Liam Small (1807018) 
MA Philosophy 
Philosophy of Religion (CSPH7023)



























Why would a benevolent and omnipotent God have created a world with evil and suffering?

An omnibenevolent and omnipotent God would only create a world with evil and suffering if this were a prerequisite for moral development. The degree of evil and human suffering in the world is irreconcilable with the existence of an omnibenevolent and omnipotent God. Whilst soul-making theodicies offer an account of the role of evil in moral development, these ultimately fail to reconcile God’s attributes with the quantity and gratuitousness of moral and natural evil. 
The problem of evil framed as a deductive argument: 
Premise 1.  An omnibenevolent God would seek to eradicate human suffering; 
Premise 2. An omnipotent God would be able to achieve evil elimination, whilst maintaining human freedom; 
Premise 3. Evil and suffering exist on a scale that is not a necessary by-product of human freedom; 
Premise 4. The scale of evil and suffering is not a requirement for human moral development;  
Conclusion: The scale of human suffering cannot co-exist with an omnibenevolent and omnipotent God 
In order to provide a theodicy for the existence of a benevolent and omnipotent God, it would be necessary to invalidate Premise 2 and Premise 3. 
The central thrust of Christian theodicy has been to defend the existence of God in the face of evil with the free-will defence. The free-will defence postulates that the existence of evil in the world is ultimately the responsibility of self-directing humans who are free to choose good or evil. The free-will defence is predicated on the supposition that God could not have created autonomous creatures who would have always chosen good over evil. Thus, to suggest that free agents could be guaranteed to always act morally would be self-contradictory. 
The free-will defence is espoused by Swinburne (1991) who asks us to imagine a world where evil were prevented at the expense of human freedom this, he concludes, would be a “toy-world” through which God operates as a benevolent dictator, supervising every human action in order to prevent “real harm” (p. 220). Swinburne assumes that this world would be of less value than a world where human choices were unrestricted. However, unlimited freedom is not inherently good; it is more reasonable to suggest that an omnibenevolent God would place some restrictions on human choices. In the same way that a loving parent may curtail the actions of an irresponsible child. 
Ultimately, the success of the free-will defence would undermine the validity of Premise 2. The free-will defence rests on the belief that the laws of logic limit God’s omnipotence and that for humanity to be free and always choose good, over evil, is a self-contradiction. However, this apparent contradiction is countered by the existence of free individuals who model such virtue. The saint who is the paragon example of self-control may have resisted evil possibilities without ever having erred and so our conception of free will must recognise the ability of some free agents to choose good. Thus, it becomes a possibility for God to have created a world of free creatures who would have freely chosen good. A world of saints remains a genuine possibility for God. 
Furthermore, the Augustinian principle of plenitude would have purchase even if evil were restricted to possibilities rather than real instantiations of depravity. The knowledge of evil is necessary for us to appreciate goodness; however, our knowledge of evil does not require the current depths of human suffering. One does not need to live through the horrors of warfare to appreciate peace; one need only appreciate the consequences of human conflict. Surely, an omnipotent God could endow humans with this foresight. 
In a world where restrictions were placed on human capabilities, evil would be a genuine option, but with humans capable of resisting these possibilities. God could have created a world in which the agent inclined to violence would always succeed at self-control and therefore be capable of overcoming temptation. Thus, maintaining the ethical value of free choices. 
Swinburne’s free-will defence also fails to recognise that there are already restrictions placed on human freedom; including the moral choices that humans can freely make. These limitations are evident in the inability of humans to defy the laws of nature in their pursuit of evil - evil is restricted to the actions humans are naturally capable of performing.  Humans are unable to utilise supernatural powers to enhance their pursuit of evil. It would therefore seem perfectly conceivable for an omnipotent God to have placed further restrictions on what humans were naturally capable of performing, without destroying free-will. In such a world, human depravity would be limited to avoid the present horrors that humans can intentionally inflict upon one another. 
For Plantinga (1978), evil is a necessary consequence of God’s desire to create free agents. God is able to create humans with authentic freedom; however, authentic freedom negates God’s ability to eliminate moral evil. In choosing to create free creatures, God is unable to guarantee that they would always be predisposed to good. In order to guarantee this, God would have to limit the options available to humanity. Plantinga’s free-will defence maintains that a world with moral good must contain moral evil.  
Plantinga (1978) asks us to imagine a series of ‘possible worlds’, in this infinite series of every possible permutation there would be for each agent at least one world where they committed at least one immoral act. These ‘possible worlds’ guarantee that humans suffer from ‘transworld depravity’. ‘Transworld depravity’ is God’s knowledge of such worlds; knowledge of which prevents God from creating a world that is devoid of evil. Knowledge of all possibilities restrict what God can do in the world created from a series of options. A world with evil is the only world God could create. Mackie (1986) provides a successful criticism of this argument: presumably, God had an infinite range of “creaturely essences” (p. 174) available to create and therefore could have chosen to actualise those creatures that would have resisted evil or not brought about the depth of wickedness currently in existence. 
One possible solution to the logical problem of evil is to suggest that evil fulfils a purpose that would be otherwise impossible to achieve. Free-will theodicies resort to the claim that human freedom – to inflict evil – is necessary for moral development. However, such arguments do not account for the intensity of evil in the world. A reduction in the total sum of evil would still maintain the soul-making benefits of suffering. 
Applying Plantinga’s modal logic to such attempts to overcome the existence of intense evil illustrate the flaws in such a defence. Accordingly, God could have chosen from the series of possible worlds, a world that contained less depravity than the one in existence and maintain the soul-making benefits of instrumental evils. Ultimately, Plantinga’s defence would fail because we are unable to offer an account of freedom that would require humans to be able to choose the degree of evil they are currently capable of choosing.  Plantinga’s hypothesis requires us to accept that this world is the best world from a series of options and we are justified in recognising the ability of an omnipotent God to have placed further restrictions on the depth of evil available to humans, whilst maintaining free-will. 
What would be fatal to the free-will defence is the argument that God could have created us free, but to choose good. One could conceivably formulate a form of human freedom that would permit moral development, yet prevent the current degree of human malevolence. A world where moral agents were free to choose between two alternatives with the optional vice curtailed in the harm it is capable of inflicting on the self or others. For example, in this possible world aggression would be an option, but limited to prevent horrendous manifestations, such as genocide. 
Free-will defences are over reliant on a libertarian construal of freedom, which requires us to accept that free-will must be without “causal laws and antecedent conditions” (Pantinga, 1978, pg. 167) in order for humans to be free.  This account of freedom requires human agency to be defined by unlimited options, so that in a genuine sense one could have chosen any alternative course of action. As has already been noted, this does not recognise the limitations placed on human choice in our current world. 
Evidential theodicies have been concerned with reconciling the amount of evil in the world with the existence of an all-loving God. The existence of an omnibenevolent deity appears improbable when confronted with the scale of evil in the world (Premise 3 and 4). One solution to this problem is to present a defence of the quantity of evil in the world with reference to the instrumental role it plays in moral development. This theodicy requires us to accept that the depth of human evil is countervailed by the goods it produces, in either this life or the next. 
Through the travail of human existence qualities are developed which would have not been possible without the existence of evil. Such development is evidenced in the countervailing goods that sit in opposition to each vice.  Courage, temperance and magnanimity require the existence of evils (cowardice, intemperance, greed) in order for these virtues to be developed. Furthermore, these evils require the pre-existence of natural states which are themselves instantiations of suffering. In order to develop magnanimity, for example, one needs to have encountered people in states of poverty and need. The suffering of one or many in such states creates the response of altruism and self-sacrifice in others. 
Swinburne (1991) recognises a challenge to the higher-order goods theodicy: God only needs to simulate an illusory evil in order for humans to respond virtuously. He acknowledges that this would involve fabricating supposed evils and therefore would be a “morally wrong act of a creator to create such a deceptive world” (1991 p. 215).  However, Swinburne fails to address to the incongruity of a benevolent God choosing real evils over fake evils to bring about the same effect. One would find it much easier to reconcile a deceptive God with omnibenevolence than one who wills genuine evils to bring about the same consequences. 
Furthermore, the nontheist is only required to identify more cases of gratuitous evil – evil that does not lead to moral development – than instrumental evil, to undermine the countervailing goods theodicy.  Rowe (2009) gives the example of a natural evil – an animal caught in a forest fire, dying slowly – for which there is no greater good achieved that would be otherwise unobtainable. Whilst humans lack the omniscience that would give them knowledge of future goods that are somehow inextricably linked to such an event, it is not unreasonable to suggest that such greater goods are more often unachieved. 
A successful theodicy would be required to identify the necessity of such an event in order to produce specific goods. One could feasibly recognise subsequent goods, such as, the social cohesion created by collective responses to natural disasters. However, the positive effects rarely countervail the protracted pain of those who live through such suffering. Furthermore, it would be possible to imagine another state of affairs commissioned by God that would bring about such goods. For example, a fire that did not trap forest creatures or prior communal efforts to prevent forest fires occurring. 
Cases of indiscriminate evil further the claim that evil fails to be functional. Occasions, such as mass killings, demonstrate the human ability to inflict death and suffering which serves no purpose. Notwithstanding their potential to create favourable outcomes (fortitude, forgiveness and appreciation of life) in the survivors of such events, such actions are unlikely to generate more good than evil. This is especially true of the lives of the perpetrators themselves where redemption is often an impossibility. Victims in such circumstances become the means by which morality is generated in others and it would require an arbitrary God to countenance such a process. 
Evidence for moral degeneration in response to evil heavily undermines the plausibility of soul-making theodicies. Sufferers are often overwhelmed by their encounters with the malign and evil is more likely to produce further suffering than lead to personal development.  Purveyors of vice are often predisposed to evil by their own experience of suffering and inflict further trauma upon themselves and others. Drescher and Foy, who identify these degenerative effects in combatants, give the following evidence: 
“personnel [with] high levels of combat trauma exposure, or who had a mental health problem were twice as likely to report having mistreated non-combatants” (Drescher and Foy, p. 9).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Moreover, the pain experienced during a terminal illness will inevitably fail to offer opportunities for development that lead to a greater good than would be achieved if the individual never suffered. The death of a child in infancy cuts short any soul-making potential and their suffering becomes merely a means to achieve moral development in others. 
The argument for God’s justice from instrumental evil is difficult to justify is we accept that God has middle knowledge – a knowledge of all outcomes, before choosing to create. Under this construal of omniscience, God’s foreknowledge would extend to all possibilities. Thus, God would know how free agents would have responded to free choices and the countervailing goods that they would have developed had these been endured.  Humans could be justly judged accordingly and arrive at their post-mortem destination without the horrors of the vale of soul-making having ever been lived.
Theologians, such as Hick (1973), who claim that the bliss of the beatific vision will transform and redeem the tragedy of human suffering have offered eschatological solutions to the evidential problem of evil. In the final analysis, the amount of pleasure achieved in the afterlife will outweigh the horrors of the present. The eternal and infinite destiny of humanity “thus outweighs all the pains and sorrows that have been endured on the way to it” (Hick, 1973, p. 102). This hypothesis requires us to accept that the end justifies the means and ultimately makes God complicit in human evil. An omnibenevolent God is required to will the sin of humanity in order that the greater good is achieved. This raises serious questions for the conventional definitions of the divine nature – God is incapable of sin, yet appears to will it in others. 
One objection that the theist may need to concede is that God need not have ever created, a God who foresaw the depths of human depravity and proceeded to create will never be immune from censure. 
Whilst the existence of humans gifted with free will could result in the existence of limited amounts of evil, for the purpose of moral development, the amount of evil in the world undermines such a hypothesis. An omnibenevolent and omnipotent God would conceivably create a world where both natural and moral evil were limited to that which is necessary for countervailing goods to be developed. Moderate levels of need, for example the need for education and shelter, could be used to cultivate countervailing goods, such as altruism in others. However, this would require an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God to prevent gratuitous evil and to actualise a state of affairs where human hardship would be restricted to instrumental evil.  This world is one in which evil is often futile in its potential for engendering greater goods and is therefore impossible to reconcile with an omnibenevolent and omnipotent God. 
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