
philosophy the problem of evil

philosophy the problem of evil is a central and enduring issue in the study of theology and
metaphysics, raising profound questions about the nature of evil and its compatibility with an
omnipotent, omnibenevolent deity. This philosophical challenge explores why evil exists in a world
governed by a supposedly all-powerful and all-good God, and what implications this has for religious
belief, morality, and human suffering. The problem of evil is often divided into two main categories:
the logical problem of evil, which questions the coherence of God's existence given evil, and the
evidential problem of evil, which considers the likelihood of God's existence given the amount and
kinds of evil observed. Various responses and theodicies have been developed to address these
problems, ranging from free will defenses to appeals to greater goods or soul-making. This article
provides an in-depth examination of philosophy the problem of evil, including its historical context,
key arguments, and contemporary perspectives. It will also outline major theodicies and critiques,
offering a comprehensive understanding of this fundamental philosophical dilemma.
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Historical Background of the Problem of Evil
The problem of evil has been a subject of philosophical inquiry for millennia, tracing back to ancient
civilizations and religious traditions. Early philosophical treatments can be found in the works of Plato
and Epicurus, with Epicurus’ formulation often cited as the origin of the problem. Epicurus famously
questioned how an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God could permit evil to exist, setting the stage for
centuries of debate. In Christian philosophy, Augustine of Hippo developed one of the earliest and
most influential theodicies, attributing evil to human free will and the privation of good rather than a
substantive force. Throughout the Middle Ages and into the modern era, philosophers such as
Aquinas, Leibniz, and Kant further refined arguments concerning evil and divine attributes,
embedding the problem deeply within Western philosophical and theological traditions.

The Logical Problem of Evil
The logical problem of evil is a formal argument that asserts the existence of evil is logically
incompatible with the existence of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good God. This problem
challenges the coherence of theistic belief by positing that if God possesses these three divine
attributes, evil should not exist. The argument typically follows this structure:



If God is omnipotent, He has the power to eliminate evil.1.

If God is omnibenevolent, He would want to eliminate evil.2.

Evil exists.3.

Therefore, God does not exist (or at least not as defined traditionally).4.

Philosophers have offered various responses to this argument, often focusing on redefining the nature
of evil or the attributes of God to preserve logical consistency.

Key Philosophical Formulations
One of the most notable articulations of the logical problem is found in the works of J.L. Mackie, who
argued that the traditional theistic conception of God and the existence of evil are mutually
contradictory. However, Alvin Plantinga’s free will defense is a significant counter-argument,
demonstrating that it is logically possible for God and evil to coexist if evil results from human free
will.

The Evidential Problem of Evil
The evidential problem of evil differs from the logical problem by focusing not on logical impossibility
but on the probability and evidential weight that evil provides against the existence of God. This
argument suggests that while God's existence is not logically impossible, the amount, intensity, and
kinds of evil observed in the world make God's existence unlikely or unjustified. It often emphasizes
gratuitous or seemingly pointless suffering, such as natural disasters or innocent suffering, that
appears incompatible with an all-good God.

Philosophical Implications
The evidential problem challenges believers to reconcile the presence of such evils with divine
goodness. It has led to numerous philosophical discussions about the nature of God's goodness,
human epistemic limitations, and the potential purposes of suffering. William Rowe’s famous example
of a fawn suffering in a forest fire is often cited as a case of apparently unnecessary suffering that
raises serious questions about traditional theism.

Major Theodicies and Defenses
In response to philosophy the problem of evil, several theodicies and defenses have been proposed to
explain why evil exists despite a benevolent and omnipotent deity. These explanations seek to justify
God's allowance of evil by showing it serves a greater purpose or arises from unavoidable conditions.



Free Will Defense
The free will defense argues that God gave humans free will, which inevitably includes the possibility
of moral evil. Without freedom to choose, genuine love and moral goodness would be impossible. This
defense maintains that evil is a necessary consequence of free agency and that God cannot intervene
without undermining human freedom.

Soul-Making Theodicy
Proposed by philosophers such as John Hick, the soul-making theodicy suggests that the presence of
evil and suffering provides opportunities for spiritual growth and character development. According to
this view, earthly life is a testing ground where individuals develop virtues like courage, compassion,
and patience.

Greater Good Theodicy
This theodicy posits that certain evils exist because they contribute to a greater good that would not
be achievable otherwise. This perspective argues that God's allowance of evil is part of a divine plan
that ultimately maximizes overall goodness, even if individual instances of suffering seem
unjustifiable.

List of Common Theodicies

Free Will Defense

Soul-Making Theodicy

Greater Good Theodicy

Privation Theory of Evil

Natural Law Theodicy

Contemporary Discussions and Perspectives
Philosophy the problem of evil continues to be a vibrant area of philosophical and theological inquiry
in contemporary discourse. Modern scholars examine the problem not only from a classical theistic
perspective but also through the lenses of process theology, atheism, and religious pluralism.
Advances in science, particularly in understanding natural disasters and human psychology, have
influenced debates about natural evil and moral evil.



Process Theology and Evil
Process theology offers a distinctive approach by denying traditional omnipotence, suggesting that
God’s power is persuasive rather than coercive. This view holds that evil arises because God cannot
unilaterally prevent it, which redefines the problem of evil in light of divine power limitations.

Atheistic and Agnostic Perspectives
Atheists and agnostics often use the problem of evil as a significant argument against theism. They
argue that the prevalence of evil and suffering undermines the credibility of an all-loving, all-powerful
God, leading to alternative metaphysical or ethical frameworks.

Philosophical Responses to Modern Challenges
Contemporary philosophers continue to refine traditional theodicies and develop new defenses,
exploring issues such as the problem of hiddenness, evil in a multiverse context, and the role of
evolutionary processes in shaping suffering and morality. These ongoing discussions maintain
philosophy the problem of evil as a vital and evolving field of inquiry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Problem of Evil' in philosophy?
The Problem of Evil is a philosophical and theological issue that questions how to reconcile the
existence of evil and suffering in the world with the idea of an omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and
omniscient God.

Who are the main philosophers associated with the Problem
of Evil?
Key philosophers include Epicurus, David Hume, Augustine of Hippo, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, and
Alvin Plantinga, among others, each contributing different perspectives on the issue.

What is the logical Problem of Evil?
The logical Problem of Evil argues that the existence of an all-powerful, all-good God is logically
incompatible with the existence of evil, suggesting that if such a God existed, evil should not exist.

How does the evidential Problem of Evil differ from the logical
Problem of Evil?
The evidential Problem of Evil does not claim a logical contradiction but argues that the amount and
kinds of evil we observe provide strong evidence against the existence of an all-good, all-powerful
God.



What is the Free Will Defense in response to the Problem of
Evil?
The Free Will Defense argues that evil exists because God gave humans free will, and the misuse of
this freedom leads to moral evil, which is necessary for genuine moral responsibility and love.

What role does the concept of soul-making play in addressing
the Problem of Evil?
The soul-making theodicy suggests that evil and suffering are necessary for spiritual growth and
character development, helping humans to mature and achieve higher moral and spiritual states.

How does the concept of natural evil challenge theodicies
based on free will?
Natural evil, such as natural disasters and diseases, is not caused by human free will, posing a
challenge to the Free Will Defense and requiring other explanations for why a benevolent God allows
such suffering.

What is Alvin Plantinga's contribution to the Problem of Evil?
Alvin Plantinga developed the Free Will Defense, arguing that it is logically possible that God allows
evil to exist because preventing it would interfere with free will, thus resolving the logical Problem of
Evil.

Can the Problem of Evil be applied to non-theistic
philosophies?
Yes, the Problem of Evil can be considered in non-theistic contexts as a question of why suffering
exists in the universe, influencing secular ethics, existentialism, and humanist philosophy.

How do different religious traditions approach the Problem of
Evil?
Different religions offer varied responses: Christianity often emphasizes free will and redemption,
Buddhism sees suffering as inherent to life and a path to enlightenment, and Hinduism views evil as
part of karma and the cycle of rebirth.

Additional Resources
1. The Problem of Evil by Peter van Inwagen
This book offers a rigorous analysis of the logical problem of evil, exploring how the existence of evil
challenges the concept of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and benevolent God. Van Inwagen examines
various philosophical arguments and responses, providing a clear and accessible treatment of one of
the most enduring issues in philosophy of religion. It’s a foundational text for understanding the
logical dimensions of the problem of evil.



2. Evil and the God of Love by John Hick
John Hick presents a theodicy that defends the compatibility of evil with a loving God through the
concept of soul-making. He argues that evil and suffering are necessary for spiritual growth and moral
development. This influential work offers a hopeful perspective that challenges traditional views on
the problem of evil.

3. Theodicy by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz
Leibniz’s classic work introduces the term “theodicy” and attempts to justify the existence of evil in a
world created by a benevolent God. He argues that this world is the “best of all possible worlds,”
balancing good and evil in a divine plan. The book is a seminal historical text that has shaped
subsequent philosophical discussions on the problem of evil.

4. Evil and Omnipotence by J.L. Mackie
In this influential essay, Mackie presents the logical problem of evil, arguing that the existence of evil
is incompatible with an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God. He critically examines traditional theistic
responses and concludes that they fail to adequately resolve the contradiction. This work is essential
reading for those interested in atheistic arguments stemming from the problem of evil.

5. The Problem of Pain by C.S. Lewis
C.S. Lewis explores why a loving God allows pain and suffering, offering a Christian philosophical
perspective that emphasizes the redemptive and transformative potential of suffering. His accessible
style makes complex theological concepts understandable to a broad audience. The book is often
recommended for those seeking a faith-based response to the problem of evil.

6. Evil and the Justice of God by N.T. Wright
Wright addresses the problem of evil from a biblical and theological standpoint, focusing on the
justice of God in the face of human suffering and evil. He explores how Christian theology can provide
answers to the problem while acknowledging the complexity of real-world pain. The book bridges
philosophy, theology, and practical faith concerns.

7. God, Freedom, and Evil by Alvin Plantinga
Plantinga offers a powerful defense called the Free Will Defense, arguing that evil results from human
free will and that this freedom is necessary for genuine moral good. His work is considered a crucial
contribution to contemporary philosophy of religion, challenging the logical problem of evil. The book
provides detailed arguments supporting the compatibility of God and evil.

8. Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God by Marilyn McCord Adams
Adams tackles the challenge posed by horrendous evils—those so terrible that they seem to
undermine any possible good. She develops a nuanced philosophical and theological account of how
God’s goodness can be maintained despite such evils. This book is notable for its deep engagement
with both metaphysics and pastoral concerns.

9. The End of the Problem of Evil by Marilyn McCord Adams
In this follow-up work, Adams further develops her ideas about the resolution of the problem of evil,
focusing on the ultimate redemption and transformation of suffering. She argues for a hopeful
eschatological vision where the problem of evil is finally resolved. The book is a significant
contribution to contemporary discussions on suffering, hope, and divine justice.
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