evil appears as an eminently better 

alternative with better consequences, so far as is knowable. 

The assumption that the inference makes, in using the above two 

points, is that what is knowable is sufficient to justify the inference 

that the particular instance of evil is actually unjus tified (there 

actually are no outweighing goods and there actually are alternatives 

with better consequences). 1 will challenge this assumption in 

chapter four, arguing that what is knowable is so minuscule in 

cornparison with the entire body of relevant facts, that there is no 

rational justification at al1 for believing that what is knowable is 

sufficient to rationally justify the strong inference. 

The second type of inference used in evidential arguments from evil 

begins with observations of evil in general. It assumes that even 

l Z  William Rowe, "The Evidential Argument from Evil: A Second Look," The 
Evidential Argument from Evil, op. cit., pp. 262-263. 



though we do not know if any particular instance of evil is justified 

or not, observations of apparently unjustified evil are enactly what 

we would expect if there are instances that are actually unjustified 

and no t  what we would expect, at least to the same extent, if al1 

instances of evil are actually justified. Based on this assumption and 

observations of apparently unjustified evil in general, it concludes 

that there actually is unjustifed evil (and, hence, God does not exist). 

This type of inference does not make a strong clairn to the effect that 

a particular instance of evil is unjustified. Instead, it makes a 

weaker claim to the effect that there is actually unjustified evil, 

though we may not be able to identify specific instances of it. 

Because it makes a weaker claim, 1 shall refer to this second type of 

inference as the weak inference. In chapter five, 1 shall argue that 

the assumption made by the weak inference is false. Instances of 

apparently unjustified evil are equally what we would expect if 

there is actually unjustified evil or if there is no actually unjustified 

evil. If both types of inferences can be shown to be not rationally 

justified, then al1 evidential arguments from evil are unsound. 



3.0 Limitations to Divine Intervention 

There is a story in the Bible in which a youth named Joseph is sold 

into slavery by his brothers, and carrïed off to Egypt. Evennially God 

reveals to Joseph, via two dreams of the Pharaoh, that seven years of 

plenty are coming, followed by seven years of famine. Joseph is 

charged with the responsibility of preparing for the famine and is 

placed second in power only to Pharaoh. As a result, the lives of 

many are saved, including those of his family. Near the end of the 

story Ioseph says to his brothers, Y.. you meant evil against me, but 

God meant it for good in order to bnng about this present result, to 

preserve many people alive."' Did the saving of many lives justify 

God in allowing Joseph to be sold into slavery by his brothers? If 

God is omnipotent, could He not have arranged for someone else to 

interpret Pharaoh's dream? Better yet, why not simply disallow the 

famine? 

In the last chapter I suggested that one of the conditions for the 

justification of an event, is that the good could not have been 

achieved otherwise via an altemate event that resulted in Iess 

suffering. It would seem that an omnipotent being could achieve 

virtually anything without having to allow any instances of evil 

whatsoever. Even if they brought about overwhelming goods, could 

not those goods have been obtained by an omnipotent being, without 

having to allow the evil? This raises the question as to whether 

' Genesis 50:20. 



there are sufficient limits to divine intervention that are consistent 

with omnipotence such that some evil must be permitted. 

The objective of this chapter is to clearly state my commitmeni to 

sufficient limitations to divine intervention such that some evil must 

be permitted. 1 will Fust lay out the premises that 1 wiU be 

assuming for my argument and show how sufficient limitations 

follow from them. 1 will then briefly review a number of defenses 

and theodicies with special attention to what those theodicies d a i m  

in the way of divine Limitations. 

There is an assumption that lies at the heart of Alvin Plantinga's free 

will defense that is assumed or  implied by every other theodicy and 

defense. Recall that according to Plantinga, 

The heart of the Free Will Defense is the claim that it is possible 
that God could not have created a universe containing moral good 
(or as much moral good as this one coatains) without creating one 
containing moral evil? 

This assumption can be framed as foilows: 

L: There are certain goods that are not logically possible to obtain 

without allowing some evilO3 

Alvin Plantinga, "God, Evil, and the Metaphysics of Freedorn," The Problern of 
Evi l ,  op. cit., p. 86. Plantinga's paper was originally part of his book The  
Nature of Necessity (Clarendon Press, 1974), pp. 164- 193. 

The word 'aliowance' should be taken as an indicator that the obtaining of 
those certain goods does not require a certain amount of evil, only the freedom 
for that evil to occur. It is possible that the certain goods could be achieved 



This assumption will be the primary assumed premise in what 1 will 

argue in this thesis and my conclusions will be conditional upon it. 

The assumption L is certainly logically possible but it does involve 

two other premises. First, when taken within the context of 

Plantinga's free will defense, it assumes that libertdanism is me; 

we are free agents? Secondly, it assumes that omnipotence is limited 

to the ability to do only what is logically possible to do. 

The assumption that we are free agents is widely granted in 

discussions of the evidential problem of evil, as an acceptable move 

by the theist. The alternative of determinism requires that God be 

the first cause of all events, including evil. A theist holding the 

position of detenninism has the impossible task of explaining how a 

perfectly good being can also be the first cause of dl evil. For this 

reason, it is rny position that theistic determinism is indefensible. 

My primary reason for assuming libertarianism, however, is that it 

certainly appears as though we actually have free will. 

Reductionists, who hold that the phenornenon of the human mind can 

be entirely attributed to physio-chernical processes taking place in 

our neural network, may one day demonstrate that we do not 

without any evil actually occuring, even though the freedom for it to occur 
was there. Of course, Plantinga has suggested that even though this might be 
possible, the free agents involved in evil suffer from transworld depravity 
(there is no world that, if it were achialized, they would not commit evil), 

" Recall that Plantinga defined a free agent as one for whom 'no causai laws 
and antecedent conditions determine either that he will perform the action, or 
that he will aot' (Introduction. foomote 9). This position is known as the 
libenarian view. The alternative is determinism where an agent's decisions 
and actions are causaliy detennined by antecedent conditions. 



actually have free will. However, until they do, the assumption that 

we have free will is eminently plausible to many people given that it 

certainly appears as though we are free agents. 

The other assumption that goes along with L is the assumption that 

God can not do what is logically impossible to do. In other words. the 

property of being omnipotent consists of being able to do, at most, 

everything that it is logically possible to do? Not d l  would agree 

with this assumption but it is a very commonly held assumption in 

evidential arguments from evil and in most theodicies and defenses. 

There is a problem tbat arises if we do not hold to this assumption: 

discussions of God must then include the logically impossible. But 

discussions of the logically impossible must deal with propositions 

that are incoherent because of the interna1 contradictions contained 

in those propositions. Therefore, responses to the evidential 

W.E. Mana, "The Divine Attnbutes," Arnerican Philosophical Quarterly, 
V01.12, No.2, (1975), p. 154. 

As an example of the incoherence that can arise, consider the argument: 

a )  God can do what is logically impossible 
b ) It is logically impossible to exist while one does not exist. 
C )  God can exist while he does not exist, (from a & b) 
d )  If (c) then the conclusion of evidential arguments from evil (God 

does aot exist) and the central belief of theism (God exists) can both be 
mue. 

e )  The conclusion of evidential arguments from evil and the centrai 
belief of theism can both be true, (from c & d) 

f )  If (e) then the evidentiai problem of evil is solved- 
therefore ,  

The evidential problem of evil is solved, 

The above argument is vaiid (the conclusion folIows from the premises) but is 
not a good argument because some of the premises are contradictions. To avoid 
this. one would need to refrain from using contradictions. However, at Least in 
practice. one is then back to assuming only what is logically possible. 



problem of evil that assume God can do the logically impossible are 

unlikely to be coherent, much less compelling to those who advance 

evidential arguments from evil. 1 would Lke to present a defense 

that is at least coherent and plausible. 1 will therefore assume that 

God can only do what is logically possible to do. 

Let us now retum to the primary assumption, L, of my thesis and 

what it implies. 

1 ) L (There are certain goods that are not logically possible to 

obtain without allowing some evil). 

2 )  God c a n o t  do the logically impossible. 

3 )  If (1) &d (2), then there are suffxient Limits to divine 

intervention such that some evil must be permitted. 

therefore, 

There are sufficient Iimits to divine inte~zention such that 

sorne evil must be permitted. (from 1, 2 & 3) 

Whenever 1 talk about sufficient limits to divine intervention in this 

thesis, it must be remembered that these limits are conditional upon 

the first two prernises in the above argument. As 1 have already 

mentioned, L is logically possible and (2) is necessary if we wish Our 

discussion to remain within the realm of what is coherent. It follows 



from this that there are sufficient divine Iimitations such that some 

evil must be permitted. These are basic assumptions of every 

theodicy and defense. Where the controversy arises is over what the 

'certain goods' are and what form the Limitations must take if those 

goods are to be obtained. 1 wiIl now review a nurnber of theodicies 

and defenses to see what claùns they make regarding these 'certain 

goods' and the limitations that arise if these goods are to be obtained. 

A defense that is closely related to Plantinga's free will defense (and 

actually pre-dates Plantinga's defense), has been put forward by S.A. 

Graves. Graves writes, 

God, knowing how every possible free agent would behave in 
every combination of circumstances, ought to have created only 
those whom he could not causally predict, but see, as never once 
turning away from goodness. The trouble is that, for dl we know, 
there might be none, at Ieast under conditions where there would 
be real ment in what they did. We are quite in the dark about 
such hypothetical actualizations of possible free choices ... the 
purpose of a free choice between good and evil is that there might 
be real merit in the good choice, ... 7 

For Graves, the certain good referred to by L is the 'real ment' of a 

good choice. He claims that in order to achieve this end, we have 

been given free will, but with it cornes a possible limitation on what 

kind of world God cm actualize that is contingent upon the 

actualizations of free choices. Alvin Plantinga, dong a similar iine, 

argues that, 

' S.A. Grave. "On Evil and Omnipotence," Mind,  Vo1.65 (1956). p. 261. 



It is 1ogicalIy possible that God c m  instantiate every fiee possible 
person as the instantiation of a perfect possible person and also 
possible that He cannot. Whether He c m  or cannot depends upon 
the sorts of free choices the instantiations of these possible 
persons would make! 

Plantinga's daim here is that it is possible that some worlds that are 

logically possible, cannot be actualized; the decisions of free agents 

make certain logically possible worlds impossible. Since it is logically 

impossible for God to determine the decisions of free agents (under 

the Libertarian view of free wiIl that 1 am assuming), certain worlds 

that are logically possible to actualize if the free agents cooperate 

with God, are logically impossible for God alone to actualize if the 

free agents do not cooperate? Those possible worlds are simply not 

options. Any world that contains free decisions is actualized not by 

God alone, but also by the free agents that world contains. The divine 

limitation hete can be summarized by the following argument: 

For al1 X, if X is a possible decision by a free agent other than God, 

Alvin Plantinga, "Pike and Possible Persons." The Journal of Philosophy, 
Vo1.63 (1966), p. 105. 

Recall Alvin Plantinga's distinction between strong actualization and weak 
actualization (Introduction, footnote 1 l),  reproduced here for convenience. 

"God strongly actualizes whatever he causes to be actual, and he can weakly 
actualize any state of affairs S which is such that there is some state of affairs 
S* he can strongly actuaiize, and which is such that if God were to strongly 
actualize it, then S would be actual. Given this, and given the tmth of 
counterfactuals of freedom, there will be many possible worlds God could not 
have weakly actualized, even though they are in fact possible and even 
though it is possible that he actualize them." 



1) If X is such that no free agent will actualize it, then it is 

logically impossible for God to actualize X. 

2 )  If possible world Q contains X and it is logicaLly impossible for 

God to actualize X, then it is logicaily impossible for God to 

actualize possible world Q. 

therefore, 

If possible world Q contains X, and X is such that no free agent 

will actualize it, then it is logically impossible for God to 

actualize Q. 

The idea advanced by Plantinga is that evil-free worlds, or even 

worlds containing less evil than this one, may require decisions by 

free agents that the free agents do not make. They simply do not 

cooperate. God is therefore limited as to how much evil he c m  

prevent by the extent to which free agents choose to do rightly. 

Although this may be a possibility, I.L. Mackie and others have 

suggested that God could intervene whenever He observes a free 

creature willing wrongly. Mackie asks, 'Why should he not leave 

men free to will rightly, but intervene when he sees them beginning 



to will ~ r o n g l y ? ' ' ~  William Alston's response is that, 'Human agents 

would no longer have a real choice between good and evil, and the 

surpassing worth that attaches to having such a choice would be 

lost.'' ' Alston's response arises out of a common notion of what is 

entailed by a free decision: a decision is free if it is not casually 

determined and the agent could have decided otherwise. If God 

allowed us only to will rightly, then we could not will otherwise, and 

free will would be violated. The limitation here is the very nature of 

free will. God cannot give us free wiU and then make it so that we 

cannot will wrongly." To both bestow free will and prevent that 

free will from making bad decisions is logically impossible, Like a disc 

with only one side, or a line segment that has only one end point. 

There is an important and common claim illustrated by Alston's 

reply. Free will is assumed to be of such great intrinsic value, that 

the possession and exercise of free will outweighs the evil that 

sometimes cornes of it. The assumption seems plausible in Light of 

the fact that freedorn, includîng freedom of choice and action, is one 

of the highest values of humanity . 

'O I.L. Mackie, "Evil and Omnipotence," The Problem of Evil. M.M. Adams & RM. 
Adams eds. (Oxford University Press, 1990). p. 34. First published in Mind, 64, 
(1955)- pp. 200-212. 

'' William Alston, "The Inductive Argument €rom Evil and the H u m a n  
Cognitive Condition," Philosophical Perspectives, 5, Philosophy of Religion 
(1991), p. 50. 

l 2  It should be noted here that not everyone agrees with this notion of free 
will. Others are arguing that we need only the first condition: that the 
decision not be causally determined. One such argument is defended by John 
Martin Fischer in "Libenarianism and Avoidability: A Reply to Widerker," 
Faith and Philosophy. Vol. 12. No. 1. (January 1995), pp. 1 19- 125. 



An objection can be raised, however. Certain free decisions can 

result in very great evils. For example, the idea that Adolph Hitler's 

ability to make free decisions was a good that surpassed the intrinsic 

negative value of the holocaust, is very difficult to accept. Our 

intuitions may strongly aff'irm that fkee will is a good thing. Our 

intuitions also indicate that the holocaust was a heinous evil. Clearly 

those who hold that the exercise of free will justifies events such as 

the holocaust, put a very high value on free will. For a person who 

holds this position, free will is one of those 'certain goods' referred to 

by the assumed premise L, and the divine Limitations arise out of the 

claim that it is logically impossible for God to achieve this great good 

without allowing us to commit evil. 

Even if we grant that free will is of such great intrinsic value that it 

outweighs the evil decisions that corne of it, an objection can be 

raised against the idea that free will entails that God must allow us 

the freedom to camy out our decisions. We value freedom of choice 

very highly, yet we also restrain criminals from carrying out their 

decisions. The idea that free will is of such great value that free 

agents must be allowed to exercise al1 of their freely made decisions, 

runs counter to Our own moral intuitions and the way we handle 

those who wish to infiict harm on others. It also conflicts with the 



belief held by some theists that God c m  and does prevent free 

agents from carrying out some of their decisions.' 

How one handles this objection depends upon one's notion of free 

will. What constitutes free will is still controversial. A thorough 

discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of this thesis. Indeed, it 

is Likely to require its own thesis. 1 will merely mention three 

different notions of free will and how each notion might handle the 

objection. 

The first approach is to put the value on the decision itself, not upon 

whether or not the decision c m  be carried out or even whether or 

not it could have been avoided. An example of this idea is defended 

by John Fischer? For Fischer, a decision is free if it is not 

determined. There is no requirement that the agent could have 

decided otherwise. God is free to not only prevent an agent from 

cmying out a decision, but he can also prevent certain (evil) 

decisions from even being made. The agent is free only to make 

good decisions. If God does allow free agents to carry out evil 

decisions, it is not because he puts great value on their freedom to 

exercise their decisions, it is for other reasons, some of which will be 

reviewed shortly. One problem with this approach is that although 

God can prevent evil decisions, he cannot cause the agents to freely 

make good decisions. As a result, we couid have a possible world in 

l 3  ~n example is found in Acis 16:7. This example is of particular interest since 
it is a case where God prevented Paul and bis cornpanions from carrying out a 
desire that seemed to have a positive ultimate value. 



which no evil occurs, but Little good occurs as well. An attractive 

feature of this notion of free wilI is its simplicity; a decision is either 

determined or it is free. There are no problematic decisions that. 

although they are not determined, are not free either, which the next 

view of free will requires. 

The second approach is more common, but still centers free will 

around the decision. Whether or not the agent can actually carry out 

his decision is another matter. An example of this idea is defended 

by David Widerker. Widerker's idea centers around the idea that a 

decision is free, in the sense of freedom required for mord 

responsibility, if the decision is not causally determined and the 

agent could have avoided making it. Under this notion of free will, 

we have the possibility of three categories of decisions: those that are 

determined, those that are not determined but not free either and 

those that are free (not determined and the agent could have 

avoided making them). In this approach, God c m  still prevent an 

agent from carrying out his decision without violating free will just 

so long as the decision was not determined and the agent could have 

avoided making it. A corollary in the legal world is the thinking 

behind those laws that hold a person morally responsible for 

attempted murder or conspiracy to commit a crime as well as those 

cases where a person is convicted or acquitted not on whether or not 

they were successful in carrying out a crime, but on whether or not 

they possessed mens rea (the intent to do it). The decision is 

John Martin Fischer. "Libertarïanism and Avoidability: a Reply to 
Widerker." Faith and Philsosophy, Vol. 12. No. 1, (January 1995), pp. 119-125. 
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primary, the ability to carry out the decision is secondary, sometimes 

irrelevant. 

The third approach to free will makes an additional requirement. 

Not only must the decision be such that it was not determined and 

the agent could have decided othecwise, but the agent must also 

have the means, opportunity and ability to carry out his or her 

decision, otherwise the decision is not really free. Alvin Plantinga 

seems to suggest this third notion of freedom. He States that, 

a person is significantly fiee, on a given occasion, if he is then free 

with respect to an action that is morally significant for him.lS 

This needs to be understood in light of an earlier statement he 

makes, 

if a person S is free with respect to a given action, then he is free 
to perform that action and free to refrain: no causal laws and 
antecedent conditions determine either that he will perform the 
action, or that he will not.I6 

Note that Plantinga includes the performance of an action as an 

essential part of moral freedom. This third approach does not mle 

out the possibility that being significantly free might allow for the 

occasional prevention of an agent performing their intended action, 

just so long such interventions were relatively rare. In that case, it 

would be logically impossible for God to obtain the surpassing value 

'* Alvin Plantinga. "God. Evil and the Metaphysics of Freedorn." op. cit, p. 85. 
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of significantly free creatures without allowing them substantial 

freedom to carry out their decisions. On the other hand, some may 

value this third type of freedom so highly that no intervention at al1 

is pennitted. 

1 have not defended any of the above approaches or their possible 

responses to the objection under consideration. On the other hand, 

the central argument of my thesis will be unafKected by whether or 

not the objection stands. My purpose is merely to review a number 

of theodicies and defenses with emphasis on the idea that certain 

goods are not logically possible for God to obtain unless he permits a 

certain amount of evil. With this in mind, 1 will now move on to 

consider some other theodicies that do not necessarïly regard free 

will itself as the great justifjhg good. 

There are some theodicies that recognize the value of free will, but 

not as the great justifying good. Instead, free will is necessary for 

the role it plays in accomplishing some great good. We will now look 

at some theodicies that suggest certain goods (other than simply 

possessing free will) that cannot logically be achieved without 

permitting some evil. 

Some have argued that God must allow us to experience at least some 

of the consequences of our moral wrong doings. William Alston 

raises the possibility that God rnay allow us to experience some 

consequences of our moral wrong doings for the purpose of 

l6 Alvin Plantinga, ibid., p. 84. 



re habilitation or reformation." Too much interferhg would leave 

free agents unable to anticipate the consequences of their 

 violation^.'^ The underlying idea here seernsa to be that the 

permission of some evil is necessary in order for us to l e m  moral 

responsibility. 

The claim made by this theodicy is that moral responsibility is of 

great value and it is logically impossible for us to l e m  moral 

responsibility without the experiencing of a cenain amount of evil. 

An additional implication of the theodicy is that, although we rnay 

start off badly, it is possible that at least some free creatures can 

learn moral responsibility by experiencing the consequences of moral 

evil. Such an achievement may be one of those great justifying goods 

that must be included in Our calculations of the ultimate value of 

events. The attaining of that great good, however, entails that God 

must allow some evil. 

An immediate objection can be raised to the effect that God can 

simply causally determine that we are morally responsible. By way 

of response, the theodicy seems to hold the a priori assumption that 

a creature that freely acts in a morally responsible way is even 

better than a creature that is causally determined to act a certain 

way. Given the high value most humans place on freedom, such an 

assumption does seem plausible. 

" william Alston, op. cit., p. 43. 

'' William Alston, op. cit., p. 52. 



Another objection to the above theodicy is that if it is God's objective 

for us to l e m  moral responsibility, it certainly does not seem to be 

working in many cases. Some penons rnay be rehabilitated or 

deterred from committing more evil, through experiencing a certain 

amount of evil, but a large number of people are only made worse by 

the instances of evil occurring in their environment. A young man 

growing up in the inner city, surrounded by regular occurrences of 

evil, is less Likely to lead a moral and respectable life. One response 

is to suggest that it is not surprising if not al1 free agents respond the 

way God wants them to respond. The very nature and role of free 

decisions in the process of learning moral responsibility make it very 

likely that there may be a broad spectrum of responses. Another 

response is to consider the possibility that instances of evil rnay be 

allowed for more than just one reason. Some evil rnay be allowed for 

the purpose of teaching certain people moral responsibility, but other 

evil rnay be allowed as a logical necessity for the achievernent of 

other goods. This raises the possibility that the notion that there is 

only one son of good that is not logically possible to achieve without 

allowing evil, rnay be simplistic. There rnay well be several goods 

that are not logically possible to achieve without permitting evil, and 

leamhg moral responsibility is just one of them. 

William Alston resurrects a traditional, though now unpopular, 

explanation for evil related to the retributive theory of 



puni~hrneot . '~ The sinner deserves to suffer for his sin and that 

suffering must be no more or no less than what is desemed. 

Although Alston does not address how this might limit God in 

preventing instances of evil, there is a possible implication. Some 

may hold that perfect justice involves letting the offender suffer the 

consequences of his actions. if the most perfect form of justice 

requires that a person suffer the consequences of his moral 

violations, and if God is a maximaUy just being, then He may have to 

permit the consequences to unfold?' The underlying c l a h  here is 

that perfect justice may be logically impossible to exercise without 

the allowance of a certain amount of evil, 

This idea is complicated by the fact that the consequences of one 

person's moral violations often affect other people. The hatred of a 

few Catholics and Protestants in lreland has consequences that are 

not limited only to the haters, but for thousmds of ordinary, peace- 

loving citizens. While it might be just for a person to experience the 

consequences of their own actions, it is not just if those consequences 

produce suffering for innocent bystanders as well. Thus, a perfectly 

just God cannot simply let consequences run their course. He must 

carefully insure that the evil consequences are justly distrîbuted 

l9 William Alston, op. cit.. p. 43. 

" There is the obvious alternative of qace or mercy, but a maximally just 
being would still be limited in the dispensation of grace and mercy by 
whatever perfect justice entails. The central tbeme of Christianity tums on 
this notion. Grace and mercy can be extended to individuals and Gods 
requirement for justice is met at his own (Christ's) expense. God can then be 
just and still justify the sianer (Rom.3:26), at least for those sinners who 
choose to accept God's grace. 



such that it is the perpetrators of evil that suffer the consequences 

and the innocent are spared. 

An obvious criticism of this theodicy is that evil and s u f f e ~ g  do not 

appear to be distributed according to desserts. Even the Jewish and 

Christian scriptures point out that there are cases where the wicked 

prosper and the righteous sufferll If suffering were meted out 

according to desserts, there should be just the right amount to 

exactly the right people. Although one might find cases where this 

appears to have happened, it is far more common that it does not 

happen. It is clear that this theodicy does not provide a satisfactory 

account of why God allows evil in general, but it stiil remains that it 

could provide a satisfactory account for some evil that occurs. Given 

the apparent unjust distribution of suffering in this world, much of 

the evil would appear to require some other explanation. 

Another possible limitation arises from the process of 'sou1 making'. 

John Hick argues that, just as our bodies are the product of a long 

evolutionary process, so our souls must evolve from immaturity to 

perfection. Hick describes this second stage of development as 

follows. 

It cannot be performed by omnipotent power as such. For 
personal life is essentially free and self-directing. It cannot be 
perfected by divine fiat, but only through the uncompelled 



responses and willing cooperation of human individuals in their 
actions and reaction in the world in which God has piaced them." 

The c l a h  made by this theodicy is that God's objective is that we are 

brought to a point of spiritual maturity or perfection. The suffering 

that we experience in this life provides the environment, or refining 

fie, that produces the perfect sou1 in the end. The pain and 

suffering is supplied either through nature, or by the moral 

violations of free agents. The theodicy suggests that it is logically 

impossible to achieve spiritual rnahirity without the allowance of a 

certain amount of suffering. God's objective is not to produce a 

paradise on earth, but a personal life of eternd worth. The l i m i t s  to 

His intervention are imposed by the very nature of the free 

creatures He has created. The fact that God's purpose for us can only 

be accomplished through the 'uncompelled responses and wiliing 

cooperation of human individuals' imposes limits on how much God 

can intervene. If He intemenes too rnuch, His purpose for creating us 

is defeated. The M t  here is a result of keeping a balance between 

two factors: God's goal for us and the role of our free will in 

accomplishing that goal. 

In Hick's theodicy, the assurnption is that it is logically impossible to 

produce a mature sou1 without allowing a certain amount of evil to 

occur. We must acknowledge that naturd disasters, wars and 

calamities have driven many people closer to God. It must also be 

'' John Hick. "Soul-Making and Suffering." Evif and the God of Love (Harper & 
Rowe. revised edition, 1978). p. 255. 



acknowledged, however, that those same events have dnven many 

further away from God. if the purpose of dlowing evil to occur in 

this world is to bring us to spiritual maturity, then in many cases it is 

simply not justified in iight of the absence of favourable 

consequences and favourable outcomes. This is not to Say that Hick's 

theodicy suggests something that is simply false. Perhaps Hick's 

theodicy does provide a satisfactory explanation of why we have 

some evil events, but if his claim is me, it appears that we still need 

some additional explanations for the evil that drives people away 

from God, or the evil that occurs to people with a devout faith in God. 

In a slightly different approach, Peter van Inwagen reconsiders the 

story of the prodigal son,23 contemplating the result if the father had 

worked hard behind the scenes so that his son would not have to 

suffer. The end result, he argues, would be that the son would not 

likely to be inclined to retum to his fa the^^^ Van Inwagen's idea is 

that God wants us to become dissatisfied with our state of separation 

from Him. According to Van Inwagen, God must achieve this, 

simply by allowing us to 'live with' the natural consequences of 
this separation, and by making it as difKcu~t as possible for us to 
delude ourselves about the kind of world we live in: a hideous 
world, much of whose hideousness is quite plainly traceable to the 
inability of human beings to govern themselves or to order their 
own lives." 

" A parable of Christ found in the Gospel of Luke 15: 1 1-32. 

2J Peter Van Inwagen, "The Magnitude, Duration, and Distribution of Evil: A 
Theodicy," Philosophical Topics, Vol. XVI, No. 2. (Fall 1988), p. 173. 



The underlying claim being made is that God must permit us to 

experience some pain and suffering if we are going to l e m  moral 

responsibility, or at least become dissatisfied with our state of 

separation from God. God, being petfectly good, does not want to 

leave us in a state of moral irresponsibility and separation from Him. 

He must, therefore, lïmit his prevention of evil so that we, of our free 

will, will learn moral responsibility and desire to be re-united with 

God. The idea here is similar to that which we saw in John Hick's 

'sou1 making' approach. It is logically impossible for us to grow 

dissatisfied with Our separation from God without the allowance of a 

certain arnount of evil and suffering. If God wants us to retum to 

hirn, he must limit how much evil and suffering he prevents. 

There are some concerns about the adequacy of this theodicy to 

explain evil. First, the necessity for God to appear to be absent c m  

also lead people to become deists, agnostics or even atheists. His lack 

of intervention can lead people to believe that there is no God, at 

least not the sort of god that is perfectly good, omniscient and 

omnipotent. Secondly, if the central idea of this theodicy were the 

case, we would expect that the older the people are, the more 

disposed they would be to desire a relationship with God. The 

opposite appears to be me .  In general, children demonstrate a 

greater openness and willingness to trust God. This willingness 

appears to wane with age. On the other hand, it is an empiricai fact 

that suffenng has brought many people to a devout faith in God. 

Z5 Peter Van Inwageo. ibid., p. 174. 



Van Inwagen's claim, therefore, is not without some warrant. 

Perhaps van Inwagen's theodicy does explain some of the evil in this 

world, though not dl. 

There is another group of theodicies that suggest that God must Limit 

how much he intervenes in the laws of nature and their regularity. 

R.W.K. Paterson suggests that God is limited in His intervention in the 

laws of nature. He States, 

Clearly human üfe would cease to be a theater of genuine moral 
responsibility and initiative, which logically require an attention 
to consequences which would be impossible if the consequences of 
natural law were constantly being c~unteracted.'~ 

F.R. Tennant has also presented a similar argument. He writes, 

Without such regularity in physical phenomena there could be no 
probability to guide us: no prediction, no prudence, no 
accumulation of ordered experience, no pursuit of premeditated 
ends, no formation of habit, no possibility of character or of 
culture. Our intellectual faculties could not have developed." 

He then goes on to sumxnarize his c l a h  as follows. 

We cannot have the advantages of a determinate order of things 
without its logically or its causally necessary disadvantages, 

R.W.K. Paterson. "Evil, Omniscience and Omnipotence," Religious Studies, 
V01.15 (1979), p. 21. 

F.R. Tennant, Philosophical Theology: Volume II (Cambridge University 
Press, 1937), p. 199-200- 



To illustrate his point, he uses the example of water. 

... if water is to have the various properties in virtue of which it 
plays its beneficial part in the economy of the physical world and 
the life of mankind, it cannot at the same time lack its obnoxious 
capacity to drown us? 

In a theodicy that builds on Tennant's, Murdith McLean, noting that 

minute changes in the fine structure constants of the universe could 

produce devastating changes, suggests the Delicacy Thesis. The 

Delicacy Thesis is 'the idea that no set of constants and conditions 

could be devised even by an omnipotent being which would be 

superior to the one we have. in its ~utcomes.' '~ McLean's theodicy 

fills in some gaps in Temant's theodicy. The residual evil we 

experience stems from the regularities of nature and the particular 

set of regularities we have is the best that is possible to obtain for 

the goods that can be achieved. The idea common to Paterson's, 

Tennant's and McLean's theodicies is that natural laws, which give 

determinate order, do produce some evils, but these evils must be 

allowed in order to achieve greater goods and benefits. 

An objection that could be raised can grant the clalm made by these 

theodicies, but holds that God could still divinely intervene to rescue 

people from drowning, while still retaining water's natural abilities. 

A response to this is obvious in Paterson's statement quoted above. 

' F.R. Tennant, ibid, p. 201. 

'9 M. McLean, "Residual Natural Evil and Reasoning." Religious Studies, Vo1.27 
(1991), p. 186. 



Tennant allows that God can i n t e ~ e n e  on occasion, but not too much. 

He states, 

Doubtless some directive agency, or the introduction of new 
streams of causation into the course of Nature, is conceivable 
without subversion of such regularity as is requisite for human 
prudence and without the stultification of our science. But the 
general suspension of painhl events, requisite on the vast scale 
presupposed in the elhination of physical Us, would abolish 
order and convert a cosmos into an uninteiligible chaos in which 
anything might succeed upon anything.3' 

Peter van Inwagen's defense (ch. 1) based on the supposed evil of a 

massively irregular world is a propos here as well. 

The assumption L is found within these theodicies in the general 

fom as follows. There are certain goods that are not logically 

possible to obtain without a determinate natural order which does 

produce some evil. If that natural order is jeopardized through 

massive intervention, however, a massively irregular world results 

in which the hoped-for goods are replaced with even greater evils. 

God must, therefore, Iimit how much he intervenes in the natural 

order of things. 

The central idea is plausible. What is particularly interesting is that 

some of the goods mentioned by Paterson and Tennant are also 

related to theodicies we have already looked at, regarding the 

achievement of moral responsibility. 1 have already suggested that 

'O F.R. Tennant, op. cit-. p. 202. 



evil might more adequately be explained by a combination of certain 

goods with their associated Limits on divine intervention. The above 

theodicies are perfectly compatible with some of the other theodicies 

we have akeady examined. 

What we have done is review a variety of theodicies and defenses. 

In each one, L is either assumed or implied. The general idea is that 

there are certain goods that are not logically possible to obtain 

without the allowance of some evil. If this is granted, then sufficient 

limitations are entailed such that God must aUow some evil to occur. 

It is an assumption of my thesis that there are certain goods that are 

logically impossible to obtain without the allowance of some evil. 

Therefore, there are suffïcient limits to divine intervention such that 

some evil must be permitted. Ai1 my argument requires is the 

assumption L (with the two attendant assumptions mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter: libertarianism and that God cannot do the 

logically impossible). As for what those certain goods are and what 

f o m  the b i t s  on divine intervention take, we have just reviewed a 

number of suggestions, several of which are at least plausible. 

Beyond this, 1 will leave it at that, just so long as the reader is clear 

that m y argument will be conditional upon the following assumption: 

L: There are certain goods that are not logically possible to obtain 

without allowing some evil. 



This entails that there are sufficient limits to divine intervention 

such that some evil must be permitted. 



4.0 Three Sorts of Complexity and the Challenge They Pose 

to Our Ability to Judge the Ultimate Value of Events 

In this chapter, 1 shall begin my defense by looking at three types of 

complexity this world appears to have: structural complexity, 

simultaneous complexity and consequential complexity. The 

objective will be to set up an appreciation for the diffcuity involved 

in evaluating the actual ultimate value of any a v e n  event. In the 

next chapter, 1 shall go beyond just an appreciation for this dimculty 

and, using consequential complexity as an example, attempt to show 

that the strong inference is not rationally justified. 

Before 1 begin to look at the three types of complexity, I want to 

remind the reader of a critically important distinction to make, which 

1 discussed in chapter two. The distinction is between the actual 

ultimate value of some event and the ultimate value of an event 

relative to what is reasonably knowable to a human observer. In the 

evidential problem of evil, we are not concemed with knowing what 

w e  are justified in permitting. What we are justified in permitting is 

evident to us on the basis of the warranted beliefs that arise out of 

Our due inqu j r  into what is reasonably knowable to us. 

We are concemed, rather, with the question of what God is justified 

in permitting which, given the assumptions 1 made about God's 

knowledge in chapter two, is equivalent to the question of what is 



actually justified.' At fust glance, we might very quickly conclude 

that the ultimate value of most evil events is negative and, therefore, 

not justified. What we really ought to be clear about, however, is 

that we can very quickly conclude that the ulthate value, as 

responsibly comprehended by us, is negative and, therefore, w e 

would not be justified in perrnitting it. It is an entïrely different 

matter to conclude that the actual ultimate value of an event is 

negative and, therefore, God should not have permitted it. 

In the evidential problem of evil, it is the actual ultimate value of 

events that we are concerned with. A serious challenge we face in 

figuring whether or not an event has a positive ultimate value, 

however, is raised by the three forms of complexity that 1 shall now 

discuss. 

4.1 S tnictural Complexity 

Quentin Smith has presented an atheological argument based on the 

idea that the law of predation is ultirnately evil and that there is a 

possible world W that contains counterparts to Our predaton that eat 

Recall my assumption in ch. 2 that God has both foreknowledge (knowledge 
of every future actual event) and middle knowledge (knowledge of what every 
free agent would do under any possible conditions). Given these assumptions, 
then the ultimate value of events, as knowable to God, and the actual ultimate 
value of events, are equivalent. Thus, when we are contemplating what God 
should and should not allow. it is the actual ultimate value that is the deciding 
factor. 



only vegetables? One difficulty in proposing altemate .worlds that 

contain different laws than t h i s  world is that they may requise 

changes in the fundamental structure of the universe. Over the last 

few decades, theoretical physicists have noticed that there are many 

parameters of the universe that look as if they must be incredibly 

fine-tuned if life is to be possible. According to current 

understanding and theories, the srnaIlest deviation from what we 

have would have produced a universe incapable of supporting any 

kind of life at dl.) As an example, the vacuum energy of the universe 

determines the rate of cosmic expansion. There are various 

processes that contribute to the total vacuum energy of the universe. 

According to Steven Weinberg, 

If the various contributions to the vacuum energy did not nearly 
cancel, then, depending on the value of the total vacuum energy, 
the universe either would go through a complete cycle of 
expansion and contraction before life could arise or would expand 
so rapidly that no galaxies or stars could fom? 

The various contributions to the vacuum energy must cancel each 

other out to an accuracy of about 120 decimal places. 

' Quentin Smith, "An Atheologïcal Argument from Evil Natural Laws," 
Philosophy of Religion, Vo1.29, 199 1 ,  pp. 159- 174. 

' Reinhard Breuer. The Anthropic Principle (Birkhiiuser, 199 1). See also 
Barrow & Tipler, The Anthropic Cosmologicul Principie (Oxford University 
Press, 1986). 

' Steven Weinberg, "Life in the Univeae." Scientifie AmeRcan, (October, 
1994), p. 49. 



Quentin Smith believes that predation is the result of a naturd law, 

which he refers to as the 'law of predation'? Because that natural 

law gave rise to the evil of predation, it is eMI. But what specific Iaw 

of nature, or group of laws, gave rise to predation? We do not know. 

Perhaps to prevent predators from evolving, a slightly different 

electro-magnetic Fie structure constant could have been used. This 

would change the angles of many chemical bonds which would. in 

tum, affect genetics. But what other changes would be effected? 

What about the balance of nature and overpopulation problems? 

Predation is one of the most important factors in maintainhg the 

balance of nature. We know that when a species in an area looses its 

natural predator, there c m  be disastrous results for the local 

ecosystem. A world without predation would be radically different 

from the one we live in, so far as the food chah and the balance of 

nature is coocerned. These new problems would 

well. Given the extremely tight tolerances the 

constants of the universe appear to need, there 

have to be solved as 

fine structure 

could be horrendous 

changes in other areas. As Murdith McLean suggested in his 

theodicy which we reviewed in the previous chapter, the laws we 

have may be the optimum that c m  possibly be acbieved. If 

McLean's suggestion is granted, then any attempt to adjust the fine- 

tuned laws of nature to avoid predation, would result in some other 

evil even worse. 

A world without predation is certainly logically possible and 

the capability of an omnipotent being. My point is that such 

within 

a world 

- - --- 

' Quentin Smith, op. cit. p. 161. 



would be radicalIy different from the one we live in. Given our 

knowledge, which falls far short of omniscience, we are not in a 

position to know whether such a world would have a higher net 

value than the actual world. Furthemore, if we are still to have fkee 

agents in the predation-free world, we have no idea what effect this 

would have on the decisions of those free agents. Thus we are not in 

a position to know the net value of that world, or whether the 

'certain goods' which are not logically possible to obtain unless God 

permits a certain amount of evil, would be obtained in such a world. 

This problem has been articulated in various ways by other 

philosophers such as C. T. Hughes and F. R. Tennant. 

In response to suggestions of other better possible worlds, C.T. 

Hughes responds by pointing out that "the vast quantity of physical 

objects and energy systems and what their complex interrelatedness 

implies" make it very likely that, 

a) "such changes could brhg with them their own potential for 

evils and/or perhaps result in the loss of various goods" and 

b) any improvements proposed by the skeptic "would require 

him to possess an omniscient perspective in order to 

substantiate his ~lairns."~ 

Tennant's example of water, mentioned in the last chapter is a 

propos here. The very law, or set of laws, that gave rise to predators 

C.T. Hughes, "Theism, Natural Evil, and Supenor Possible Worlds," 
International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, Vol. 31. No. 1, 1992, p. 59. 



may have been necessary for a great many goods as well. Although 

we understand very Little about what the laws of nature actually are, 

we know enough to understand that minute deviations in many of 

the constants of nature would have dtamatic and drastic effects on 

the universe's ability to sustain life. Where our knowledge is clearly 

insufficient is in knowing what other alteted laws of nature could be 

substituted for the set we actually have, and wbat effects those 

altered laws wouid have. 

The structural complexity of the universe raises a challenge to Our 

ability to know whether or not certain types of natural evil have a 

positive acnial ultimate value. Given what is knowable to us, 

predation, for example, certainly appears to be unjustified. But the 

question is whether or not predation is actually unjustified. In order 

to answer that question, we must not only consider the consequences 

of predation, but we must dso select the best altemate world from 

among any number of possibilities? If predation is the result of the 

laws of nature at work, we must be able to consider alternate laws of 

nature that do not produce predation, dong with al1 the 

consequences of those aiternate laws. Since natural processes and 

events may follow determinis ticallf from the initial conditions of 

Recall, from chapter two, that the actual ultimate value of an event is the 
difference between the net intnnsic value of the actual event, including d l  its 
consequences, and the best altenate event, including al1 its consequences. 

"t is a popular notion that quantum mechanics has shown that there is actual 
indetermioism in the universe. It needs to be stressed, however, and as Nobel 
Laureate in theoretical physics, Steven Weinberg has pointed out (Dreams of a 
Final Theory (Pantheon, 1992), p. 794, this conclusion is the result of a 
particular philosophical perspective h o w n  as positivism. According to 
Weinberg, positivism dictates that science should only coocern itself with 



the universe and the laws of nature,9 the smallest deviation of which 

could bring huge changes, any changes we propose as the best 

altemate situation would very likely have consequences that would 

be difficult, if not impossible for us to fully tabulate. 

If what 1 have just reviewed can be granted, determining whether or 

not the actual ultimate value of certain types of natural evils is 

positive, may be very difficult, if not impossible, for us to do. This, in 

tum, makes it very difficult for us to Say that certain types of 

natural evils are actually unjustifed. Ail we can Say is that based 

upon what is knowable to us, we would not be justified in permitting 

them. Whether or not God is justified, we simply do not know. 

One objection that can be raised is to point out that changing the laws 

of nature is not the only possible alternative- to certain types of 

things that can actually be observed. The wave hnction (so important to 
quantum mechanics) can not actually be observed which, to make a long and 
technical story short, results in us having to invoke indeterminism to explain 
what we see. The trend now among theoretical physicists appears to be away 
from positivism and toward realism (there is a reality 'out there' regardless of 
whether or not we can observe it). One consequence of this is that the wave 
function is considered to be real. It truly determines the state of particles, 
structures and fields. Since the wave hnction evolves in a way that is 
completely deterministic. if it is real then the indeterminism we see in our 
measurements is only episternic, the result of our physical human limitations. 
There is no real indeterminism; it is only a result of Our inability to measure 
the state of a wave hnction. The advantage of a realist approach to quantum 
mechanics over a positivist approach is the greater explanatory power the 
realist approach has regarding the States of particles, fields and structures. 
For further reading. the techaical-minded layperson might enjoy David 2. 
Albert's, Quantum Mechanics and Experience (Harvard University Press. 1992). 
One final note. even if realism is wrong. actual indeterminacy in the universe 
would not make the structural cornplexity of the universe any easier to 
cornprehend. If anything. it would make it more difficult. 

My assumption here is that no free agents were involved in the process 
except for God. 



natural evils. God could keep the laws as is and merely intervene 

whenever those laws were about to produce suffering. 

First, by way of response, given what we understand about the 

extremely delicate fine tuning of the laws of nature, a temporary 

suspension of one of those laws could be disasterous. It might be 

possible, however, that God could intemene in very localized and 

specific cases (e.g., a malignant cyst in a particular person's body). 

Indeed, those theists who believe in miracles, or prayer, would 

defend such an idea. It is plausible that such interventions would 

need to be very Limited for reasons contained in some of the 

theodicies and defenses we have already reviewed. Too much 

intervention could bring with it its own massive evil.1° 

At this point, we will consider an objection to what 1 have just 

argued. Imagine that a particular segment of history is divided up 

into time segments as follows: 

where E,, E2, E,, ... E, are consecutive tirne-slices of history each 

consisting of one or more events. 

Now let A, be an alternate collection of. events that have a higher net 

intrinsic value than E2. Since, 

' O  1 am thinking specifically of Peter van Inwagen's defense, reviewed in ch. 
1 ,  and R.W.K. Paterson's and Teonant's theodicies in the previous chapter. 



is a logically possible sequence of events 

anything that is logically possible to do, 

and since God can do 

then he could produce the 

altered sequence that has a higher value. This aitered sequence 

could be produced by the interruption of the laws of nature in two 

places: 

1)  the causal sequence which produced E2 from E, would have to 

be intempted, and 

2 )  the causal sequence stemming from Al would have to be 

intempted and E, produced instead. 

Given that both sequences are identical except for one the-slice of 

history, and since the altered tirne-slice has a higher net value, it is 

obvious that E2 is unjustified by the criteria 1 have laid out regarding 

actual ultimate value. Since God ensures that the subsequent 

sequence is identical to the sequence where the evii is allowed, we 

do not have to worry about any negative consequences from his 

intervention. Thus, without assuming anything about the complexity 

of the laws of nature, and without any complex calculations, we can 

reasonably conclude tbat God is not justified in permitting E2. 

This objection is elegant, but it makes a false assumption. It assumes 

that if a sequence is logically possible, then God can actualize it. 

However, in the discussion of free will in the previous chapter, we 



saw that this assumption is false. Since the actualization of possible 

worlds that contain the decisions of free agents logically requires a 

joint effort between God and the free agents of those worlds, God 

canot  actualize any of those worlds without the cooperation o f  the 

relevant free agents. This limitation arises out of the more basic 

limitation that it is logically impossible for God to both give agents 

free wiIl and  determine their decisions. As a result, the set of al1 

logically possible sequences (or worlds) can be divided into two 

subsets: the subset of logically possible sequences that are logically 

possible for God to acnialize (the agents wilI cooperate), and the 

subset of logically possible sequences that are not logically possible 

for God to actualize (the free agents will not cooperate). Since we are 

not in a position to know within which subset the alternate sequence 

suggested by the objection lays, we are still just as much in the dark 

as ever. 

Perhaps the objection assumes that if al1 the antecedent conditions at 

the beginning of the interval E, are virtually identical, then the free 

decisions made in E, and subsequent intervals will be identical to the 

actual sequence. But given the commonly accepted notion of what a 

free decision entails, this assumption is groundless. Recall that the 

traditional notion of free will requires that a decision is free if it is 

not determined and the agent could have decided otherwise 

(footnote 9, Introduction). What this entails is that, given identical 

antecedent conditions, the agent could have decided othenvise. We 

have no basis to think, therefore, that the decisions subsequent to A,, 

will be identical to those contained in the actual sequence. Although 



it is possible that they will be, it is also possible that they will not be. 

Since we do not know which would be the case, the objection fails. 

To illustrate this problem, consider the following possible worlds: 

W, = Actual World = E,, &, E3, E4, ... EN 

W = El, Ez, alternate sequence S, 

W, = E,, A?, altemate sequence S, 

The objection assumes that we know God can actualize the altemate 

sequence W?, since conditions at the end of A2 are virtually identical 

to conditions at the end of E, in the actual sequence. However if W, 

is possible given the nature of free will, then there is no reason to 

think that W2 is more likely than W,. At the end of E,, whether W, is 

actualized or W, is actualized will depend on the decisions of free 

agents in the subsequent interval. In the same way, at the end of Al, 

whether W, is actualized or W, is actualized will depend on the 

decisions of free agents in the subsequent time interval. The 

antecedent conditions of any sequence do not determine the 

subsequent free will decisions of free agents. Iust because the 

subsequent sequence has turned out a certain way in the actual 

world, there is no grounds for thinking it will turn out the same way 

in an alternate world that has virtually identical antecedent 



conditions or even another world with identical antecedent 

conditions. 

Which worlds can God acnialize and which worlds are not logically 

possible for God to acnialize? The only world we know he c m  

actualize is W,. We do not know which, if any, of worlds W,, W2 and 

W, God can actualize. If we do not know if God can achialize a given 

world, then we cannot use it to calculate B: it is not even in the set of 

known alternatives. Only when we know that it is in the running as 

a actualizable alternative can we consider whether it is the best 

alternative, or even a better alternative. Since we cannot know if the 

alternative proposed by the objection (WJ is actualizable by God, we 

must still rernain agnostic about whether or not the actual ultimate 

value of the events contained in E2 are positive or not. 

There is another problem to deal with before we can move on. The 

problem is based on the proposition that if the decisions of free 

agents are not determined, then God cannot change them by altering 

an earlier event. This proposition is false. It does not follow that if a 

decision is not detennined, it must therefore remain constant in spite 

of different antecedent conditions. 1 have alteady pointed out in the 

preceding paragraphs that a free agent could have decided otherwise 

given identical antecedent conditions. If this is the case, then a free 

agent would certainly have the freedom to decide otherwise given 

different antecedent conditions. What the faulty proposition is really 

claimiag is that if an agent has fiee will, then the agent could have 

decided otherwise given identical antecedent conditions, but if the 



antecedent conditions are changed, then the agent cannot decide 

otherwise. Given the criteria for free wili, this is simply false. 

Furthermore, the decisions of free agents are usually made after 

some deliberation of the relevant facts that world has to offer. If 

God substitutes different facts for the ones 1 would otherwise use in 

my deliberations, 1 may decide differently. But even though my 

decisions may differ in different worlds that have different facts for 

deliberation, it does not follow that 1 could not have decided 

otherwise. For example, let us Say that 1 decide to take a break from 

sitting at my computer and proceed to rob the local gas station. This 

is an evil and someone suggests that if God had actualized a world 

virtually identical to this one, but without the Local gas station, 

would not have decided to rob it. They would probably be right. 

Under the alternate scenario, there is simply no gas station to rob. In 

the alternate world, 1 decide instead to sneak one of the chocolate 

chip cookies my wife has hidden in the freezer. In the alternate 

world, God has effectively changed my decision from what it was in 

the fust one. It does not follow however, that in the first world I 

could not have decided to forego the opportunity to rob the 

neighborhood gas bar, or in the altemate world that I could not have 

decided to refrain from stealing the cookie. In fact, there are 

possible worlds where 1 do just that. 

In general, an agent is free to decide otherwise given different 

antecedent conditions and different facts about the world. Whether 

or not the agent will achially do so, we do not know. Thus we must 



remain in a state of agnosticism regarding which sequences or worlds 

are actualizable alternatives and which are not. Given this, we are in 

no position to know anything about B (the net value of the best 

alternative with al1 its consequences). We are not even in a position 

to know anything about the net value of even a better alternative 

with al1 its consequences. 

There is a worry that cm be raised here. Vimially every sequence 

E,, E,, ... EN is going to contain at least one decision by a free agent. So 

it begins to appear that there are no alternate sequences that God 

can realize. What makes this particularly hard to accept is that we 

normally believe ourselves to be capable of realizing some altemate 

sequences though we make no c l a h  to omnipotence. When we know 

how to do something by normal, natural means, it is very hard to 

accept the idea that an omnipotent being cannot do it. 

The solution to the worry is simply to note that just because God 

cannot actualize some logically possible sequences that contain the 

decisions of free agents, it does not follow that God cannot actualize 

any. If A2 does not contain any decisions by free agents, then he can 

certainly actualize it. What we do not know, if the subsequent 

sequence contains decisions by free agents other than God, is if God 

cm actualize the identical subsequent sequence if it is preceded by 

A, rather than E2. Of course, if God has middle knowledge, which I 

have assumed, then he knows which of the i~umerable  possible 

sequences he can actualize (weakly or strongly) and which of the 



possible sequences that he cannot. He also knows what will actually 

happen if A, is substituted for &. We do not. 

As we can see, even in the case of divine intervention in the 

operation and regularity of naniral laws, there still remains the 

difficulty of calculating the actual ultimate value of events. The net 

value of the intervention with al1 its consequences would need to be 

exarnined, and compared with the actual evil event with al1 its 

consequences. Only then could we know whether or not divine 

intervention was actually justified. If there are certain goods that 

are not logicaily possible to obtain without the allowance of some 

evil, there may be instances where divine intervention would not be 

jus tified. 

4.2 Simultaneous Complexity 

Experiments done since the late 1960's have shown that some events 

can have instantaneous consequences somewhere else." By 

instantaneous, 1 mean that no time interval occurs between the 

event and its consequences. If we think of every particle, field and 

structure as being enveloped within a wave packet, then this 

simultaneity can be explained as follows. 

Chiao, Kwait & Steinberg, "Faster than Light?." S c i e n r i '  American, (August 
1993). p. 58. 



When a system is divided into two separate sub-systems, the wave 

packet that governs that system 'stretches' to include the two sub- 

systems as they move apart. For two or more objects or sub-systems 

that shared a common wave packet in the past, an operation 

performed on one of those objects will instantaneously affect the 

quantum mechanical state of the other objects, no matter how far 

apart these objects may be or what may lie between them? 1 should 

emphasize here that nothing is traveling faster than the speed of 

light; it is really the wave packet that determines the States of the 

two sub-systems and that wave packet encompasses both 

components. What this means is that some events can have 

simultaneous consequences elsewhere in this world. For example, if 

a cesium atom emits two photons traveling in opposite directions, a 

measurernent performed on one photon will affect the other photon 

instantly. The effect on the other photon is not contingent on the 

speed of light; it is instantaneous. This phenomenon is not Limited to 

just photons or small particles. It is thought to be tnie for al1 

systems, no matter how large. For the most part these consequences 

may be minute, though not necessarily. Each object in the universe 

is thought to have its own wave function (e.g., protons, telephones, 

planets), which itself is part of a larger wave function until, 

theoretically, we get to the wave function of the universe itself. 

The point of al1 this is that according to current theories, ail objects 

and systems in the universe shared a common past and, hence, a 

" David 2. Albert. Quantum 
Press, 1992), pp. 61-72. 

Mechanics and Experience (Harvard University 
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common wave hnction. Given this, we cannot make a change in any 

part of the universe without there being an instantaneous effect on 

the rest of the physical universe. Granted, the quantum mechanical 

odds are that most of these effects may be minute, but the key word 

here is 'most'. There may be a very small subset of consequences 

that are not minute. Even for those effects that are minute, those 

minute changes can have large, cumulative consequences in the 

future, 

If this sort of simultaneous complexity is m e  of the universe, and 

current experiments do seem to irerify this, then we have a problem 

when it cornes to calculating the actual ultimate value of a specific 

event. Recall that, as part of our calculation, we must tally up the net 

value of the event and al1 its consequences. But since we must 

include all simultaneous consequences of an event in our calculation 

and we do not know what those consequences are, it will be difficult, 

if not impossible, for us to know whether the actual ultimate value is 

positive or not. 

One response is to suggest that these simultaneous consequences are 

minute and c m  therefore be regarded as insignificant, at least over 

the short tem. They may well be insignificant, but we do not know 

that. One thing that we do know is that conscious obsemers, such as 

ourselves, seem to be the only factor that changes the evolution of 

the wave function in an unpredictable fashion. Why this appears to 



be the case is still a matter of ~ontroversy. '~ But given that we seem 

to be involved in at least one aspect of this complexity, it appears 

that we must take this complexity into account when contemplating 

candidates for alternate events. The bottom Line is that simultaneous 

complexity poses a challenge to the notion that we are in a position 

to evaluate the actual ultimate value of an event. 

4.3 The Consequential Complexity of History 

At 7145 am, Tuesday morning, Bert is on his way to work. Iust 

ahead, the light tums red at the intersection of Waverly and 

McGillvary and he brings his car to a stop. In the car behind, a 

university student is momentarily distracted and fails to notice that 

the light ahead has tumed red or that the car immediately ahead of 

him is stopped. The student slams into the back of Bert's car at 50 

kilometers per hour initiating a series of consequeoces, both positive 

and negative, that continue to rnultiply exponentially to this day. 

Later on that day, Ben is contemplating his misfortune. He realizes 

that the following are al1 Wrely to be me: 

a )  If he had left home 10 seconds eariier, he would have made it 

thtough the intersection before the light tumed red. 

l 3  Steven Weinberg. "Life in the Universe," Scientific American. (October, 
1994). p. 48. 

9 4  



If he had gotten out of bed when the alarm first rang, he would 

not have been in position to be kt. 

If the city employee who synchronized the lights eight months 

earlier had tunied on the switch 15 seconds later, the accident 

would not have happened. 

If his wife had not held hirn up at the door with her question, 

the accident would not have happened. 

If he had not gotten held up by the train on Corydon, he would 

have been elsewhere when the inattentive student approached 

the intersection. 

If he had not taken time to make a lunch this morning, the 

accident would not have happened. 

Bert realizes that the above propositions are only a fraction of those 

relevant to the accident and that there would be another set relevant 

to the student. The immediate conditions necessary for the accident 

to occur were, themselves, contingent upon prior conditions that 

extend back as far in the past as one cares to look. Bert realizes that 

if the student's great, great grandfather had taken just two minutes 

longer to feed his horse one evening, the intimate relations he had 

with his wife later on that evening would have been delayed by a 

few minutes with the result that, of the millions of spermatozoa 

involved in the event, the overwhelming odds would have favored a 

different spermatozoon reaching the owm, with the result that the 

student would never have existed 150 years later. Instead, a whole 

different set of possible relatives would have existed with the likely 

result that Bert would not have been rear-ended that morning. He 



then goes on to wonder what effects that different set of relatives 

would have had on the world. 

The purpose of the above story is to illustrate the consequential 

complexity of history (henceforth to be referred to as simply 

'consequential complexity'). Every event that has recently occurred, 

is contingent on a vast prior network of histoncally necessary events, 

any one of which, if it were missing, would have forestalled the 

event. Furthemore, the vast majority of the historically necessary 

conditions for any event are relatively innocuous and seemingly 

insignificant, as in Bert's case. This is evident in spite of the fact that 

we often make statements such as, "The cause of World War ï I  was 

this," or, "The cause of the Great Depression was such and such." 

What we usually mean is that we have identified a very obvious 

pnor event that, had it not occurred, the subsequent event would not 

have likely occurred. However, we do not consider the host of other 

seemingly insignificant pnor events that also formed parts of the 

various causal chains leading up to the event under investigation. Of 

course, there may be other combinations of events and causal chains 

that could have led to the same event. The challenge would be to 

calculate the net value of each network of causal chains to see which 

yielded the best alternative. 

Biologist, Stephen Jay Gould, has described the exotic world of the 

Burgess shale, laid down during the Cambrian Era. None of the many 

phyla found in the Burgess shale had any apparent advantage over 

any of their counterparts. The life forms we observe today, Gould 



argues, could have been very d i f r e n t  had past natural events been 

only slightly different.14 The state of the world today is a result of 

innumerable past natural events, most of which were probably quite 

insignificant at the t h e .  A v e j  minor, local event in the Cambrian 

seas could easily have produced a world with no chordates at dl, or 

one in which arthropods ruled. Gould suggests that seemingly 

insignificant events in the past have had a huge effect on life on the 

planet today. 

One of the complicating factors in the unfolding of Oistory is that 

many events do not just influence the consequences of one particular 

causal c h a h  They produce consequences that influence other causal 

chaios as well. For example, as a young man, Sir Winston Churchill's 

lack of success in his studies led to consequences that not only 

affected his later life, but the lives of millions of people in the British 

Isles and the specific course that World War II took. The result was 

that an event that was insignificant and negative at the t h e ,  

produced consequences that affected millions of causal chains, for 

better or worse. Those effects continue to unfold exponentially. 

Since the human population of the earth is approximately six billion 

at present, we c m  conse~atively Say that history is made up of 

billions of causal chahs,'' each of which is composed of thousands, if 

l 4  Stephen Jay Gould, Wonderfui 
323. 

Life (W.W. Norton & Company. 1989). pp. 292- 

l5  I remind the reader of the particular definition of history that I am using in 
this thesis (see final footnote in the Introduction). It includes al1 the events in 
al1 the causal chains that descnbe this world: past, present and hiture. 



not millions of events- These causal chains do not d o l d  

independently of each other but interact with each other in a highly 

complex way. Furthermore, events in one causal chah are often not 

unique to that particular causal chah, but c m  be shared by millions 

of other causal chains, as illustrated in the case of Sir Winston 

Churchill's poor grades. 

History is composed of a interrelated network of causal chains each 

of which is composed of at l e s t  thousands of events. There are two 

challenges to evaluating the ultimate value of any event to see if it is 

positive or negative. The fust challenge is to find out the net value 

of the event with dl its consequences. The consequences, of course, 

include those in al1 causal chains affected by the event. No 

consequence c m  be ignored. For example, it might be thought that 

al1 we need to do is to look at the positive consequences to see if they 

outweigh the initial event, if it was negative. But I must remind the 

reader that the positive consequences must not only outweigh the 

initial event, but al1 the negative consequences as well. Furthermore, 

it is the net value of al1 the consequences that must outweigh the net 

value of the best alternative- Evaluating only the positive actual 

consequences could substantially skew the evaluation in favor of 

justification. Furthermore, even if the positive actual consequences 

do not outweigh the negative event, it may still be justified if the 

best alternative is even worse (as in the case where a negative event 

prevents a greater evil). It also needs to be pointed out that most 

great events in history, positive or negative, are contingent on a host 

of pnor events, the vast majority of which, by themselves, would 



appear to be trivial and insignificant. Each actual consequence of any 

event needs to be carefully foilowed up to see what effect it has later 

on. 

The second chailenge that consequential complexity poses to the 

evaluation of the ultimate value of any event is in the calculation of 

the net value of the best alternative. Here the problems loom even 

larger. First, to be a candidate for the best alternative, it must be 

actualizable by God. As I have already pointed out, we do not know 

which worlds are actualizable by God and which words are not 

logically possible for God to actualîze. Secondly, we must concern 

ourselves not only with a variety of possible altematives, but with 

al1 the consequences of those possible alternatives as well. An 

alternate event brings with it its own set of consequences which can 

affect dozens, thousands or billions of causal chains. The best 

analogy that 1 can think of treats each causal chah as an equation 

that is composed of thousands or millions of variables. The variables 

represent events. 1 refer to them as variables, since each event 

could be replaced by a host of alternatives. Since many events 

(variables) c m  be shared by hundreds or thousands of causal chains 

(equations), in order to find the best alternate event we mut ,  in 

effect, solve thousands (or millions) of equations simultaneously for 

thousands (or millions) of variables in order to see which event and 

its consequences yield the optimum result (the highest net value). I 

should mention that it is in the investigation of altemate events that 

divine intervention is an option at every step and can be 

investigated to see what the net result is. If L is the case, as 1 have 



assumed it is, we will begin to see it verified at this stage for certain 

events.16 

In this chapter 1 have looked at three sorts of complexity that this 

world appears to have. My objective was to show that these sorts of 

complexity pose a challenge to the notion that we are in a position to 

evaluate the actual ultimate value of an event in order to see if it is 

negative or positive. All I have made, in this chapter, is the weak 

claim that sorne forms of complexity pose a challenge to evaluating 

the actual ultimate value of events. I have not argued that we 

cannot perfom such evaluations. In the following two chapters, 1 

will focus only on consequential complexity and attempt to show 

that, as a result of this complexity, both the strong and weak 

inferences are not rationally justified. 

L6  Recall that L is as follows: 
L: There are certain goods that are Iogically impossible to achieve 

without the allowance of a certain amount of evil. 



5.0 The Lack of Rational Justlfication for the 

S trong Inference 

The objective of this chapter will be to argue that the strong 

inference used in some evidential arguments from evil is not 

rationally justified. In the fxst section I shall present my argument. 

In the second section 1 will respond to an objection that argues that 

the strong inference is justified in the case of massive evils. In the 

final section 1 will look at the implications my argument has for 

persona1 responsibility in what we are justified in permitting. 

5.1 The Argument Against the Strong Merence 

First, 1 want to remind the reader that the strong inference is 

concemed with whether or not God is justified in permitting an 

instance of evil, not with whether or not we would be justified in 

permitting it. In other words, the strong inference is concemed with 

the actual ultimate value of an event, not with the ultimate value as 

responsibly comprehended by a particular person.' 1 shall discuss 

the implications of the ultimate value as responsibly comprehended 

by a particular person, in the final section of this chapter. 

' Recall that 1 have assumed back in ch. 2 that God has foreknowledge 
(knowledge of every actual future event) and middle knowledge (knowledge of 
what every possible free agent would do under any possible circumstances). 
Given this. God knows both A and B. Therefore. what God is justified in 
permitting and what is actually justified. are equivalent. 



Recall that the strong inference takes place when one observes an 

ifistance of evil and inductively infers that it is actually unjustified 

(and, hence, God does not exist). Recall aiso, tbat to be actually 

unjustified, the actual ultimate value of the event must be less than 

zero (negative). The achial ultimate value (U), as laid out in chapter 

two, is the ciifference between the net value of the actual event with 

al1 its consequences (A) and the net value of the best alternate event 

with al1 its consequences (B); 

A person who makes the strong inference is making the assumption 

that their knowledge of A and B is sufficient to infer that U is 

negative. In Light of the consequential complexity of history 

however, a person's knowledge of A and B is iikely to be so 

minuscule, that this assumption is utterly unwarranted. The most 

rational position to hold regarding whether or not the actual ultimate 

value of any event is positive, is agnosticism. Therefore, the strong 

inference is not rationally justified. 

Let us f i s t  coasider how much knowledge a person is iikely to have 

of A. Recall that A is the net value of the actual event and ail its 

consequences up to the end of history. If the consequential 

complexity of history discussed in the previous chapter can be 

granted, then for most, if not al1 events, the number of consequences 

increases exponentially with Cime. The number of causal chains 

affected also increases exponentially with t h e  as well. It would be 



very consewative to Say that, for an event occumng right now, there 

will be at least millions of consequences, both small and large, 

between now and the end of the universe, affecting thousands of 

causal chains.' A computation of A (the net value of the event with 

al1 its consequences until the end of the physical universe) would 

include, at the least, f ~ s t  finding each one of those millions of 

consequences and assigning some intrinsic value to each one. These 

values could be added up event by event, or grouped tirne interval 

by tirne interval. Such a procedure can be written as follows: 

where 1 = the intrinsic value of an event or group of events. 

' The 'end of history' is a concept 1 am invokiog here in order to bring closure 
to morally relevant causa1 chains. If there is no end to the causal chains of 
history, then tallying up the intrinsic values of the consequences of events 
would become essentially meaningless. The reason for this is that no matter 
how far along the causal chains we tallied up the intrinsic values of the 
consequences of some event, we would only have covered a finite sample that 
was less than infinitesimal in comparkon to the infinite number of 
consequences that would always be unexamined. 

1 will suggest that the end of history, for the purpose of this thesis, be taken as 
the end of the physical universe. My reason for suggesting this is that it is 
comrnonly accepted by most atheists and many theists, that the physical 
universe will corne to an end. (Cosmologist, Tony Rothman, has written an 
interesting and readable article on the end of the universe for the magazine 
Discover, See "This is the Way the World Ends," Discover, Iuly 1987, pp. 82-93). 
From an atheistic perspective, any plausible morally relevant activity would 
have ceased by this point. if not long before. To get agreement among theists 
as to when the endpoint should be set, would be more di€ficuIt. Many Iewish 
and Christian theists however, do believe that sorne sort of final moral 
accounting does take place around the time of the end of the universe (see for 
example, Daniel 12:l-4, Revelation 20:ll-2L:l). Since the end of the universe 
('end of time*, in the Jewish Scriptures) is the closest 1 will get to anything 
resembling a rnutually accepted endpoint, 1 will use it for this thesis. 



There are two major problems in acquiring sufficient knowledge of 

A. The first problem is compiling al1 the actual consequences of the 

event that have occurred up to the present. The second problem is 

knowing what the future consequences will be. 

The first problem involves the diffkulty of tracing al1 the 

consequences through the causal chahs up to the present. This 

problem is compounded by the fact that, although the immediate 

consequences of an event may be quite obvious, most of the 

secondary, tertiary (and so on) consequences of any event appear to 

be relatively insignificant by themselves, yet may be historically 

necessary for future consequences that might have a substantial 

positive intrinsic value. For example, the cause of Sir Winston 

Churchill's poor grades might be difficult to trace and the poor 

grades, by themselves, appear to be an insignificant link in a causal 

c h a h  until one observes that they Led to events of substantial 

intrinsic value. Sir Winston's poor grades, however, were not the 

only events historically necessary for the salvation of the British 

Isles during WW II. There were a host of others that are so 

insignificant that few have even paused to consider them. Yet, if any 

one of them had failed to obtain, the state of history that we are now 

experiencing would likely have been substantially different. Even if 

we attempt to make our analysis of A simplet by taking the net 

value of events of whole time intervals, we cannot determine the net 

value of some time slice, or some grouping, untii we know the values 

of the discrete components of that time interval, or grouping. Any 



attempt to unravel al1 the consequences of any event soon leads to 

one becoming lost in a web of interrelated events and causal chahs. 

The difficulty involves, First noticing consequences that are so 

insignificant that they are very easy to miss, and secondly, tracing 

out the consequences of those apparently insignificant consequences. 

Every link must be followed up, no matter how insignificant, in case 

it leads to something important. Had Lady Jennie Churchill fallen 

asleep in a slightly different position on the night her son Winston 

was conceived, the odds would have overwhelmingly favored an 

infant with a different set of chromosomes being conceived, with the 

likely result that European history from 1939 on, would have been 

substantially different. Yet there is hardly anything considered more 

insignificant to the future history of the world than in what position 

someone happens to fa11 asleep. In tracing out the consequences of 

some known evil event, we do not nomally consider such apparently 

insignificant consequences such as how it affects the position in 

which a person falls asleep, yet some of those apparently 

insignificant consequences could f o m  a historically necessary link in 

the chah of events leading to something of great moral significance. 

Even if one decides to ignore al1 the consequences of an event that 

are negative, focusing only on the positive consequences to see if 

they outweigh the initial evil event, we must still find those positive 

consequences. Once again, this means following up every 

insignificant consequence to see if it leads to any positive events. 



The second major problem in acquiring sufficient amount of 

knowledge to make a rationally justified inference regarding the 

value of A, is knowing what the future consequences are of the evil 

event under investigation. Even if the present consequences of an 

event appear to be insignificant, they are multiplying and affecting 

causal chains nevertheless. It is almost certainly faise that none of 

the present consequences will form an historicaily necessary 

condition for any great events in the fume. Nevertheless, which 

subset, of the present consequences of the evil under investigation, 

that will have significant effect in the fume, is information that we 

simply do not possess. 

The point of what 1 have stated about A is that our knowledge of A is 

minuscule. It is usually limited to knowledge of the event, its 

immediate consequences and, perhaps, some of the more obvious, 

and clearly linked, consequences that occur some time Iater. 

Our problems increase when we consider B, the other component of 

the actual ultimate value of an event. We can write B in a form 

similar to A: 

where I = the intrinsic value of a consequence, or set of 

consequences, of a proposed altemate event. 



The problems we encounter when computing A. occur again when we 

attempt to compute B, but with two conplicathg factors. First, the 

actual event has some known consequences. These are objective 

facts. But, when we begin to consider possible alternate events, the 

consequences are conjectural. We might finci some consensus on 

some of the immediate consequences of a proposed alternative, but 

the secondary and tertiary consequences would likely begin to be 

controversial. The second complication is the reaction of free agents 

to the proposed altemate event. With the actual event, at least some 

of the reactions of free agents are known facts; not so with proposed 

alternate events. Free agents might react in a way that we did not 

foresee, or thought to be improbable. Even if most free agents react 

as anticipated, a few might react otherwise, skewing the long term 

direction of consequences substantidly off the course we had 

predicted. It is not sufficient to merely suggest a better event to 

replace a known instance of evil. We must be able to trace out ail 

the consequences to the end of the altemate history, to malce sure 

the net value of the entire sequence is higher than A. The 

fabrication of a detailed possible history is utter conjecture. if our 

knowledge of A is relatively minuscule, Our knowledge of B cannot 

help but be smaller. 

In fact, our knowledge of B is completely non-existent. Recall that in 

chapter three 1 presented an argument with the conclusion that: 

For ail  X, if X is a possible decision by a free agent other than God 

then, 



If possible world Q contains X, and X is such that no free agent wili 

actualize it, then it is logically impossible for God to actualize Q. 

What this shows, and what Plantinga's free will defense stands on, is 

that it is possible that there are some worlds that are logically 

possible, but it is not logically possible for God to actualue them. 

This Limitation anses out of the more basic tnith that it is not 

logically possible for God to both give an agent free will and 

determine its decisions. As long as it is possible that there are some 

worlds that God cannot actualize (and it is possible) and we do not 

know which worlds they are (which is the case), then even though 

we can imagine a logically possible world that is superior to the 

actual one, we do not know if God cm actualize it. Such knowledge 

would require middle knowledge, which we do not have. 

In order to qualify as a candidate for the calculation of B, an 

aiternate world must be actualizable by God. If God cannot actualize 

a possible world that we have imagined, then such a world is not an 

option for the best alternative. Since we do not know which worlds 

God can actualize and which world he cannot actualize, we cannot 

even collect candidates for the calculation of B. Thus for any actud 

event, even if we knew A, we must temain utterly ignorant of B. 

On the face of it, this seems preposterous. We can imagine a world 

that is identical to this world but different in only one single event. 

Since such a world is so close to the actual world, surely God could 



actualize it. Unfortunately we do not know that. As 1 pointed out in 

my response to a similar objection in section 4.1 of the previous 

chapter: given the nature of fiee will and given the exact same 

antecedent conditions, a free agent could have decided otherwise. 

Since we do not have middle knowledge, we are not in a position to 

know which possible worlds free agents would cooperate with God in 

actualizing and which ones they would not, no matter how close the 

actual world they might be. It is of no help to us whatever to 

imagine al1 sorts of better possible worlds if the fact of the matter is 

that we do not know which ones, if any, God can actualize. We must, 

therefore, remain utterly agnostic about which possible worlds are 

candidates for the calculation of B. Given this situation, of course, we 

must also remain agnostic about B. When it cornes to the calculation 

of B: we know nothing. 

With the above in mind, the problem of calculating whether or not 

the actual ultimate value of some event is positive, can be illustrated 

as follows. Let us Say that we are aware of an event and four 

consequences. The event has an intrinsic value of -3 and the four 

consequences have intrinsic values of -4, -1, O and 2. Now imagine 

taking an arithmetic test and seeing the following question: 

Given: 

A = (-3-4+2-1) + (eight million other unknown numbers) 

B = the sum of eight million unknown numbers 



Question: 1s A - B positive or negative? 

Most of us would think such a question to be absurd, yet it is the 

same type of question we face every time we ponder the actual 

ultimate value of some event. The information we have is not much 

different in quantity. If we were missing only a few numbers in the 

calculation, there is a chance that we could be mistaken. The chance 

of being mistaken increases with the amount of information we are 

missing, until eventudly we have just as much chance of being right 

as being wrong. Most of us, when faced with the above arithmetic 

question, would probably admit that we have no idea whether A - B 

is positive or negative. Given the lack of sufficient information, we 

would have a very good rational basis to be agnostic about whether 

or not the answer is positive. If we can agree that, for the above 

arithmetic question, concluding that the answer was positive or 

negative would not be rationally justified, but being agnostic would 

be, then we should agree, given consequential complexity, that the 

strong inference is not rationally justified. When faced with some 

event, the most rational position to hold, regarding whether or not 

the actual ultimate value is positive, is to be agnostic. The 

information we have available to us is far too minuscule to justify 

the strong inference. 

An obvious objection to what I have just argued is to point out that 

we can think of al1 sorts of logically possible sequences that are 

better than the actual one. For example, if God actualized the exact 

sequence we are experiencing, except for one evil event which was 

1 1 0  



replaced with something benign, then that alternative would be 

better than the actual one. Therefore, that particular evil is acnially 

unjustified. 

This objection is really the same one that 1 looked at in chapter four, 

at the end of section 4.1. The objection assumes that God can 

actualize any logically possible sequence. I've already argued that 

this assumption is false. Since we do not have middle knowledge, we 

do not know which sequences God can actualize and which he cannot. 

This makes it impossible for us to calculate B and, hence, the actual 

ultimate value of any event. 

5.2 Massive Evils and the Strong Laference 

Genghis Khan and his hoards are thought to have killed many 

hundreds of thousands of people. It is estimated that Joseph Stalin 

starved to death at least two million people in Ukraine in the 1930's. 

Adolf Hitler is responsible for the deaths of six million Jewish people. 

These are examples of what I shall refer to as massive evils. A 

massive evil is a large number of instances of evil, each of which 

may be relatively ordinary, that are linked together by a common 

antecedent cause, be it a naturai event, a person or a group of people. 

The cases 1 cited above are d l  examples of a massive evil. 

There is an objection that can be raised in favor of the svong 

inference. A massive evil has such a large negative net value, that it 



would require some very substantial positive actual consequences to 

make up for it. Because of the magnitude of the evils, we would 

expect that the justifying good consequences would be of impressive 

magnitude as well (either in quality or quantity). Thus, they would 

be quite noticeable. For the known massive evils of history, there is 

no compelling evidence for any goods, sufficient for justification, that 

stemmed from those events. Therefore, we are rationally justified in 

making the strong inference in those cases. 

This objection does two things. First, it assumes that for massive 

evils. we are in a better position to calculate A (the net value of the 

entire collection of events composing the massive evil along with al1 

theK consequences to the end of history). I will show that this 

assumption is false. Secondly, it either ignores B or assumes that we 

are in a position to know of an alternate world that is at least better 

than the actual one which contains the massive evil. 1 will argue that 

we know nothing about B. Even if we were justified in concluding 

that A was negative, our absence of knowledge of B would still 

prevent us from rationally justifying the strong inference. 

Are we in a better position to calculate A for massive evils? Recall 

that A was the net value of the evil with al1 its consequences. In the 

case of massive evils, what makes them massive is the large number 

of evil events al1 linked by some common denominator. For example, 

in the case of Genghis man, the number of people (events with their 

causal chahs) affected by a first-hand encounter with his hoards 

would very conservatively number in the millions. This not only 



includes the number of people who were killed (hundreds of 

thousands) but the many times greater number of people who 

sumived but were directly affected by the Khan's activities. The 

number of people who did not have a f~st-hand encounter with the 

hoards, but who heard about Genghis Khan at the tirne, would likely 

number in the tens of miIlions. Thus we have millions of events to 

follow up. When we break the massive evil down into iis constituent 

events, we find that the individual evils in the individual causai 

chains are relatively normal evils (a killing, a rape, a looting) that 

have relatively normal negative intrinsic values. We cal1 the entire 

- set of killings, rapes and lootings a massive evil because they al1 

happen at about the same thne and are al1 perpetrated by the same 

person or group. 

Our subjective feeling about massive evils is that A is negative. We 

must remain objective about the calculation of A however, and base 

Our conclusions about A upon objective criteria such as 1 have 

aiready Laid out in Chapter 3. Since the massive evil consists of 

thousands or millions of constituent events, in order to calculate A, 

we must first calculate the net value of each constituent event with 

al1 its consequences to the end of history. Having done this, we must 

surn al1 of these net values to find the overall net value of the 

massive evil (A). This can be represented as follows: 



We must then begin with the first event (El) and cafculate the net 

value of the event with al1 its exponentially increasing consequences 

to the end of history (AEl)- As 1 have already argued, we must 

confess that our knowledge of the entire set of exponentially 

increasing consequences of E 1, affecting an exponentially increasing 

number of causal chains to the end of history, is minuscule. The vast 

bulk of necessary information is missing. If we were missing 

knowledge of only a few consequences in one or two causal chains, 

then we might be able to make a reasonably good guess about A,,. 

But we are missing more than knowledge of just a few events. We 
1 

are missing almost al1 of the requisite knowledge. In this case we 

are just as likely to be right as wrong in judging whether or not A,, is 

positive, not to mention how positive or negative it is. In this 

situation, the most rationally defensible position to hold regarding 

the actual ultimate value of A,,, is agnosticism. Thus A,, tums out to 

be a question mark in our caiculation of A,,, 

When we move on to consider A,,, A,, and so forth, we find the same 

situation. Our relevant knowledge for each is minuscule. The most 

rationally justifiable position to hold for each m e  is agnosticism; each 

one must be represented by an unknown number. When we attempt 

an objective calculation of &,,, what we end up with is: 

Am-,, ,, = the sum of thousands or millions of unknown numbers 

In a situation like this, it is absurd to thing we are in a position to 

infer whether A,,,, ,,, is negative. The most defensible position to 



take is to state that we are simply missing far too much necessary 

information. We must remain agnostic about evil. 

Recall that the assumption made by the objection was that we are in 

a better position to calculate A for massive evils, to the effect that we 

are justified in concluding that A is negative. 1 have just shown that 

this assumption is false. Now let us turn our attention to the 

problem of calculating B for massive evils. 

In calculating B, we must at the very least Find a possible world that 

is actualizable by God and has a higher net value. We can imagine 

any number of possible worlds that do not include the massive evil 

under investigation. As 1 have already argued however, to qualiQ as 

a candidate for the calculation of B, the possible world must be 

actualizable by God. Given the very large number of primary events 

(E,, E2, E, ... EN) constituting the massive evil, the closest altemate 

world would be radically different from the one in which we live. It 

would require not just the substitution of one event, but the 

substitution of thousands or millions of primary events, not to 

mention al1 their consequences. Although we can imagine d l  sorts of 

radically different possible worids, we do not know if any of them 

are actualizable by God. For a l l  the better possible worlds we can 

imagine, we are missing one vital piece of information; we do not 

know if free agents would actually cooperate to actualize any of 

those worlds. Thus we cannot even get started in o u  calculation of 

B. Al1 we know about alternative possibilities is that we can imagine 

them. We know nothing about whether or not God can actualize any 



of those possibilities if they contain the decisions of free agents. As 

Alvin Plantinga has pointed out (see the Introduction), not only 

might God be Iimited in what possible worlds that contain free agents 

he can bring about: thîs might be the best that is possible. 

The problem of B is that we do not know which worlds, containhg 

free agents God c m  actualize and which he cannot. Lacking this 

information, we know nothing about B. Even if A were negative, if 

we know nothing about B, we cannot rationally justify the inference 

that the actual ultimate value of a particular massive evil is negative. 

The complexity of actual history and the future interaction of causal 

chains in the actual world make it impossible for us to calculate A. 

The caiculation of B is an exercise of utter conjecture. Given these 

problerns the strong inference regarding the actual ultimate value of 

any event, good or bad, is not rationally justified. The most 

rationally justifiable position to hold is agnosticism. 

Up to now, we have only examined the calculation of the actual 

ultirnate value of individual evils. In chapter 1 and in some of the 

free will theodicies, the possibility was raised that some evils, though 

unjustified by themselves, were justified in virtue of belonging to a 

combination of evils that, as a combination, prevented a massively 

irregular world (Peter van Inwagen). They were justified in virtue 

of being the result of free decisions which, themselves, were the best 

combination of free decisions weakly acnializable by God (Plantinga's 

free will defense). In chapter two 1 laid out a formulation for the 



calculation of the actual ultimate value of these combination-justified 

evils. It is possible that the actual world contains combination- 

justified evils. This possibility dashes even the faintest hope of a 

rationally justified strong inference, for i t  raises another unknown. 

The unknown is whether or not an instance of evil is part of a 

combination of evils that. as a combination, are actually justified. 

Before we can make the strong inference, we must assure ourselves 

that the particular evil, or massive evil, that we are investigating, is 

not combination-justified. As pointed out in chapter two, this 

requires that we calculate the net intnnsic value of whole 

combinations of events with al1 their consequences to the end of 

history and compare that value with alternate combinations (the 

altemate combinations which may be composed of a mixture of 

actual and possible events) with dl  the consequences to the end of 

the alternate history. It should be evident that this task is many 

orders of magnitude harder than the relatively simpler task of 

calculating the ultimate value for a single event. 

If Our minuscule knowledge of the web of causal c h a h  of actual 

history and lack of middle knowledge makes the strong inference 

rationally unjustifiable in  the case of individual evils, then it is an 

understatement to Say we are not rationally justified in making the 

strong inference if it is possible that the actual world contains 

combination-justified evils. 



5.3 Agnosticism Regarding the Actual Ultimate Value of Events and 

Our Personal Moral Responsibility 

Our moral intuitions indicate to us that many events are not justified, 

even if my argument is plausible. As i have already pointed out 

however, it is important to distinguish between the actual ultimate 

value and the ultimate value as responsibly comprehended by us. 

When considering whether or not God is justified in permitting 

certain events, we must consider the actual ultimate value of that 

event which, as 1 have argued, we are not in a position to do. 

The agnosticism that 1 have argued for (regarding whether or not an 

instance of evil is actually unjustified), does not affect our own moral 

obligations however. Recall from chapter two, 

R: An agent is morally responsible for what is reasonably 

knowable to that agent and not morally responsible for what is 

not reasonably knowable to that person. 

If this is granted, then even if we do not know if the ultimate value 

of an event is positive or not, we still know what we must do. We 

must act on the basis of what is responsibly comprehended by us 

after due inquiry into what is reasonably knowable to us. 

In al1 Likelihood, there will be many events in history that have a 

positive actual ultimate value, but a negative ultimate value as 

perceived by us. In these cases, God would be justified in allowing 



those instances but we would be justified in preventing them. It 

would remain up to God to see to it that our justified efforts were not 

successful. 

In conclusion, 1 have argued that our knowledge falls far short of 

what would be sufficient to justify the inference that certain events 

are acnially unjustified. If this is granted, then evidential arguments 

from evil that rest on the strong inference are faulty. We cm,  

however, know what w e  are justified in permitting and are obligated 

to ac t accordingly . 



6.0 The Expectatlon of Apparently Unjustified En1 and the 

a Inference 

The weak inference is based on the assumption that instances of 

apparently unjustified evil are exactly what we would expect if God 

does not exist but not what we would expect if God exists. Based on 

this assumption and obse~at ions  of apparently unjustified evil, the 

weak inference concludes that there must be actually unjustified 

evil, even if we are not in a position to know exactiy which events 

are actually unjustified. 

In the first section of this chapter 1 shall argue that we are rnissing 

so much information, necessary to know the actual ultimate value of 

an event, that the apparent ultimate value' of an event has nothing 

to do with whether or not the actual ultimate value is positive or 

negative, or whether or not God exists. Based on our methods of 

arriving at the apparent ultimate value of events, apparently 

unjustified evil is exactly what we should expect if God exists and 

exactly what we should expect if God does not exist. The basic 

assumption of the weak inference is therefore false. 

In the second section of this chapter, 1 shall briefly consider God's 

moral responsibility toward those who mistakenly make the weak 

inference. What 1 shall be concerned with is whether or not God has 

The apparent ultimate value of an event is the ultimate value as responsibly 
comprehended by us. This is not be coafused with the actual ultirnate value of 
an event. 



a moral obligation to prevent us from being deceived (from making 

either the strong or weak inference). 

6.1 The Faulty Assumption of the Weak Inference 

The weak inference assumes that the instances of apparently 

unjustified' evil that we observe are exactly what we would expect if 

God does not exist but not what we would expect if God exists. But 

this assumption c m  only be supported if there is some sort of 

connection, or relationship, between the apparent ulthate value of 

events and the actual ultimate value of events. Hence, if God exists 

and al1 actual instances of evil are actuaily justified, then they should 

a11 be apparently justified as well. The reasoning and assumptions 

behind the weak inference can be summarized as follows. 

1. There is a relationship between whether or not the actual 

ultimate value of any event is positive and whether or not the 

apparent ultimate value is positive 

2. If ( l) ,  then if al1 actual instances of evil are actually justified, 

then most actual instances of evil should appear to be justified. 

(Note that 1 Say 'most' in order to ailow for the fact that 

humans can sometimes be mistaken about what ought to be 

apparently obvious.) 

3. If a11 actual instances of evil are actually justified, then most 



actual instances of evil should appear to be justified. (from 1 & 

2 

4. It is not the case that most actual instances of evil appear to 

be justified. 

5 .  If (4), then it is not the case that all actual instances of evil 

are actually justified. (from 3 & 4) 

6. It is not the case that all actuai instances of evil are acnially 

justified. (from 4 & 5 )  

7. If (6) ,  then some actual instances of evil are actually 

unjus tified. 

therefore, 

Some actual instances of evil are actually unjustified. (from 6 

7) 

1 will argue in this section that the above argument fails because ( 1 )  

is false. The instances of apparently unjustified evil that we observe 

are exactly what we would expect if God does not exist and exactly 

what we would expect if God exists. The reason for this situation is 

that whether or not the apparent ultimate values of events appear to 

be positive, have nothing to do with whether or not the actual 

ultimate values are positive or negative or whether or not God exists. 



Our minuscule knowledge of the consequences of events insure that 

there is no relationship betweea the apparent justification of an 

event and the actual justification of an event. Let us teview how the 

actual ultimate value is calculated and then look at how the apparent 

ultimate value is calculated. 

What the calculation of the ultimate value amounts to is simply the 

summing of a very Iarge quantity of positive or negative numbers 

minus the SM of amther very large quantity of positive or negative 

n um b er s .' Positive numbers represent the various positive inuinsic 

values of the different positive consequences, and negative numbers 

represent the various negative inuinsic values of the different 

negative consequences to the end of history. In considering the 

actual ultimate value of an event, what we are interested in is 

whether the actual ultimate value is positive or not. If it is positive 

it is justified, if it is negative it is unjustified. There are really only 

two possible answers to the question of whether or not an event is 

' Recall from chapter two that the ultimate value of an event was not only the 
sum of the intriasic values of the event and its actual consequences, but also 
included the negation of the net value of the best alternative with al1 its 
consequences. 

If we treat the event we are concerned with as merely the first event in a 
causal chah, then the actual ultimate value can be represented as folLows: 

w here: 

U= actuai uttirnate value 
A = net value of the actual event with al1 its consequences 
B = net value of the best alternative with al1 its consequences 



jusWed; yes or no? Thus if we were to take a guess at whether a 

particula. event was justified, we would have just as much chance of 

being wrong as right. Most of us probably do not guess, however. 

We have other methods of deciding whether or not an event is 

justified. Let us now consider how we calculate the apparent 

ultimate value of an event. 

The apparent ultimate value of an event is the ultimate value as 

responsibly comprehended by us. We tend to judge the apparent 

ultimate value of an event by estimating the sum of the intrinsic 

value of the observed event (using some subjective, abstract unit of 

value) and the inuinsic values of the few consequences we are aware 

of. If that sum seems to be positive we conclude that the event is 

probably justified. If the sum looks as if it is negative we conclude 

that the event was likely unjustified. 

Here is the problem. Our estimation of the ultimate value of an 

event is related to only those few consequences that we are aware of 

out of a collection of possibly millions, or more. that have various 

values, both positive and negative. The problem was illustrated in 

the previous chapter, but I will review it again here. 

Let us Say that we are aware of an event and four consequences. 

The event has an intrinsic value of -3 and the four consequences 

This holds true for the more cornplicated case of combination justified events 
which 1 discussed in chapter two. It also holds tme for events that are the best 
of a bad lot. as B is more negative than A, yielding a positive U. 



have intrinsic values of -4, -1, O and 2. Now imagine taking an 

arithme tic test and seeing the following question: 

Given: 

(-3 - 4 + 2 - 1 + several million other numbers) - several million 

alternate numbers = U 

Question: 1s U positive or negative? 

As 1 suggested in the previous chapter, most of us would consider 

such a question to be ridiculous, yet it is the same type of question 

we face every time we ponder the actual ultimate value of some 

event. Most of us, when faced with the above arithmetic question, 

would probably admit that we have no idea whether U is positive or 

negative. Given the paucity of information, we rnight as well flip a 

coin; heads it's positive, tails it's negative. 

Others may take the sum of the few numbers supplied and if the 

sum mms out negative, they would take U to be negative. The is 

more typical of how we arrive at the apparent ultimate value of an 

event. But given that almost dl of the necessary information is 

missing, they would just as likely be wrong as right. The answer 

they provided would be no more reliable than one obtained by the 

flip of a coin. The more information we are missing, the poorer our 

position becomes to make a good inductive inference. In the case of 

the actual ultimate value of events, we are missing so much 



information, that our conclusions about whether or not the actuai 

ultimate value of an event is positive, is no better than a guess. Our 

guess no longer has any relationship to whether or not the actual 

ultimate value of an event is positive. 

Given consequential complexity and how little information we have 

about the future of a particular causal chah  as opposed to a possible 

alternative, our estimation of whether or not the actual ultimate 

value of an event is negative or positive is just as likely to be wrong 

as right. The apparent ultimate value that we denve has nothing to 

do with whether or not the actual ultirnate value is positive or 

negative, or whether or not God exists. Rather, it has everything to 

do with the minuscule part of the causal chab that we actually 

observe, the event and a few consequences. If, for any evil event, 

we are just as likely to be mistaken as right, then we should expect 

that instances of evil that appear to be unjustified, should be 

relatively cornmonplace even if d l  instances of evil were actually 

justified. It al1 depends upon which particular consequences we are 

aware of. Thus, we still go about evaluating the ultimate value based 

on the few consequences we see and are therefore likely to corne to 

the same conclusions regarding a particular event, whether or not 

God exists. It is our limited knowledge and the minuscule portion of 

the causal c h i n  that we are aware of that are the main factors in 

whether or not an event appears to be justified, not the existence of 

God, or whether or not the event was actually justified. 



The weak inference assumes that the instances of apparently 

unjustified evil that we observe are exactly what we would expect if 

God does not exist but not what we would expect if God exists. I 

have just argued that this assumption is false. The weak inference, 

which is based upon this false assumption, is therefore not rationally 

jus tified. 

A defender of the weak inference might suggest that even if we 

grant the above, the quanti ty of apparently unjustified evil is of the 

amount one would expect if God does not exist and is greater than 

what one would expect if God exists. Critical to this objection is 

knowing what a Godless world would be like so that we c m  compare 

our world to it and see if it is less evil. We do not have this 

knowledge. The person offering this suggestion has some subjective 

standard in mind as to how much apparently unjustified evil God 

would allow. That standard is likely to Vary from person to person. 

A theist is likety to assume that a Godless world could be a good deal 

worse than the one we have. We can dl likely imagine worse worlds 

and better worlds. Assuming that this world is worse than a world 

in which God exists, is making an assumption that simply cannot be 

supported by any objective standard if there are some restrictions or 

limitations on how much freedom God has in substituting alternate 

events in place of events that are evil. In chapter three, 1 made the 

assumption that there are goods that are logically impossible to 

achieve without allowing a certain amount of evil to occur. If God is 

going to realize these sort of goods in this world, then he will have to 

limit his interventions to what is logically allowable by those goods. 



Although we have various suggestions as to what those goods might 

be (chapter 3), we do not have agreement. If we do not have 

agreement on what those goods might be, then we should expect 

even less agreement on how much evil must be permitted to realize 

those goods. 

Ultimately, the weak inference must be rationally justified on the 

basis of some facts. The facts that we have are instances of 

apparently unjustified evil. This forms the basis of the weak 

inference. But as L have just argued, given the way we judge the 

ultimate value of events, the basis for the weak inference has no 

relationship to whether the event is actually justified or not, or 

whether or not God exists. How events appear to us is related to 

whatever minuscule portion of the causal chain we happen to be 

aware of, not to the actual ultimate value. We are missing sufficient 

information to establish a relationship between apparent ultimate 

value and actual ultimate value. There are, therefore, insufficient 

grounds for making 

ac tually unjustified 

In real life, we are 

inferences about whether or not there are 

events . 

not lîkely to simply guess at the ultimate value of 

an event. We are more Iikely to conclude that evil events have a 

negative ultimate value and good events have a positive ultimate 

value. One reason for this is that we are sorting portions of causal 

chahs into two classes: those portions that begin with a negative 

event and those that begin with a positive event. This alone will bias 

our estimation of the ultimate value. Every portion of causal chah 



that we associate with a negative event will always include at least 

one negative event, the evil event itself. Since our sampling of the 

causal chah  is so  minuscule (usualiy just the event and a few known 

consequences), this will tend to skew the apparent ultimate value in 

the negative direction. It will not be surpnsing, therefore, if we see 

a substantial arnount of apparently unjustified evil, even if al1 evil is 

actually justifïed. Our methodology will insure it. 

My response to the weak inference can be summarized as follows: 

1 ) There is no relationship between whether or not the actual 

ultimate value of any event is positive and whether or not the 

apparent ultimate value is positive 

2 )  If (1) then the world would look the same to us (in respect to 

the apparent ultimate value of events) if al1 events that 

actually form our history were justified, or if they were al1 

unjustified or if they were a mixture of justified and 

unjustified events. 

3 )  The world would look the same to us (in respect to the 

apparent ultimate value of events) if al1 events that actually 

form Our history were justified, or if they were al1 unjustified 

or if they were a mixture of justified and unjustified events. 

(from 1 & 2) 

4 )  If (3), then the weak inference is not rationally justified and 



agnosticism regarding the three options in (2) is the most 

rationally justifiable position to take. 

therefore, 

The weak inference is not rationally justified and agnosticism 

regarding the three options in (2) is the most rationally 

justifiable position to take. (from 3 & 4) 

6 . 2  God, Deception and the Weak Inference 

The argument in the previous section is based on the proposition that 

the apparent ultimate value of an event has no relationship to the 

actual ultimate value of an event, given how we estimate the 

apparent ultimate value of events. Given this, 1 have argued that the 

weak inference is not rationally justified. There is an objection, 

however, that argues that the very fact that there is no relationship 

between the apparent ultimate value and the actual ultimate value, 

supports the rational justification for the weak inference. The 

objection can be formulated as follows: 

1. God is omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good. 

2. If a being is perfectly good, then he cannot be morally 

responsible for any false beliefs. 



3 .  If a being cannot be moraily responsible for any false beliefs 

then he will always make things appear as they actually are, so 

far as it is in his power to do so. 

4. A perfectly good being will always make things appear as they 

actually are, so far as it is in his power to do so. (from 2 & 3) 

5 .  An omnipotent being can always make things appear as they 

actually are. 

6 .  Therefore, God will always make things appear as they actually 

are. (froml, 4 & 5 )  

7.  If al1 evil is actually justified, then God will make it appear to 

be justified. (from 6) 

8 .  Al1 evil does not appear to be justified. 

therefore, 

Not al1 evil is justified. (from 7 & 8) 

By way of response, I concede that the conclusion follows from the 

premises, but one of the premises is false. The objection, therefore, 

fails to establish what it  attempts to. 



The false premise is (3). The state of not being moraily responsible 

for any false beliefs does not entail the consequent. The premise is 

claiming that a non-deceiving being must insure (so far as possible) 

that the total evidence available to us will indicate the way things 

actually are, in order to avoid moral responsibility for any false . 
beliefs. This is not the only option open to a non-deceiving being. 

The state of aot being morally responsible for any false beliefs is also 

consistent with not making things appear as they actually are but 

insuring that there is additional information available that would 

indicate that it might be unwise to pass judgment on the basis of 

appearances. In other words, a being c m  avoid moral responsibility 

for any false beliefs if such being insures, so far as is possible, that 

the total evidence available favors agnosticism regarding the 

ou tcorne. 

For example, consider a case where a person is strolling along the 

banks of a river and observes a large tree clinging to the edge of a 

badly eroded bank. Al1 appearances indicate that within the next 

year or so, the bank will be eroded to the extent that the tree will 

topple into the water. Unbeknownst to the observer, however, the 

future of the tree holds no such misfortune. Over the next number of 

years, the course of the river will gradually alter through natural 

processes and the tree will continue to flourish and grow for another 

hundred years. The person strolling dong the river of course, is not 

in a position to know the outcome of the natural processes affecting 

the tree. If the observer were to consider the question of whether 

the tree will fa11 into the river or not, appearances would certainly 



suggest that it will. In actuality, it will not. If God is to avoid moral 

responsibility for any false beliefs regarding the hiture of the tree, 

must he make the tree appear as though it will never falI into the 

river? In keeping with what I have suggested in the previous 

paragraph, if there is additional information readily available such 

that the total evidence favors uncertainty or agnosticism regarding 

the outcome, then God can still avoid mord responsibility for any 

false beliefs regarding the outcome of the tree's precarious position. 

In this case the additional information is available to anyone willing 

to make careful inquj l  into the vagaries of nature. This larger body 

of evidence will tend to introduce uncertainty regarding the future of 

the tree with the result that a careful observer is more likely to be 

Ied at least in the direction of agnosticism regarding the outcome of 

the tree. 

In the case of the actual ultimate value of events, even though the 

tiny snapshot of history that we observe may indicate an apparently 

negative ultimate value, there is additional information available 

that when taken in conjunction with our limited knowledge of any 

given event, should favor agnosticism regarding the actual ultimate 

outcome. In this case, the additional information is the consequential 

complexity of the ever increasing, interrelated causal chahs. This 

larger body of evidence should lead a careful inquirer into 

agnosticism regarding the actual ultimate outcome of any event. 

Since the objection contains at least one false premise, the objection 

fails. Now for a counter-argument to the objection: 



1. If thete is sufficient information available to us such that we 

are not rationally justified in concluding that any evil is 

actually unjustified, then God can allow instances of actually 

justified evil to appear unjustified and he is not guilty of deceit. 

2. There is sufficient information available to us such that we are 

not rationally justified in concluding that any evil is actuaily 

unjus tified. 

3. Therefore, God can allow instances of actually justified evil to 

appear unjustified and he is not guilty of deceit. (from 1 & 2) 

4. If God can dlow instances of actually justified evil to appear 

unjustified, then instances of apparently unjustified evil we 

observe in this world may actually be justified. 

therefore, 

Instances of apparently unjustified evil we observe in this 

world may actually be justified. (from 3 & 4) 

1 have already argued for (1) in my criticism of the third premise in 

the objection. My support for (2) is drawn from Descartes as follows. 

My response to this is that, if God exists, he has done something so 

that we need not be deceived. The essence of my response is found 



in Descartes's "Meditation IV: Of Tmth and Enor"." In this 

meditation, Descartes acknowledges that "it is impossible for him 

(God) to ever deceive me."' He goes on to state that God has also 

given us the power to f m l y  "retain the resolution never to judge 

where the truth is not clearly known to me.'" The idea Descartes was 

explicating was the notion that God has aven us the ability to refrain 

from drawing conclusions on insufficient evidence. Tt is a common 

realization that we ought to wait until we have sufficient facts before 

drawing conclusions. The problems or erroneous conclusions arise, 

according to Descartes, when we fail to restrain ourselves from 

drawing conclusions before we have taken adequate time to examine 

the evidence? 

If this is the case, then d l  that remains is for God to insure that the 

evidence available to us be such that, if we take adequate time to 

examine it, we will see that neither the strong nor weak inference is 

warranted. This is exactly what 1 have done in this thesis. 

Furthermore, the consequential complexity of history is not so 

obscure and technical that only the highly intelligent and greatly 

learned could undentand it sufficiently to avoid falling into error. 

The consequential complexity of history should readily be apparent 

The Rationalists, (Anchor Books, Doubleday. 1974). pp. 144 - 152. 

' Ibid.. p. 144. 

Ibid., p. 151. 

' "Meditation VI: Of the Existence of Material Things. and of the Real 
Distinction Between the Mind and Body of Man," ibid., p. 175. 



to anyone with normal cognitive abilities who will take sufficient 

time to contemplate it. 

According to Descartes, we should only consider to be m e  that which 

"is very clearly and distinctly apprehended."* Tt should be clear 

from my thesis that the acrual ultimate value is not even remotely 

close to being something that is very clearly and distinctly 

apprehended. Furthermore, the consequential complexity of this 

world is something that, although perhaps not clearly and distinctly 

apprehended in the sense that Descartes rnight have required, is 

nevertheless abundantly evident to anyone who will take adequate 

time to contemplate the causal complexity of history. . As a result, we 

can avoid the error of the strong and weak inferences if we will 

restrain ourselves from drawing conclusions before we have taken 

adequate time to examine the evidence. 

In conclusion, 1 have argued that the weak inference is based upon 

an assumption that is false. The weak inference is therefore not 

rationally justified. 1 have also argued that even though the world 

contains many events that appear to be unjustified, God has given us 

the ability to recognize that this lack of justification may be only an 

artifact of consequential complexity. Furthermore, we have sufficient 

comprehension of this world to realize that we do not have sufficient 

information to justify either the strong or weak inference. Our part 

is to restrain ourselves from drawing conclusions before we have 

' "Meditatioa III: Of God: That He Exists," ibid., p. 128. 



taken adequate time to contemplate the consequential complexity of 

his tory. 



7.0 Some Conciuding Points 

The objective of this chapter is to clearly distinguish between what 1 

have attempted to estabüsh and what has not been established or  

addressed. In the first section 1 will review what 1 have attempted 

to establish. In the second section, 1 will survey some points that 

have not been addressed in this thesis. 

7.1 A Summary of What has been Argued for 

The evidential argument from evil raises a challenge to the beiief 

that God exists. There are two ways a theist can respond to this 

challenge. One c m  either defend the beiief, or attempt to neutralize 

the challenge. The first approach attempts to show that it is rational 

to believe that God exists and, therefore, that God must be justified in 

allowing evil even if we have no idea what that reason must be.' 

The current trend in scholarly circles however, is to take the second 

approach, addressing the challenge by providing either a defense or 

a theodicy. My thesis took this second route. 1 began by looking at 

Peter van Inwagen's defense, with the question of whether or not 

any further contribution to the discussion of the problem of evil was 

necessary by anyone else or myself. Although 1 granted that Van 

This approach has been taken by R. Douglas Geivett in his book, Evil and the 
Evidence for God: The Challenge of John Hick's Theodicy, Philadelphia, PA: 
Temple University Press (1993). Michael Bergrnano has reviewed Geivett's 
book Faith and Philosophy, Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 436-441. This approach is also 
very common among laypeople committed to a particular religious faith. 



Inwagen's theory may possibly be me,' 1 supplied three reasons 

why there is still room for fiuther contributions to the discussion. 

First, there is always room for a story that is even more plausible. 

Second, we do not appear to be even remotely close to experiencing 

too much divine intervention in this world. Finaily, although van 

Inwagen's defense might provîde an answer to specific instances of 

evil, it does not provide a very satisfactory account of the quantity of 

evil. With these three reasons in mind, 1 then proceeded to provide 

a defense that would respond to al1 evidential arguments from evil. 

1 then considered what is required to justify an instance of evil. 1 

suggested that any being is justifed in permitting an event if and 

only if the ultimate value of that event, as responsibly 

comprehended by that being, aftet due inquiry into what is 

reasonably knowable to that being, is positive. 1 then went on to 

make a distinction between the actual ultimate value of an event and 

the ultimate value as responsibly comprehended by some being. The 

actual ultimate value is the difference between the net intrinsic 

value of the actual event with al1 its consequences to the end of 

history and the net intrinsic value of the best alternative with al1 its 

consequences to the end of history. The ultimate value as 

responsibly comprehended by some being, was the difference 

between the net intrinsic value of the actual event with its 

Recall that Peter van Inwagen suggested that God cannot intervene to 
prevent al1 evils if he wishes to avoid a massively irregalar world. He may 
have to allow some evils that, considered by themselves, do not appear to be 
justified. They are rather, combination justified evils; as a combination, their 
allowance prevents a much larger evil. 



consequences as responsibly comprehended by that being, and the 

best alternative with al1 its consequences as responsibly 

comprehended by that being. 

1 then made the assumption that God has foreknowledge and 

therefore knows the inuinsic values of any actual event and al1 its 

consequences to the end of history. I dso assumed that he has 

middle knowledge and therefore knows al1 possible alternatives and 

their consequences, for all persons. Given these assumptions, it then 

followed that God is justifed in permittuig an event if and only if the 

actual ultimate value of that event is positive. 

I pointed out that in discussions of the evidential problem of evil, we 

are not interested in what w e  are justified in permitting, but what 

God is justified in permitting. If we are going to make claims about 

what God is justified and not justified in permitting, those claims 

must be on the basis of the actual ultimate value of the event, not on 

the ultimate value as responsibly comprehended by us. 

1 then proceeded to suggest that al1 evidential arguments from evil 

depend upon one of two inferences. If both of those inferences could 

be shown to be not rationally justifiable, then the challenge posed by 

al1 evidential arguments from evil would be reduced. The strong 

inference occurs when a person infers that a particulat instance of 

evil is actually unjustified. 1 referred to that sort of inference as a 

strong inference because of the strong claim that it makes. The weak 

inference, however, makes a weak claim. It works on the 



assumption that observations of apparently unjustified evil are 

exactly what we would expect if there is no God and not what we 

would expect if there is a God. It is a weaker clah because it does 

not conclude that any particular instance of evil is acnially 

unjus tified. 

Before proceeding to the heart of my thesis, 1 introduced the 

assumption that there are certain goods that are not logically 

possible to obtain without allowing some evil. If God wishes to see 

these goods obtain, he must limit his intervention in this world to the 

extent that he does not jeopardize the realization of those goods. I 

then reviewed a number of theodicies and showed how each one 

either implied or suggested this idea. My purpose was to show that 

the assumption of sufficient iimits to divine intervention is a 

common assumption by those who present theodicies and defenses. 

1 concluded this discussion by indicating that 1 would make the same 

assumption. What my argument does is begin with the assumption 

implied by Plantinga's free will defense, and attempt to show that if 

that assumption is m e ,  then the two kinds of inferences used in 

evidential arguments from evil are not rationally justified. 

My Fust step in responding to the two inferences, was to challenge 

our ability to know the positive or negative- state of the actual 

ultimate value of an event. 1 did this by showing that there are 

three types of complexity that this world appears to have. These 

three types of cornplexities make it very difficult, if not impossible, 



to calculate the actual ultixnate value of any event, or even know if it 

is positive or negative. 

In the following chapter, using the consequential complexity of 

causal chains as an example, 1 argued that since we are utterly 

incapable of knowing whether the actual ultimate value of an event 

is positive or negative, it is not rationdy justifiable to niake the 

strong inference. The strong inference is based on the assumption 

that we have sufficient knowledge of the actual ultimate value of an 

event to justiw an inference as to whether it is positive or not. 1 

responded by arguing that our knowledge of the actual ultimate 

value of any event is so minuscule, that it falls vastly short of being 

sufficient for any rationally justifiable inference. Our conclusion will 

be no more rationally justifiable than one based upon the flip of a 

coin. 

At this point, I addressed the problem of how we can justify 

preventing or permitting events if we cannot kaow the actual 

ultimate value of those events. My response was that if we accept 

that, 

R: A person is morally responsible for what is knowable to that 

person and not morally responsible for what is not knowable to 

that person. 



then our justification for permitting or preventing events depends 

upon the ultimate value as responsibly comprehended by us, not 

upon the actud ultimate value. 

Finally, 1 addressed the weak inference. The weak inference is based 

on the assumption that observations of apparendy unjustified evil 

are exactly what we would expect if there is no God but not what we 

would expect if there is a God. 1 argued that this assumption is false 

and the weak inference, therefore, is not justified. The apparent 

ultimate value of any event has no relationship to the actual ultimate 

value of an event or to the existence of God. Rather, it is completely 

dependent upon Our knowledge of the event and the minuscule 

sample of actual consequences that we are aware of. This minuscule 

sample is so deficient in what we would need to know to even infer 

the actual ultimate value of an event that if an event appears to be 

unjustified, we should expect it to appear that way whether or not it 

is actually justified, or whether or not God exists. The result is that 

we should expect to observe instances of apparently unjustified evil 

if God does not exist and if God exists. 1 must remind h e  reader that 

this is only m e  if there are some limits to divine intervention such 

that God must allow some evil to occur, which my assumption 

regarding certain goods that are logically impossible to obtain 

without allowing some evil, entails. 

At this point 1 addressed one final problem. If there are events that 

are apparently unjustified, has God done enough to keep us from 

being deceived? I argued that he has. He has given us the ability to 



restrain ourselves from drawing conclusions on insufficient evidence. 

1 went on to point out that the consequential complexity of history is 

readily apparent to one of normal cognitive abilities who takes 

sufficient t h e  to contemplate it. Such a person will see that we have 

insufficient information to draw conclusions about whether or not 

the actual ultimate value of any event is positive. Given this, God has 

done enough. 

The two major conclusions of my thesis, that both the strong and 

weak inferences are not rationally justified, are conditional on the 

assumptions that 1 made during the course of my argument. For the 

sake of clarity, it is necessary to clearly discharge them at this point. 

First, 1 have assumed that we have free will. This assumption was 

made when 1 made my second assumption on the basis of Alvin 

Plantinga's free will defense and his suggestion that there may be 

certain goods that are logically impossible to obtain unless God 

pennits a certain amount of evil (my second assumption). This 

second assumption entailed that God must Iimit his intervention in 

this world to what is logically allowable if he wishes to see those 

certain goods obtain. 

The first premise is subject to debate but it is certainly plausible, 

given that it appears to us as though we have free will. The second 

assumption is commonly made by al1 thase who advance defenses 

and theodicies. This now brings me to the second section of this 

chapter, a discussion of what has not been established or addressed. 



7.2 Loose Ends 

There are two significant items that were not addressed. The first 

item is whether or not God actuaily exists. The second has to do with 

what the goods might be that are logically impossible to achieve 

without the allowance of a certain amount of evil. In this section, 1 

will review these two signficant loose ends. 

As I indicated in the previous section, there are two routes open to 

someone who wishes to defend the belief that God exists in the face 

of the evidential argument from evil. 1 chose to address the 

challenge to the belief that God exists, rather than attempt to defend 

the rationality of the belief by presenting some evidence for the 

existence of God. Even if it was granted that 1 have completely 

neutralized the challenge (which, at best, I have only conditionally 

done), I have presented no reason at al1 to believe that God exists. 

At the very best, al1 1 have done is to argue that one reason for not  

believing that there is a God, is not rationally justified (1 refer to al1 

evidential arguments from evil). It does not follow, however, that 

there is a God. 

In general, no successful defense or theodicy, by itself, establishes 

the existence of God. The issue of whether or'not there is an actuai 

god and if so, what sort of god actually exists, is still unresolved. A 

good theodicy does not rule out, for example, the actual existence of a 

less than perfect god, or even a malicious god. It might be entirely 

possible in a world in which there was a malicious god, to constnict a 



successful theodicy that explained how an omnipotent, omniscient 

and perfectly good god could allow the evii and suffering in that 

world, even though there was no such god and the real god was 

malicious. 

Conversely, a good evidential argument from evil may make the 

proposition that God exists implausible, but it does not show that 

there actually is no God. It might be entirely possible in a world in 

which God exists and evil occurs, to constnict a very compelling 

evidential argument from evil against the existence of God, even 

though God existed in that world. Regardless of how good a theodicy 

or defense might be, the question as to whether or not God actually 

exists will have to be settled by examining the evidence. This may 

include personal expenence or some other line of justification for the 

belief that God exists. 

The second significant loose end arises out of the major assumption 1 

made in chapter three. In chapter three I showed that, beginning 

with Alvin Plantinga's famous free will defense, every defense and 

theodicy either suggested or assumed that there are certain goods 

that are not logically possible to obtain without the permission of a 

certain amount of evil. If this is m e ,  then God must limit how much 

evil he can prevent. 

During the course of chapter three, 1 reviewed a number of 

suggestions as to what these certain goods might be. There did not 

seem to be any one good that adequately explained al1 the evil we 



observe in this world, although 1 suggested that a conjunction of two 

or more goods might have much greater explanatory power. What 

these goods might be is highly relevant to the evidential problem of 

evil. If we knew what these goods were, or at least could suggest a 

combination of goods that would explain al1 evil, we would then be in 

a position to determine to what extent they would impose logical 

limits on divine intervention. Certain goods, such as those suggested 

by Peter van Inwagen's 'Prodigal Son theodicy' might impose huge 

limits on how much God could intervene in this world if he wanted 

humanity to grow weary of separation from him. Other goods might 

logically permit a high degree of intervention. Until we have a mode1 

of what these goods might be that has suficient explanatory power, 

we are left at a disadvantage in being able to resolve just how 

extensive the logical limitations to divine prevention of evil are. . 

Many theists, upon reading chapter three, would be in agreement 

with at least two or more of the goods suggested by the theodicies 

reviewed there. Furthemore, 1 think that many theists might agree 

that it is simplistic to hold that there is only one sort of good that 

logically entails limits to divine intervention. There is room, 

therefore, for complex theodicies that consider a conjunction of goods 

which are not logically possible to obtain without the allowance of a 

certain amount of evil. The objective, of course, would be greater 

explanatory power in accounting for the instances of evil that we 

observe in this world. 
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