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Introduction
I start with a—roughly speaking, psychological—claim that I venture is true of
everyone reading this book. At some stage in your life, the physical world
considered as a whole—the planet on which you live; the stars you see in the sky:
the whole lot—has presented itself to your intellect as something close to a
question. The physical universe has struck you as a phenomenon in need of an
explanation. Some of you think that you’ve found the answer to that question.
Perhaps question and answer came at once, in one psychologically durationless
moment of realization as you now think of it. Some of you think that you’ve
found that there is no need for an answer after all. You’ve decided that the feeling
that the physical world as a whole is a question is illusory. And for the rest of you
the physical world as a whole continues to strike you in your reﬂective moments
as it did then, as a question to which an answer is required and yet sadly elusive.
To have the capacity to be puzzled by the fact that the physical world as a whole
exists is a contingent feature of the human mind. And although common, it is not
a universal feature. There are some who have never been puzzled in this way and
who are thus completely unable to empathize with the speculations to which this
puzzlement naturally gives rise. Such men and women cannot but ﬁnd the philosophy of religion and a good deal of metaphysics pointless, a series of logicchopping or vaporous attempts to smother non-existent problems in wafﬂe and
nonsense. But I venture that nobody reading this has never felt struck by the
physical world as a whole in the way that I’ve just described. I venture that for a
number of reasons, the most obvious and unexciting of which is that a selection
effect has operated on those who ﬁnd themselves reading books with subtitles like
‘An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion’. The prevalence of this puzzlement throughout time and across cultures explains the persistence of the philosophy of religion and metaphysical thinking: this puzzlement is, as Schopenhauer
once put it, ‘the pendulum which keeps the clock of metaphysics in motion’.
Because this puzzlement is a puzzlement about the physical world as a whole,
if we allow it to keep the clock of metaphysics in us in motion, we will be led to
think that the answer to the question of the physical world must lie outside it. An
explanation cannot reside within that which it explains. Physicalism I deﬁne as
the view that this puzzlement concerning the physical world as a whole is ultimately misguided, that there is nothing outside the physical world that accounts
for it. Religions I deﬁne as those systems of thought that view physicalism as
false, that claim then that there is something outside the physical world that
accounts for it: there is something beyond the world that natural science
describes and that something explains why there is a world for us to describe and
why there is an us to do the describing.1
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Physicalism has never been popular. It might be right none the less, but it’s
certainly never been popular.2 The religious view has always been more popular.
As a writer from antiquity summed his discoveries as to the diversity of the
world’s cultures: one can ﬁnd cities without kings; without walls; and without
coinage, but a city without gods has never been found. The religious view accepts
the validity of this puzzlement. It accepts that the physical world is indeed a
question in need of an answer. Speciﬁcally, the adherents of each religion claim
that their religion provides the answer to this question.
What sort of thing do the various religions of the world say this answer is?
Here we come to a great divide among the world’s religions between, on the one
hand, those—roughly speaking, Western—religions that view the sort of thing
that is the answer to the question of the physical world as a personal agent
and, on the other hand, those—roughly speaking, Eastern—religions that view
the answer as an impersonal force. In this book, I’m going to be focusing on the
central claim of the Western religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam,
those religions that say that the answer to the question is a personal agent,
namely God. The thought that the answer to the question of the physical
world might be a personal agent is the pendulum that keeps the clock of
Theology in motion, and it’s that pendulum I’ll be looking at.
I would encourage you to think of my ignoring the traditions of the
Eastern religions as methodological humility rather than methodological narrowmindedness. If I am to make signiﬁcant progress in the space allowed by a relatively
short book, I must concentrate on an area that I can reasonably hope to traverse in
the amount of time such a format allows. So for this reason, which I admit is not
a philosophical reason, I’m going to focus exclusively on the main philosophical
arguments pertaining to the monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, and to the main claim of these religions, that there is a God.3
So I shall be looking at this claim:
There is a God
and be asking the following questions of it: What does it mean? Are there any
reasons for thinking it true? Are there any reasons for thinking it false? What is
the relationship between having reasons for thinking it true and having faith in
God? I shall be asking these questions of it because they are all different aspects of
the main question that interests me, Should one believe in God?
Those then will be my questions. How shall I approach them?
♦ ♦ ♦

He who has raised himself above the Alms-Basket, and not content to live lazily on
scraps of begg’d Opinions, sets his own Thoughts on work, to ﬁnd and follow Truth,
will (whatever he lights on) not miss the Hunter’s Satisfaction; every moment of his
Pursuit, will reward his Pains with some Delights; and he will have Reason to think his
time not ill spent, even when he cannot much boast of any great Acquisition.4
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According to legend, when Alexander the Great ﬁrst arrived in Asia, its rulers
met with him and (hoping to avoid confrontation with his invincible armies)
they offered him half their lands, palaces, treasures, etc., half of everything they
owned. Alexander dismissed them instantly, telling them simply that he had not
come to Asia with the intention of accepting from its leaders whatever it was they
cared to offer him, but rather with the intention of leaving for them whatever it
was he did not care to take. True philosophers are not beggars. They do not
humbly accept whatever opinions are offered them by someone speaking to them
from the front of a lecture theatre or from the pages of a book. They are
conquerors. They take no pride in an opinion unless they themselves have won it
by argumentation, and they deserve to be proud of what they win because the
arguments that they use are ones they themselves have tested in the most intense
ﬁres that their minds and those of others could stoke. Of course they may be
expected to take up weapons originally forged by others. But in testing them in
dialectical battle they will fashion them to ﬁt their own hands and purposes,
adding their own experiences and intuitions to make a stronger alloy peculiar to
them. It is in so conquering that philosophers’ wars are always just and their
victories righteous, for it is in so conquering beliefs that one can justify a claim to
own them (genuinely own, as in have a right to them, that is) rather than merely
happen to possess them. The best any philosophy book can hope to do is give
a clear overview of the conceptual territory that needs to be conquered in this
manner as it is seen from the point of view of its author, a point of view that will
perforce be partial in the richest sense of the word. My only hope for this book
then is that it will do this. As I travel across the territory, mapping it to the best of
my ability, I shall be pursuing and chronicling my own campaign, travelling in a
particular direction (i.e. towards a particular conclusion). But in doing so I shall
do my best to indicate as I pass them the alternative positions that are or have
been defended. In doing so, I hope to make it easier for you to assess the accuracy
of my map; judge the wisdom of the particular course I have taken; and win the
territory for yourself in the manner I have just described.
If no book can ever do philosophy, but rather only people can do philosophy,
then in this sense no philosophy book can ever be more than an introduction to
philosophy for the person reading it. But this book is intended to be an introduction to philosophy in the more usual sense too: it is written with the
intention that every argument in it be understood by everyone who might read
it, including those who start from a position of considering themselves to know
no philosophy at all. Most philosophy books are not written with this intention.
This one’s being so means that, now and again, I’ll take a moment or two to go
over some terminological or other point in a way that those who consider
themselves philosophers already will not ﬁnd of beneﬁt. My apologies to them
for these delays. In fact, this tendency won’t slow things down much. In this
area of philosophy, unlike some others, one can make good progress without
needing to master difﬁcult technical ideas or symbolic structures. The ideas
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employed in the philosophy of religion are—contrary to what I ﬁnd many
people unexposed to this area expect—commonplace ones; the arguments,
commonsensical. All are within the grasp of the average adult who ﬁnds himself
or herself with a will to grasp them. This is not to say that all are within the grasp
of the average adult. Sadly, the average adult has no will to grasp these sorts of
issues or arguments at all. This widespread indifference is not peculiarly focused
(if one may in principle speak of focusing indifference) on the philosophy of
religion; it spreads itself to all philosophy. As Russell observed, most people
would rather die than think; and of course most do. But happily, due to the
selection effect to which I alluded earlier, you are very unlikely to be ‘most
people’. You will want to understand what I have to say and thus you will
succeed in doing so.
Why do I have this optimism about the ability of the average adult who is
willing to grapple with these issues to grasp them successfully? Why do I think
that the human faculty of reason as it ﬁnds itself at work within the minds of
normal people is up to the task of discovering the truth here and our faculty of
language up to the task of expressing it? Shouldn’t we humbly think that if there
is a God, then he exists beyond the possibility of human thought and expression,
that here our reach will always exceed our grasp?
Of course human reason is fallible. The best ideas and arguments any ﬁnite
mind can come up with may be expected to fail to reﬂect perfectly the nature of
an inﬁnite God if there is such a being. But what should we conclude from
this truism? Is it that we should not even try to use our reason to discern the
truth about these matters and our language to express it? Or is it rather that
we should proceed with caution, being careful, for example, to deﬁne what
we mean by any important term before we use it; being careful, for example, to
make each stage in our argument as clear as possible; being careful, for example,
to proceed with our investigation as dispassionately as possible and, where our
passions must needs enter in, being careful to consider how they might be
misleading us? This book is written in the belief that it is the latter course of
action that must commend itself to any enquiring mind.5 I do not defend
that belief here, except indirectly: if my arguments work, then this is a vindication of my ‘working hypothesis’ that, if we tread with care, we may reasonably believe ourselves to be using words in a meaningful way to talk about
whether or not there is a God and using our reason to arrive at knowledge of
the answer to this question (or at least knowledge of how we should go about
answering it).
Not everyone believes in this working hypothesis. And not everyone is temperamentally able to suspend their disbelief in it for the relatively short period of
time that it would take to explore imaginatively where it might take them, the
exploration that this book undertakes. If you think that you don’t share this
optimism in the power of human reason to address these issues, I can say nothing
that will better convince you to suspend your disbelief for the next dozen or so
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chapters than that which I might be able to persuade you to say to yourself by
asking you to imagine this situation.
You are wandering alone in a vast and unfamiliar labyrinth. It is pitch black: you
have no light to guide you, none at all, except that provided by the ﬂickering and
weak ﬂame of the small candle that you carry. You are guarding this ﬂame
jealously as you tread your cautious and faltering steps. A man suddenly appears
out of the gloom ahead of you. This man tells you that which you already know
only too well, that your candle is a small one and its ﬂame dim. Then he suggests
that, in order to ﬁnd your way more easily, you should put it out entirely. What
would you say to him?

6
Arguing for and Against the
Existence of God
In the ﬁrst ﬁve chapters, I’ve discussed the properties of God that all theists are
agreed in ascribing to him. I’ve drawn attention to certain prima facie conceptual
problems associated with these properties. However, my—admittedly brief—
analyses of these have led me to conclude that the conceptual problems posed by
the divine properties that all theists are agreed on are by no means insuperable
and are certainly no greater than those associated with the properties of many
other entities that we believe exist. Had I been writing a book on the nature of
atoms, civilization, or beauty I would not have encountered any less conceptual
problems than I have encountered in discussing the nature of God; indeed
I would have encountered many more. So it is that I concluded that the sentence
‘There is a God’ has a clear meaning: it says something determinate and substantial and something that is indeed in itself simple.
That God, should he exist, is simple is important in connection with the
arguments for and against the existence of God that I’m about to go on to
discuss, given that it is a canon of rationality that ceteris paribus we prefer simpler
theories to more complicated ones. Let me illustrate that.
Suppose that this morning you’d found a letter addressed to your neighbour
lying on your doormat. This letter lying there would have been something that
required an explanation. The explanation we would all agree was the most
rational one for you to believe on this evidence would have been that someone
had misdelivered it, mistaking your house for that of your neighbour. However,
there would have been other possible explanations of the letter lying there.
Here’s one:
A team of Ninja monkeys trained by a ruthless criminal mastermind purposefully
delivered this letter to you as the ﬁrst part of a devilish scheme to generate in you an
identity crisis, as a result of which the mastermind hopes to be able to gain access to
your bank account, using its funds to further his diabolical plans for world domination.

That would be an explanation too in that were it true it would explain the
presence of a letter addressed to your neighbour lying on your doormat. Why
then is it that we’d think that someone who believed the ‘Ninja Monkeys’
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hypothesis was less reasonable than someone who believed the ‘Mistaken Postman’ hypothesis on the evidence actually presented, a letter to your neighbour
lying on your doormat? It is, I suggest, because the Mistaken Postman hypothesis
is simpler. One might argue that background evidence not related to simplicity is
relevant here, e.g. evidence that in one’s experience it’s very tough to train
monkeys in the ways of the Ninja. If so, perhaps an example where one is
deciding between two hypotheses one of which posits a single entity and the
other of which posits two entities of a given level of complexity and prior
probability would be better, e.g. if—for some reason—one was forced to posit at
least one Ninja monkey, one would regard it as an unjustiﬁed extravagance to
posit more than one.1 We take simplicity to be a guide to truth. In general, we
need simplicity to get over a problem that is usually called the ‘Problem of the
Underdetermination of Theory by Data’.
♦ ♦ ♦

Imagine that you wished to investigate how property y varied with property x. So
you measured y for various values of x and plotted these measurements on a
graph. The sort of graph that you got is shown in Figure 1.
What hypothesis concerning the relation between x and y would you be most
reasonable in believing on this evidence? It would be the hypothesis that x equals y.
But why not x equals Fy, where F is the function that would describe this
curvy line though all the points (Figure 2)?
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This line goes through all the points that constitute your evidence. In that
sense it equally well explains your evidence. Does that make it equally reasonable
to believe it on the evidence? We can see that if we said ‘Yes’ to that, then—
because an inﬁnite number of lines can be drawn through any ﬁnite number of
points—we’d have to say that any evidence makes us equally reasonable in
believing any of an inﬁnite number of hypotheses. But that would obviously be
absurd. When we decide therefore what it is most reasonable to believe on the
basis of certain evidence, we look not just to an ability to ‘explain’ in the sense of
conform to all the data, but for something else. What is this something else?
Simplicity. We say that it’s more reasonable to believe the hypothesis that
x equals y on this evidence because that’s the simplest theory that explains the
evidence—a straight line is more simple than a curvy one.
Sometimes the draw of simplicity in a theory is so great that we allow it to lead
us to prefer a theory that does not in fact even explain all the evidence and we
consider ourselves rational in doing so. Consider a graph where there are
thousands of data points on the line described by x equals y and only one off it.
Would we not say that the most rational thing to believe in those circumstances
would be that x equals y and that the result that can’t be squared with this theory
is mistaken, we just didn’t measure x or y properly that time? I contend that
we would. Even if we had no reason to believe that we had measured x or y
incorrectly on that occasion other than the fact that the values we obtained for
them couldn’t be squared with the simplest theory, we’d still favour the theory
that we had measured x or y incorrectly. So, in parallel with ability to explain our
evidence, we take simplicity to be a guide to the truth of a hypothesis.
The hypothesis that there is a God is thus one that it is reasonable to hold to the
extent that God’s nature is simple and there’s evidence that needs explanation that
his existence would explain. I’ve argued that God’s nature is simple. In a moment
I’m going to go looking to see whether there is any evidence that needs explanation
and that his existence would explain. If I ﬁnd out that there isn’t any such evidence, then the simplicity of the hypothesis that there is a God will become a moot
point. Just as if in fact there was no letter addressed to your neighbour lying on
your doormat this morning, the fact that someone misdelivering a letter is a
relatively simple hypothesis is a moot point. On the other hand, if I ﬁnd out that
there is the right sort of evidence, then the simplicity of the hypothesis that there is
a God will be crucial in eliminating as equally reasonable other more complicated
hypotheses that might suggest themselves as equally well explaining that evidence.
So the question is: is there any evidence that provides a reason for believing
that there is a God?
♦ ♦ ♦

Arguments are what purport to set out the evidence that gives us reasons to
believe something and good arguments I initially deﬁne as those that do indeed
give us reason to believe their conclusions. In a moment, I’m going to tinker with
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this deﬁnition of good arguments, but as a ﬁrst stab it’s pretty close and it’s a
good place to start.
I’m going to spend a moment or two describing the nature of good arguments. In doing so, I’m going to be setting up what sort of arguments I’m going
to be looking for in going about answering the question ‘Is there any evidence
that provides a reason for believing that there is a God?’, so, even though much
of what I say will be familiar to those of you who’ve studied philosophy before,
I’d encourage all of you not to skip the rest of this chapter.
The nature of arguments is to move from one or more claims—known as
premises—to another claim—known as the conclusion. The premises state the
evidence that forms the reasons for believing the conclusion. An argument is said
to be a ‘deductively valid’ argument just if the conclusion follows from the
premises in the sense that it is logically impossible for the conclusion to be false
and yet the premises all true. In other words, telling you that an argument is
deductively valid is just telling you that it cannot be leading from truth in the
premises to falsity in the conclusion. There are deﬁnitely deductively valid
arguments for the existence of God. This is one:
Everything the Pope believes as a matter of doctrine is true.
The Pope believes that God exists as a matter of doctrine.
Therefore, God exists.
This argument is deductively valid. Of course one might believe that the
premises aren’t both true, but the crucial point in assessing deductive validity is
not whether or not the premises are as a matter of fact true but whether or not it’s
possible for them to be true and yet the conclusion be false. And it’s not possible
for the premises of this argument to be true and yet the conclusion false; thus this
argument is a deductively valid one for the existence of God. Here’s another
deductively valid argument for the existence of God:
Cézanne painted Gauguin.
Cézanne did not paint Gauguin.
Therefore, God exists.
The premises of this argument contradict one another, so they can’t both be
true. It’s not possible for both the premises of this argument to be true and the
conclusion false because it’s not possible for both the premises of this argument
to be true. Thus this argument can’t be leading from truth in the premises to
falsity in the conclusion for it can’t be leading from truth in the premises at all, so
it must be deductively valid by the standard deﬁnition.
From these two examples, we can see that it’s not simply deductively valid
arguments for the existence of God that we’re looking for when we’re looking for
good arguments for the existence of God. What else might be required?
An argument is said to be ‘deductively sound’ just if it’s deductively valid and
all its premises are true. Would deductive soundness alone be enough for an
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argument to be good? If there is a God, then there are deﬁnitely deductively
sound arguments for the existence of God too. For example:
If you’re reading this book, then there is a God.
You are reading this book.
Therefore, there is a God.
If there’s a God, then whether or not you’re reading this book there’s a God,
so it’s certainly true that if you’re reading this book, then there’s a God. So if
there is a God, the ﬁrst premise is true. You are reading this book, so the second
premise is true too. Finally, if there’s a God, then the conclusion is true for the
conclusion just says that there is a God. So if there is a God, then this argument
does not have any false claims in either of the premises and it is deductively
valid—for it has the structure ‘if p, then q; p; therefore, q’, which is a structure
that can’t be leading you from truth to falsity. So, if there’s a God, this is a
deductively sound argument for the existence of God.
But this argument is not what we would call good even if we think there is a
God. This is because we are reluctant to call an argument good if we need to
know the truth of the conclusion before we can recognize it as deductively sound.
So, from this example, we can see that it’s not simply deductively sound arguments for the existence of God that we’re looking for when we’re looking for
good arguments for the existence of God. What we are looking for then—one
might suggest—are deductively sound arguments for the existence of God that
can be recognized as such without needing already to know that there is a God.
A deductively sound argument for the existence of God the deductive soundness
of which was more obvious than is the existence of God would be a good argument
for the existence of God. That sort of argument would be a deductive—airtight—
proof that there is a God in the sense that it would be an argument that showed us
that if we were to admit that the premises were indeed true, we would then
contradict ourselves if we went on to deny that there is a God; and it would be
an argument that employed premises and reasoning that were more obviously
correct to us than was the truth of the conclusion that there is a God.
Is that the only thing that should satisfy us in our search for reasons for
thinking that there is a God? No, it is not.
♦ ♦ ♦

We’ve just seen that there are many deductively sound arguments that are not
good. There are also many good arguments that are not deductively sound.
Consider this argument:
Andy was found standing alone in a locked room with the body of Bob,
moments after Bob’s death.
Andy had been heard to shout, ‘I’m going to kill you, Bob’ moments before
a single shot had rung out.
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Bob had been shot dead.
Andy had a smoking gun in his hand when he was found.
Andy’s ﬁrst words on being discovered were, ‘I’ve just killed Bob’.
Therefore, Andy killed Bob.
That—I think we would all agree—is a very good argument. Anybody who
accepted the truth of all the premises but denied the conclusion would be being
very unreasonable indeed. Accepting the truth of the premises commits one—on
pain of irrationality—to accepting the truth of the conclusion. However, it does
not commit one on pain of contradiction to accepting the truth of the conclusion.
The argument is not deductively sound even if all the premises are true, because
it is not deductively valid. It is just possible that it could be leading you from
truth in the premises to falsity in the conclusion—not likely, but just possible.
Consider this possibility: Andy intended to shoot Bob; he shouted this at Bob;
and he pulled out a gun with the intention of shooting him. However, a certain
Charlie—who had a silenced sniper-riﬂe trained on Bob through the open
window from the garden outside—ﬁred ﬁrst, killing Bob. Andy—in frustration
at having been denied the chance to kill Bob himself—ﬁred his gun out of the
window at Charlie, thus causing the sound of the single shot that was heard.
When Andy was discovered with the smoking gun, he quickly decided that even
though Charlie had denied him the pleasure of killing Bob himself, he wanted
Charlie to be able to make good his escape, so Andy lied and claimed that he
himself had just killed Bob.
This—though unlikely—is a possibility and so we must admit that the truth of
the premises does not guarantee the truth of the conclusion. However, the truth
of the premises makes it very improbable that the conclusion is false, so
improbable that we would certainly call this a good argument for the guilt of
Andy. Because this argument raises the probability of its conclusion on the truth
of its premises so that its conclusion becomes more probably true than false,
it deserves to have some sort of honoriﬁc name bestowed upon it; let’s call it
‘inductively valid’, to pair terminologically with ‘deductively valid’. An inductively
sound argument then we could deﬁne as one that is inductively valid and has only
true premises. An inductively sound argument for the existence of God that could be
recognized as such without needing to rely on the assumption that there is a God
would not be an airtight proof that there is a God, but it would be an argument that
showed us that were we to admit that the premises were indeed true, we would then
be irrational if we went on to deny that there is a God; and it would employ premises
and reasoning that were more obviously correct to us than was the truth of the
conclusion that there is a God. An inductively sound argument for the existence of
God which could be recognized as such without needing to rely on the assumption
that there is a God would thus also be a good argument for the existence of God.
There’s obviously a crucial difference between an argument raising the
probability of its conclusion to some extent, but not to the extent that its
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conclusion becomes more probably true than false, and its raising it to the extent
that its conclusion does become more probably true than false. Consider this
argument:
Andy hated Bob.
Therefore, Andy killed Bob.
This, we would incline to say, is not a good argument for (as well as,
obviously, not being deductively valid) it does not have the property we are
calling inductive validity: the truth of the premises—well, in this case there’s only
one premise—does not make the conclusion more probably true than false. But the
fact that Andy hated Bob does in itself ever so slightly increase the chances that
he killed him. If you hate someone, you’re more likely to kill that person than if
you don’t hate him or her; the fact that Andy hated Bob does, we might say,
inductively support the conclusion that he killed Bob. Of course, you’re still
much more likely not to kill than you are to kill someone you hate, and this is
surely why we would say that merely drawing attention to the fact that Andy
hated Bob is not on its own going to provide a good argument for the conclusion
that he killed Bob, why the level of inductive support given by the premise to the
conclusion is not so great as to make the argument inductively valid.
This all shows that my ﬁrst attempt at a deﬁnition of a good argument—as
one that gives one reasons for believing its conclusion—isn’t quite right. Many
arguments that would indeed have to be accepted as giving one reasons for
believing a certain conclusion we would not call good because the reasons they
give—though genuinely reasons—are not good enough reasons. They raise the
probability of the conclusion—as I have put it, they inductively support the
conclusion—yet the conclusion still remains less likely to be true than false on
the truth of the premises. They are not deductively valid and neither are they
inductively valid arguments. So a better deﬁnition of a good argument than the
one I started with would be:
A good argument is one the premises of which make its conclusion more
probable than not and the premises and reasoning of which are more
obviously correct than is the conclusion.
This then would be a deﬁnition that included all deductively and inductively
sound arguments for the existence of God that could be recognized as such
without needing to rely on the assumption that there is a God.
Finally, a number of arguments that on their own inductively supported a
particular conclusion but none of which considered in isolation raised the
probability of this conclusion beyond 50 per cent and thus did not on their own
count as inductively sound might, when taken together, raise the probability of
the conclusion beyond 50 per cent and thus when taken together produce what
could be called a ‘cumulative case argument’ for their conclusion that was
inductively sound and thus good.
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So that’s what I suggest we should consider ourselves to be aiming at when
arguing for and against the existence of God, good arguments. And that’s what I
suggest we mean by good arguments.
Now I want to speak about why we are interested in looking for good
arguments for the existence of God (and, in due course, for his non-existence)
and where I’ll be assuming we’re starting from in considering some putatively
good arguments.
♦ ♦ ♦

Some of our beliefs are based on other beliefs by arguments that we take to be of
the sort just sketched, these other beliefs stating the evidence that constitutes our
reasons for the beliefs so based upon them. However, given that none of us
(except God, if he exists) can entertain an inﬁnite number of beliefs, which is
what—per impossibile—would be needed were we to ground each of our beliefs
in at least one other via an argument of one of these sorts, so it must be that some
of our beliefs are ‘unbased’, they are basic. It is intellectually respectable (because
it is intellectually inescapable) for us to have some beliefs without basing them on
any other beliefs we have about there being evidence for them. It is thus natural
to ask which belief or beliefs it is acceptable to have as basic; in other words,
‘Which is or are ‘‘properly basic’’?’ In the context of our concerns in this book, it
is natural to ask whether belief that there’s a God might be properly basic. This is
the question to which we’ll address ourselves brieﬂy now.
Some philosophers have certainly maintained that it could well be ‘entirely
right, rational, reasonable, and proper to believe in God without any evidence or
argument at all’2 and while I incline to agree with them in principle, I do not
think that anyone reading this will be a person for whom belief in God can in
this way be properly basic.
For some people in some cultures at some times, belief that there’s a God has
certainly been basic. We may imagine an orphan, brought up in a secluded
monastery in the Middle Ages. He never hears of ‘atheism’ or ‘agnosticism’ as
possibilities; he never has any argument for or against the existence of God
presented to him for his consideration. Although he is ceaselessly told about God
by his fellow monks, he does not take their testimony as evidence that what they
are saying is true—he never uses the fact that they are saying these things as a
premise in an argument for the truth of what it is that they are saying. He simply
and uncritically believes what they are saying. His belief that there is a God is a
belief that it has never occurred to him might be questioned or justiﬁed. For this
orphan, belief that there’s a God is thus basic.
So belief that there’s a God could be basic; our only question then it might
seem is, ‘Could belief that there’s a God be properly basic?’ Of course, it is open
to one to assert that it is properly basic to believe that belief that there’s a God is
always properly basic and thus that answering the question, ‘Could belief that
there’s a God be properly basic?’ afﬁrmatively requires of one no argumentative
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effort at all. But if one does not avail oneself of this possibility, then in answering
this question we will need to employ some criteria for proper basicality and give
some arguments for why we should believe that the belief that there’s a God
satisﬁes these criteria generally or would do for someone in the right circumstances. If one deviates from the consensus among those who talk of belief in
God as properly basic, and makes it a necessary condition for a belief being
properly basic that it be true, any argument to the effect that belief that there’s a
God is or could be properly basic will then depend on establishing that there is a
God, and thus the person who has a good reason for believing that belief that
there’s a God is or could be properly basic won’t be the sort of person for whom
belief that there’s a God is properly basic—he or she won’t be the sort of person
who takes his or her belief that there’s a God to be ungrounded on other, more
basic, beliefs via some argument. But if one keeps with the consensus among
those who talk of belief in God as properly basic, and fails to make a belief being
true a criterion of its being properly basic, it becomes impossible to give a
satisfactory account of what the ‘propriety’ of its basicality consists in. As propriety is a pro-concept—in this context it signiﬁes a quality that it’s good for a
belief to have—and as our basic beliefs are precisely those that we have no reason
to hold, the only potential good quality that our basic beliefs might have (in
virtue of which we might bestow upon them the pro-concept of propriety) is
truth. As it is therefore ( pace the consensus among philosophers who discuss this
issue most enthusiastically) plausible to make it a necessary condition of a belief’s
being properly basic that it be true, so on the issue of the propriety of taking the
belief that there’s a God to be basic we reach something of an impasse, but—for
the readership of this book—we can see that the issue has become an irrelevance.
Whether belief that there is a God could be properly basic for someone depends
on whether or not it could be basic for them and belief that there’s a God could
not be basic for anyone reading this. Anyone reading this book will not be in a
position analogous to the orphan brought up in a secluded monastery in the
Middle Ages. They will have met theists; atheists; and agnostics. They will have
heard of various arguments for and against the existence of God and thought
about them. They will have started to place their belief in the existence of God;
their belief in his non-existence; or their belief that they should suspend judgement on whether or not there’s a God, in relation to other beliefs that they
have about these issues, beliefs that they will regard as more basic. If they have
the belief that there is a God (or that there’s not) and are told that this belief
might be properly basic, they will ask for arguments to suppose that it might be,
arguments an understanding of which will—via the considerations just sketched—
reveal that they themselves are not people for whom the belief is basic, a
fortiori they are not people for whom the belief is properly basic. If belief that
there is (or that there’s not) a God could indeed be properly basic for someone,
we are not such people. For better or worse, we need arguments if we are to
proceed.3
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As we have to proceed by argumentation, we need a clear idea of where we are
starting from.
In colloquial use and indeed much traditional discussion, theists are those who
believe that there is a God; atheists are those who believe that there is not; and
agnostics are those who neither believe that there is nor believe that there’s not.
However, the etymology of ‘agnostic’ favours a deviation from colloquial use.
We might say that agnostics are those who believe that they do not know
whether or not there’s a God; they may nevertheless believe that there is or
believe that there’s not. On this understanding of agnostic then, it is quite
possible for theists or atheists to be agnostics. An agnostic theist, for example,
would believe that there is a God but also think that his or her belief that there’s a
God did not have whatever it is that must be added to true belief to make it
knowledge. Until relatively recently in the history of philosophy, this could have
been taken to be the same as his or her believing that he or she didn’t have
adequate reasons for his or her belief that there’s a God on the assumption that
our agnostic was well up on (and subscribed to) the consensus view of the nature
of knowledge. However, in recent times there has been some rethinking of the
nature of knowledge as a result of which many would maintain that one might
have knowledge of something without having adequate (or indeed any) reasons
for believing it and one might have adequate (indeed overwhelming) reasons for
believing something without knowing it even if it were true, so the position has
become somewhat more complicated. We have just discussed one manifestation
of this complication, the thesis that belief that there’s a God might be properly
basic. However, I have hazarded that everyone reading this will have thought
about the existence of God before; everyone will have accumulated ‘background
knowledge’ from his or her own experiences and those of others; everyone will
have started to place their belief in God or lack of it in relation to this background knowledge and so will have started to deviate from what one might call
the ‘default position’, in which one neither believes that one has good reasons for
believing that there’s a God, nor believes that one has good reasons for believing
that there’s not. Because this background knowledge and people’s reﬂections on
it are going to be very variable and I have to address to you in writing as a group
rather than as individuals—when of course there would be no need for me to
address you in writing at all (we could simply have a chat)—I have to choose a
compromise starting point for my argument. I’m going to address myself directly
then to a rather hypothetical readership, those who are still in the ‘default
position’ in the following way: (a) they neither believe that there is a God, nor
believe that there’s not; and (b) they believe that there is no more reason to
believe that there’s a God than to believe that there’s not and no more reason
to believe that there’s not than to believe that there is. While one could with
precedent and reason call this ‘agnosticism’, because of the vexed issue of the
nature of knowledge, I’m in fact going to call this the ‘ﬁfty/ﬁfty position’. Take a
coin. Toss it in the air. Let it land without looking at which way up it’s landed.
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What do you believe about whether it’s landed heads-side up or tails-side up?
What do you believe about your reasons for believing that it’s landed heads-side
or tails-side up? You will ﬁnd that you neither believe that it’s landed heads-side
up, nor believe that it’s landed tails-side up; you believe that it’s 50 per cent
probable that the coin has landed heads-side up and 50 per cent probable that its
landed tails-side up because there are only two options—heads or tails (you’ve
noticed that it’s not landed on its edge)—and you recognize that you have no
reason to think that one is more likely than the other. You’re in the ﬁfty/ﬁfty
position with respect to the claim that the coin’s landed—let’s say—heads-side up.
The analogous ﬁfty/ﬁfty position with respect to the claim that there’s a God is a
position that, while probably not being exactly the point from which any of you
are actually starting, will be one that minimizes the chances of anybody feeling left
out by being too far away from me for what I say to be relevant to them.
If you are indeed starting from the ﬁfty/ﬁfty position, then any argument that
inductively supports the conclusion that it is true that there’s a God is, of course,
in itself an inductively sound argument for the truth of theism. And any argument that inductively supports the conclusion that it is false that there’s a God is in
itself an inductively sound argument for the falsity of theism. If you have
inductively sound arguments on both sides, you have to weigh them against one
another to see what you have most overall reason to believe, if anything. (You
might end up back in the ﬁfty/ﬁfty position.)
Let me go on, then, to start to tell you about the arguments I’m going to
look at.
♦ ♦ ♦

In the history of thought, there have been a very great number of arguments that
have purported to give us reasons for thinking that there is a God. Kant helpfully
divided these arguments into three classes. First, there are those that begin from
determinate experience (some particular feature of the world); secondly, there are
those that begin from indeterminate experience (the mere fact that there is a
world); and thirdly, there are those that begin from pure categories a priori
(arguments that start simply from the concept of God). So, into the ﬁrst class we
would put those arguments for the existence of God that start with some feature
of the universe, for example, that it is ordered; that it had a beginning; that it
contains moral truths; that it contains the particular moral truths that it does;
that it contains various miracles or reports of miracles anyway; that people have
religious experience within it; and so on. Into the second class we would put the
Cosmological Argument, beginning as it does from the mere fact that there is a
universe. Into the third class, we would put the Ontological Argument, beginning as it does simply from reﬂection on the concept of God.
With the exception of the Ontological Argument, all these arguments for the
existence of God can be presented as good in virtue of being deductively sound
in ways more obvious than is the truth of theism; or as good in virtue of being
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inductively sound in ways more obvious than is the truth of theism; or as—while
not in isolation good—having true premises and inductively supporting the
truth of theism in a way more obvious than is the truth of theism, i.e. as
positively contributing to what is potentially a good cumulative case argument
for God’s existence. The Ontological Argument can only be presented as purporting to be good in virtue of being a deductively sound argument that can be
recognized as such without relying on the assumption that there is a God.
We’ve only got a ﬁnite amount of time available to us, so I’ve had to narrow
my focus down to a manageable number of arguments. I’ve selected the arguments I’m going to look at on the basis of how prima facie plausible they seem to
me. One can’t look at every argument someone has or might in the future put
forward; one has to engage in some sort of preselection by reference to one’s
philosophical ‘gut instinct’. And if my gut instinct has led me to consider and yet
ultimately reject arguments that your gut instinct would have warned you off
even considering in the ﬁrst place, my apologies for what you will see as
unnecessary delay. If it’s led me to ignore an argument that your gut instinct
would have directed you towards, this is potentially a cause for more serious
complaint. But I can also add now a point that will not be fully supported until
the end: these sorts of omissions cannot affect the reasonableness of my conclusion. The arguments I am going to consider are sufﬁcient to guarantee that.
I’m going to consider the Ontological Argument; the Argument to Design;
the Cosmological Argument; the Argument from Religious Experience; and the
Argument from Apparent Miracles as arguments that purport to give us good
reason for believing that it is true that there is a God. Then I’m going to look at
the Problem of Evil as an argument that purports to give us good reason for
believing that it’s false that there’s a God. Each of these arguments will get one of
the remaining chapters to itself. Finally, in my last chapter, I’m going to look at
the relation between having the belief that there’s a God and having faith in God.

12
The Problem of Evil
In this chapter, I’m going to look at the argument against the existence of God,
the Problem of Evil. Why am I calling the Problem of Evil ‘the’ argument against
the existence of God? Have I already covered some? Did you miss me doing so?
Have you inadvertently skipped a chapter or two?
Just as Kant divided arguments for the existence of God into three kinds:
those that begin from determinate experience; those that begin from indeterminate experience; and those that begin from pure categories a priori, so one
could divide all arguments against the existence of God into three kinds too:
those that begin from determinate experience, which will be versions of the
Problem of Evil, if evil is understood in a broad enough sense; those that begin
from indeterminate experience, from the mere fact that there is a universe; and
those that begin from pure categories a priori, i.e. those that seek to show that
there is some incoherence in the concept of God.
I say that the Problem of Evil is the argument against the existence of God
because I think I’ve already covered arguments from pure categories a priori,
i.e. any argument that would seek to establish the incoherence of the concept of
God, in my ﬁrst ﬁve chapters, where I argued that ‘There is a God’ made sense.
One might argue for the non-existence of God from indeterminate experience,
i.e. from the mere fact that there is a universe, by relying on the principle that if
there were a God, he would have good reason not to create any universe at all.
However, given our analysis of what it would mean to be perfectly good, one
may dismiss such arguments very quickly: it does not seem at all plausible to say
that God (were he to exist) would have been under an obligation to create no
universe whatsoever or that it would have been good for him to create no
universe whatsoever. To whom could he have been under this obligation? For
whom could it have been good? Ex hypothesi, there would have been nobody else
around and he could hardly be said to be obliged to himself not to create or to
harm himself by bringing others into existence.
The only sort of argument against the existence of God that’s left is thus some
version of an argument that starts from determinate experience, that starts from
some feature of the world that there is prima facie reason to suppose the theistic
God would not have wanted to create, a feature that is, in other words, what we
might call ‘evil’ if we allow the word ‘evil’ a rather stretched sense, to include
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anything that is in any sense bad. It is important to stress the breadth of this use
of the word ‘evil’, since evil in the everyday sense suggests malevolent intention,
something that does not follow from the wider sense operative here, where as
well as moral evils (bad things for which agents other than God are morally
culpable, e.g. murders) there might be natural evils (bad things for which no
agent other than perhaps God is morally culpable, e.g. deaths due to disease).
Taking evil in this the broadest of senses then, the existence of evil in the world
seems—at least prima facie—good evidence that there is no God, indeed it seems
overwhelming evidence that there is no God.
1. God is by deﬁnition omnipotent and perfectly good.
2. Evil is by deﬁnition that which is to some extent and in some respect bad.
3. God, being omnipotent and perfectly good, could never be compelled or
have any reason to bring about or allow to be brought about something
that was to any extent and in any respect bad, i.e. evil.
4. So, if there were a God, then there would be no evil.
5. There is evil.
6. So there is no God.
Presented thus, the Problem of Evil is a deductively valid argument. The
premises don’t just make the conclusion—number 6—probable; they make it
certain. So the theist—committed as he or she is to denying number 6—must
deny one or more of the premises.
Numbers 1 and 2 are deﬁnitional claims; the ﬁrst is—as we have seen—true of
the theistic God: omnipotence and perfect goodness are constitutive of the theistic
conception of God. The second reports the rather stretched sense of ‘evil’ operative
in the argument. In an argument one may deﬁne one’s terms however one wishes,
so there’s nothing to be argued with there. The theist can’t deny 1 or 2.
Number 3 looks very plausible, at least initially. Evil things are precisely things
that there is good reason not to bring about or allow to be brought about, they
are in some respect and to some extent bad. We’ve seen already, in discussing
God’s perfect moral goodness, that God always does that which he has most
reason to do. Surely then the deﬁnition of evil assures us that he’ll never ﬁnd
himself with good reason to bring about anything evil and his omnipotence
assures us that he’ll never ﬁnd himself having to allow any evils to occur.
Number 4 is a sub-conclusion: it follows from 1, 2, and 3. So the theist can’t
deny 4 unless he or she has more basically denied one or more of 1, 2, and 3.
Number 5 is pretty obviously correct. If you think you don’t believe it, ask
someone to assist you with your philosophy of religion by punching you as hard
as they can in the most sensitive bits of your body: that’ll soon change your
mind. Remember that we’re taking evil in a broad sense to include anything that
is in any sense bad and, as such, suffering physical pain is certainly an evil.
Given numbers 1–5, the conclusion that there is no God, number 6, drops
out deductively.
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The premises and the deductive validity of this argument are more obviously
correct than is its conclusion, that there is no God. In other words, it looks as if
the Problem of Evil is a good argument for the non-existence of God. Is there
any way for the theist to show that it’s not good after all? I shall argue that there
is. In fact, I shall argue that the existence of evil does not even support the claim
that there is no God. My strategy will be to look at what God’s perfect goodness
requires of him in his creation and show that this is much less than the proponent of the Problem of Evil (as an argument supporting atheism) supposes.1
♦ ♦ ♦

The traditional theistic picture has God entirely unconstrained—perfectly free—
in what world he creates. But, as we have seen, God’s perfect freedom differs
from our imperfect freedom in that it entails that he cannot do that which he
ought not to do and, further, he must always do the best thing for his creatures
(whenever there is a best) or one of the joint best (whenever two or more are
equally good and none better). It has seemed to some to follow from this that if
there were a God, he would have created the best world that is logically and
metaphysically possible (if there is a best of all possible worlds) or one of the joint
best (if there are two or more equally good and none better). And if we were to
accept the principle that one cannot be morally justiﬁed in doing a particular
thing if there is something better that one knows about and could equally well
do, we’ll have to conclude that if there were no best (or joint best) of all possible
worlds, God—to preserve his perfect goodness—would have to do nothing,
create no world at all.2 If we accepted this argument, then we’d have to conclude
that the theist is committed to this world’s being the best or joint best of all
possible worlds. But in fact we shouldn’t accept this argument, though some
theists (notably Leibniz) have accepted it. It doesn’t work because God’s perfect
goodness entails only that he do the best (or joint best) if there is one for his
creatures.
Prior to the creation of a universe, there were, ex hypothesi, no creatures
around for whom the question of God’s doing the best or joint best could even
arise; there was no creature who could either beneﬁt or suffer from the continuing absence of a universe or from its creation. In particular we, as not yet
existing, were not in a better or worse state than we are now—a state the
improvement or diminution of which God could effect by bringing us into
existence. We were not in a better or worse state prior to the creation of the
universe not because we were in the same state, but because we were not in any
state—we did not yet exist. And although it might be good or bad for those who
do not yet but will exist if one does or fails to do certain things for them (e.g. put
some money aside or fail to put some money aside for their education), it cannot
be good or bad for them to bring them into existence. God cannot then be said
to have had a reason for creating a world stemming from his perfect goodness
towards his creatures. His perfect goodness is a matter of his perfectly fulﬁlling
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the demands of love towards his creatures and, prior to his creating a universe,
there were no creatures who could make any such demands of him.3
The most analogous earthly situation I can think of is that of the choice,
which I imagine most couples face, of whether or not to have a child. If one were
to specify carefully various conditions (that there are no health risks involved in
the potential mother conceiving; that having a child would not be ﬁnancially
ruinous to the couple or in some other way reduce their ability to meet their
obligations; etc.), then it seems reasonable to suppose that there is no obligation
and nor would it be better either to produce or to refrain from producing a child:
they ought to be morally indifferent. They cannot show love to their ‘possible
child’ by their decision to conceive or not to conceive, to make that possible
child actual. It is not supererogatory if they do or if they do not have a child.
Imagine now a drug becoming available. It costs nothing; has no side effects;
and the consumption of it affects one’s gametes such that the more of the drug
one takes, the healthier, more intelligent, etc. any child conceived is. With the
arrival of this drug, no couple comes under an obligation and nor does it become
better for them—a supererogatory act—to refrain from having any child at all
just because it is now true of any child that they do have that they could always
have had ‘one better’ by taking more of this drug. So, by analogy, even if it were
true that for any possible world, God could always create a better, it would not
follow that his perfect goodness would compel him not to create any world. It
might be helpful in driving this latter point home were I to introduce you to
Leibniz’s ass, a hypothetical donkey that is a close cousin of a more famous
donkey, Buridan’s ass.
Buridan’s ass was a donkey that, ﬁnding itself equidistant from two equally
nourishing bales of hay, reasoned correctly that it had no more reason to eat one
rather than the other. It then went on to conclude that the only reasonable thing
for it to do was eat neither; it thus starved to death. Leibniz’s ass was a donkey
which found itself equidistant from an inﬁnite number of bales of hay, such that
for each of these bales of hay there was one more nourishing. It thus reasoned
correctly that of any particular bale of hay it might eat it had less reason to eat
that bale than it did to eat another. It then went on to conclude that the only
reasonable thing for it to do was to eat none; it thus starved to death.
So, if there is a best of all possible worlds, God is not under an obligation and
neither is it supererogatorily good for him to create it, for prior to his creation
there are no creatures to whom he can have obligations or be supererogatorily
good. If there is no best of all possible worlds, God is not under an obligation
and neither is it supererogatorily good for him to create nothing just because for
any world he does create it is ex hypothesi true that he could have created one—
indeed, an inﬁnite number—better. So far, it’s looking as if God’s perfect
goodness doesn’t constrain him in what world he creates at all. May we conclude
at least that God’s perfect goodness would have compelled him to create any
creature he did create in the best of all possible worlds for it (if there is a best) or
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in one of the joint best (if there are two or more that are equally good and none
better)? An afﬁrmative answer to this question is much more plausible, at least
initially (in a moment, I’ll argue against it).
If a donkey found itself equidistant from any number of bales of hay but one
of those bales was the most nourishing bale possible (or two or more were joint
‘most’ nourishing), the donkey would be less than fully reasonable if knowing of
this it then chose to eat any bale other than this one (or one of these ones). By
contrast, some have held that even if there is a best or joint best of all possible
worlds for a certain creature, God’s perfect goodness necessitates only that if he
chooses to create that creature, he must choose which world to create that
creature in from among those worlds that are ‘good enough’, a world’s being
good enough if in it that creature leads a life that’s not so bad that it would have
been better for it if it had never existed. But this does not seem plausible to me
because, for the reasons sketched previously, the notion of a creature’s being
potentially better off (or worse off) if it had never existed seems confused. It’s as
confused as speaking of the brother that I never had being taller, less tall, or the
same height as the sisters that I do have. The brother that I never had is not on
the height scale at say zero feet and zero inches; he is not on the height scale at all.
Thus his height cannot be compared with the heights of the sisters that I do
actually have and who—being actual—do indeed have particular heights on this
scale. Of course I can say things like, ‘Had I had a brother, the chances are that
he would have been taller than either of my sisters’, but, as it is, the brother that
I never had is not taller than, less tall than, or the same height as my sisters for he
doesn’t exist at all. Similarly, the brother that I never had is not less well off than,
better off than, or as well off as the sisters that I do have. So any creature that
does exist is not better off, worse off, or enjoying the same level of wellbeing as if
he, she, or it had never existed.
If there is a best of all possible worlds for a particular creature, while God
would have been morally indifferent about whether or not to create that creature
at all, it seems then as if we should say that if he does create that creature, he has
reason to create it in that world rather than any other; and if there are joint best
worlds for it, if he creates that creature, he has reason to create it in one of those
rather than any other.
Of course, even if we were to say this, we still could not directly conclude that
theism is committed to this world’s being the best or joint best of all possible
worlds for each of us. Perhaps for any creature (that actually exists), whatever
world it might exist in, there’s always a possible world that that creature could
have found itself in instead and that would have been better for it than that
world. As we’ve already seen from considering the case of parents who could take
a drug to ‘improve’ what sort of child they conceived and Leibniz’s ass, if this
were the case, then God’s perfect goodness would not dictate that he not create
this creature. His perfect goodness only dictates that he do the best or joint best
for his creature where one is possible. It might be then that there is no best or
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joint best of all possible worlds for us and thus God’s perfect goodness left him
with carte blanche not just over whether or not to create us at all but over what
world to create us in having decided to create us. Matters would be rather as they
would be with a more acute version of Leibniz’s ass. Although sadly Leibniz’s ass
did not realize it, he had carte blanche over which bale of hay to eat. But if there
is a best or are joint bests of all possible worlds for us, then while God would still
be able, without deviating from perfect goodness, not to create us at all, it would
prima facie seem that we should say that he did not have carte blanche over the
issue of in which world to create us. Why? Because, as we have just seen, he has
good reason to create each of us in the world that is the best (or a joint best) of all
possible worlds for us if there is one (or more than one joint best). That theists
view the world as God’s creation might therefore seem to commit them to its
being the best or joint best of all possible worlds for each of its creatures or there
being no best or joint best of all possible worlds for those of its creatures for
whom it’s not. But in fact, I’m about to argue, it doesn’t commit theists to even
this. We can start to see this by asking ourselves this question:
Does the fact that God’s perfect goodness entails that if there is one, he must
create the best or joint best of all possible worlds for his creatures mean that he
must create each and every creature that is actually created in what is for each of
them considered in isolation the best or joint best of all possible worlds (if there
is such a world), or does it entail that for possible worlds each of which contains a
given set of creatures, if he creates that set of creatures he must create them in the
best or joint best of all possible worlds for this set of creatures considered as a
totality (if there is such a world)? I shall maintain that it is only the latter and that
he could do the latter without doing the former. This being so, we may conclude
that God’s perfect moral goodness does not dictate that he create any creature he
does create in the best (or one of the joint best) of all possible worlds for it even if
there is a best world or are joint best worlds for it. His good reason to create a
particular creature in what is for it the best or joint best of possible worlds could
be outweighed or balanced by good reasons to do the same for other creatures.
Consider two possible universes, A and B, in each of which live two creatures,
P and Q. In universe A, creature P has freedom to do that which isn’t the best
that he could do for Q and freedom even to do certain things that he oughtn’t to
do to Q. We’ve already seen that having this sort of freedom is in itself a good
thing for P. To have this freedom over Q necessitates P having more power than
Q in certain respects and Q not having certain powers. For example, if P is going
to have the freedom to insult Q, Q can’t have the power to stop himself being
insulted merely by willing it. In universe B, their roles are reversed: Q has power
over P to the same extent and in the same respects as P has it over Q in world A.
If these are the only differences between the universes, we may say that A is then
a better universe for creature P than B to a certain extent, e, but it is not so good
for Q and world B is better for Q than A but less good for P by the same extent, e.
Of course God could create P and Q in two different universes, but he
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cannot—of necessity—create them in two different universes yet give them this
freedom to inﬂuence one another; their having the freedom to inﬂuence one
another necessitates their being in the same universe. Let’s now suppose for the
sake of argument that A is the best of all possible universes for P and B is the best
of all possible universes for Q. Given what we have said earlier, these facts give
God a reason to create P in A rather than anywhere else and to create Q in B
rather than anywhere else, but of course it is logically impossible that God act on
both these reasons and these reasons are equally strong, their strength being
determined by e. What would his perfect goodness dictate that he do then?
Create neither? If it did dictate this, it would dictate that he ought never to create
any universe in which one or more creature had freedom to affect one or more
other creature for good or ill. But that seems wrong. Imagine this:
You are a donkey-herder. Your herd is small. You have only two donkeys, P
and Q. One day you ﬁnd yourself with your two donkeys equidistant from two
bales of hay. Bale A would be slightly better (to a certain extent, e) for donkey P
than bale B and slightly less good (to the same extent, e) for donkey Q than B;
bale B would be slightly better (by e) for Q than bale A and slightly less good (by
e) for P than A. You cannot herd P to bale A and Q to bale B; you have to choose
between the two bales. Should you have never let yourself get into such a
situation in the ﬁrst place? It doesn’t seem at all obvious that you were under an
obligation not to allow yourself to get into such a situation. Indeed it seems
obvious that you weren’t. There’s a weakness in the analogy, in that if you don’t
take your donkeys to some bale, they’ll both starve. So let’s remove that disanalogy by supposing you’re a potential donkey-herder; you’re about to choose
whether or not to (non-ultimately of course) create a set of donkeys. You ﬁnd
yourself knowing that for any set of donkeys that contains more than one
member that you create, you will one day face such a choice. Should you
therefore create one or no donkeys, thus ensuring you never get into a situation
such as that described, where you have to do something less good than you could
do for one of your donkeys? It’s not obvious that you shouldn’t, especially if
creating two or more donkeys would give each donkey a good—e.g. the possibility of donkey friendship—that it would not have been able to have had it
been created on its own.
We’ve already seen that for ﬁnite creatures (though not for God) the freedom
to be less than perfect in two ways (doing less than the best we could and less
than we ought for someone) is a power; it’s something that it’s good for us to
have. Of course, as we’ve also seen, it’s not the only thing that is or would be
good for us to have, the ability to avoid being insulted by others simply by
willing it would be an ability it would be good to have. So, God’s perfect
goodness would not dictate that he not create either world A or world B, even
though each of these worlds has as a feature that it is not the best of all possible
worlds for all of the creatures in it and there are ex hypothesi best of all possible
worlds for each of its creatures. If the good of freedom to be less than perfect to
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one another required creating creatures in a world with some evils, then God’s
perfect goodness might allow him to create a world in which there were the evils
necessary for it. (It could not compel him to do so as he’ll always remain
perfectly free to create no world whatsoever, but remain instead the sole existent
thing.)
Not all evils are brought about by agents acting freely in blameworthy ways.
As well as cold-blooded murders, there are deaths due to disease or accident.
How are these, what we might call ‘natural evils’ in contrast to ‘moral evils’ to be
explained on theism?
♦ ♦ ♦

My argument is that natural evils are a necessary result of there being free
creatures living in a world governed by natural laws and that natural laws are
necessary for there to be a world with agents who enjoy the freedom to be less
than perfect to one another. Natural evils are the inescapable accompanying
features of natural laws, natural laws being the necessary means to the good of
this sort of freedom.
Suppose, for example, that P wishes to exercise his freedom to choose to do
what he knows is less than the best he could do for Q. In fact he knows it’s
something that he shouldn’t do to Q. It’s causing Q to suffer ten minutes of
excruciating agony just because he doesn’t like the cut of Q’s jib. Either P will get
his wish—in which case Q will ﬁnd that natural facts less than perfectly serve his
interests; Q will ﬁnd himself without enough power to stop P—or Q will be able
to block P’s malevolent intention—in which case P will have his interests less
than perfectly served by natural facts; P will ﬁnd he doesn’t have enough power
to harm Q as he’d like. If one agent is to have the freedom to choose to do evil to
another, then that agent must have more power than the other in the relevant
domain. And the fact that one agent has more power than another must be the
result of facts that are not themselves within the power of those agents to
determine, i.e. they must be natural facts. One can say then that natural evils are
a foreseen but unintended necessary consequence of creating free creatures in a
world with natural laws, natural laws being necessary for there to be free creatures
able to choose to affect one another for good or ill. Natural laws provide the
arena within which signiﬁcantly free agents may interact, and a necessary feature
of that arena is natural evil.4
So, our freedom to be less than perfect requires natural evils as well as moral
evils. This in itself might not be of comfort to the theist. That there are those
who suffer in any system of interrelating free creatures God might create doesn’t
mean that he’s morally justiﬁed in creating a system of interrelating free creatures
who suffer to the extent that some creatures in this world suffer. Perhaps, while
his creatures having the freedom to affect one another in this way is itself a
good, it’s not a good that’s good enough to justify the sorts of evils that we
actually have in this world, the level of suffering that some of its inhabitants
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undergo. And perhaps—even if it is good enough to justify this—God doesn’t
have the right to create a system where some suffer to this extent.
Let’s turn to address ourselves to these worries. To do so it will be helpful to
introduce the notion of a good ‘compensating’ for an evil.
The notion of a good compensating for an evil is a rather tricky one and not
just for the epistemic reason that it may not always be obvious whether a good
really does compensate for an evil. It’s also tricky because the compensating good
may not be the same sort of good as the evil is evil and thus may not be said to
outweigh it in any even-in-principle-quantiﬁable way. This will be easier to
understand if I give another example.
Suppose you have a choice to make. You can become a sculptor or you can
become a painter. Suppose also that you know (don’t ask me how you know this)
that if you choose to become a sculptor, you will become a truly great sculptor—
on a par with Phidias or Henry Moore—but you’ll suffer from the occasional
bruised ﬁnger as your hammer goes awry during your chiselling. You also know
that if you choose to become a painter, you will become a truly mediocre
painter, with slightly less bruised ﬁngers than you’d have had if you’d become
a sculptor. You also know that apart from these differences each life will be the
same for you.
If this was the choice that faced you, I think we would all agree that the
physical pain of a few bruised ﬁngers would be outweighed by the greater good of
your being a truly great sculptor and not just outweighed for others: it would be
outweighed for you too. Your being a great sculptor, even though it would mean
being someone who suffered the physical pain of an above-average number of
bruised ﬁngers, would be a better life for you to lead than your being an average
painter with a lesser number of bruised ﬁngers. So the good of being a truly great
sculptor is a greater good than the evil of a few extra bruised ﬁngers is bad, but
being a great sculptor isn’t a physical pleasure which can be straightforwardly
weighed against the physical pain of the bruised ﬁngers. So, although there is a
sense in which being a truly great sculptor compensates for the physical pain of
some extra bruised ﬁngers, this is a sort of compensation that can’t be represented as an outweighing on some common scale.
Now one could in principle become a great sculptor without bruising any
ﬁngers and even if that never happens in practice, it’s not the bruising of the
ﬁngers that makes one a great sculptor anyway—it’s having a set of skills that one
develops while, as a matter of fact, bruising a few of one’s ﬁngers along the way.
The bruising of one’s ﬁngers is a contingently accompanying feature of a contingent means to the end of becoming a great sculptor. Let me suppose for a
moment though that actually having had a few more than average bruised ﬁngers
is physically necessary for being a great sculptor for some reason—perhaps you
just can’t hold your tools properly unless your body has in some sense instinctively learnt how by doing actions that must bruise its ﬁngers more than most.
If some reason like that did obtain, then having bruised ﬁngers would be a
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physically necessary accompanying feature of what was as a physically necessary
matter of fact the only means to the end of becoming a great sculptor. In that
case then we’d say that the good end of being a great sculptor would justify the
bad features accompanying the means; it would compensate for them. Of course,
even then, the accompanying evil to the only means of becoming a great sculptor
wouldn’t be a logically or metaphysically necessary accompanying feature to the
only logically or metaphysically possible means to that end—God could have
miraculously given you this instinctive ability to hold your tools without your
having learnt it in the ‘School of Hard Knocks’ as it were. Nevertheless, the
example serves to illustrate the point that a certain good can compensate for a
certain evil when that evil is either a means to it or an accompanying feature of
that means and that this compensation need not be a matter of giving one a
greater amount of the same sort of thing that the evil has deprived one of.
Consider now this story: Once upon a time, a little fawn—let’s call him
‘Bambi’—got caught in a thicket in a forest. Bambi struggled for a while, but in
the end realized that he could not get out of the thicket on his own. Not to
worry. He waited for his friend, the rabbit Thumper, to bounce playfully along
(as was his habit) and help him out. Unfortunately, that day Thumper was
bouncing happily in another part of the forest and a forest ﬁre had broken
out near to Bambi. Bambi yelped as loudly as he could, trying to summon
Thumper’s help; but sadly Thumper was far away and the ﬁre was getting closer.
There was nothing the panicking Bambi could do; he struggled wildly to escape,
but to no avail; the ﬁre reached him and slowly started to burn him alive.
Eventually, Bambi died in excruciating pain; nobody ever discovered his body.
All the other animals in the forest lived such carefree lives that they didn’t even
think about where Bambi might have got to; even Thumper simply bounced
playfully about as he always had done. The End.
The ﬁre certainly wasn’t the means to an overall good end for Bambi and if
nobody ever discovers what’s happened to Bambi and nobody even thinks about
his absence, then it can’t produce any effect on anybody else; ipso facto, it can’t be
a means to any good effect for anybody. So the forest ﬁre burning Bambi to
death isn’t a means to any good end that compensates for it. But this does not
mean that it itself cannot be compensated for.
Just because Bambi suffered an evil that was uncompensated for in this world
does not mean that he suffered an evil that was uncompensated for full-stop. As
we’ve seen, on theism, there is another world, after this one, in which these loose
ends are tidied up. There’s something rather pleasingly airtight about this move.
Unless there is some conceptual absurdity in maintaining that God could
arrange for Bambi to enter a heaven after this life, on theism there’s every reason
to think it’s true that he does arrange for him to do so; and surely then we cannot
have any reason to believe that in this heavenly realm there couldn’t be compensating goods. Heaven is, after all, of inﬁnite duration. Whatever someone
suffers in a ﬁnite pre-mortem life, it has to be possible that they be compensated
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for it eventually in an inﬁnitely extended post-mortem life. I conclude then that
any evil a creature suffers in this world could be compensated for by God in the
next. Of course, to establish that any evil that befalls a creature in a ﬁnite life
could be compensated for by God in an inﬁnite afterlife is not to show that all
the evils in the world are necessary as means to those compensating goods. In our
example, God could have arranged for Bambi to get into Heaven—and so have
the goods that, as it is, constitute the compensation—after a quick, painless
death, these heavenly goods thus not being needed to compensate him for
anything, they being bonuses. Wouldn’t that have been better for him? It pretty
obviously would have been. If the theist were committed to there being no evil in
the world that is not necessary as a means to a good end that compensates for it,
theism would thus be untenable. However, the theist is—as we have seen—not
committed to this. He or she is committed to there being no evil in the world
that is not necessary as a means to a good end that compensates for it or as an
accompanying feature of such a means. Bambi’s death was not a means to any
good end, for Bambi or anyone else, but it was a consequence of the laws of
nature operative in the universe in which he lived, the laws of nature being
necessary as means to the good of the freedom of the creatures in that universe to
be less than perfect to one another. To have this sort of freedom requires, as we
have seen, natural laws—i.e. laws that operate independently of any creature’s
will—and these laws must thus give rise to natural evils, suffering for which no
agent (other perhaps than God himself) is responsible. The only question that
can remain, then, is whether God has the right to create a universe where
creatures like Bambi suffer to the extent that Bambi does as a result of natural
laws, the operation of which is for the greater good of creatures as a whole.
Would God’s moral perfection compel him not to create a world where creatures
suffer in this way as a result of the system? We are not talking of whether he has
the right to create a universe in which he himself uses some creatures merely as a
means to the end of the freedom of others (for Bambi isn’t used as a means to
anybody’s end) but of whether he has the right to create one where he allows
nature to ‘take its course’ and thus generate the suffering of Bambi, suffering that
is a foreseen but unintended consequence of the laws of nature that he creates as
necessary as the means to the end of the freedom of some of his creatures.5
♦ ♦ ♦

Consider this situation: you are a teacher in charge of a group of schoolchildren
at playtime. We’ve established that it is good for these children to have freedom
to do less than the best that they can for one another and indeed to do what they
should not do to one another. That being so, you have reason to stand in a
corner of the playground and let them invent and play their own games with one
another, rather than ceaselessly stop them from interfering with one another and
organize them ‘for their own good’. Let’s suppose you allow that reason to guide
you. You stand to one side. Now and again, you notice that some of the children
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are choosing to use the autonomy you’ve generated to invent games that involve
some of them suffering to some, limited, extent. There are, one might say,
‘victims’ of your laissez-faire system. Let’s take an example: one of the children is
chosen by mob rule to be piggy in the middle for some game. This is a role that is
considerably less fun than the other roles, indeed it involves positive suffering:
the child thus chosen suffers to some extent as a result of your system. Perhaps
the child’s character is developed in helpful ways by this experience; but, then
again, perhaps it is not. Let’s suppose that it is not and that neither is there any
other greater good for the child or the children in general that comes from his or
her suffering in this way on this occasion. You watch this happen. You maintain
your distance. You do not intervene. Such eventualities are—after all—a foreseen but unintended consequence of the laissez-faire system that you’ve adopted.
This child’s suffering is not itself a means to a greater good that compensates for
it. You’ve not used this child as a means to anything, but you have allowed the
child to suffer when you could have stopped it.
Did you have the right to allow this to happen? Well, I suggest that the answer
to this question depends on a number of things. One of these is how much
suffering the child has actually undergone. If the game you allowed the children
autonomy to develop had been a William-Golding-esque one involving the
piggy in the middle being killed, then obviously you should have intervened;
you’d have done something wrong in allowing the children in your charge to
have that much freedom and power over one another. If, on the other hand, the
suffering was of a relatively minor sort—a sort that would all be forgotten about
within ﬁve minutes or so of the start of the next lesson—then, it strikes me, the
answer is that you wouldn’t have done anything wrong in taking this laissez-faire
attitude, in allowing this child to suffer to the extent that he or she did. The child
could have had a better playtime, but he or she has no cause to complain to you
as a result of this.
So, our question must be, ‘What determines how much evil you have the right
to allow creatures in your system to suffer?’
I suggest that there are three relevant factors.
First, it depends on how good the overall effect of your system is. If it’s really
very good indeed that these children have the amount of freedom your system
provides, then that will make it more morally justiﬁable for you to have allowed
those who suffered in your system to suffer when you could have intervened. If,
on the other hand, it’s not that important whether or not those in your system
have the level of freedom it provides, then that will make it less morally justiﬁable for you to have remained distant when one of them suffered as a result of
your having given others the level of freedom you had given them. You could
have intervened; stopped the suffering; and not thereby deprived anybody else of
anything that valuable. So that’s one factor.
Secondly, it depends on your capacity and intention to provide compensation
for those who suffer in your system. If you know that after playtime is over you
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will compensate those who’ve suffered, that will make it more morally justiﬁable
for you to allow them to suffer to the extent that you have. Conversely, if you
know that you will not compensate sufferers for the suffering they’ve undergone,
that will make you less morally justiﬁed in allowing them to suffer to this extent.
Thirdly, it depends on whether or not the people in question have refused to
participate in your system. If, knowing of the sort of laissez-faire attitude you
were going to adopt, the children had all agreed to be participants in the system,
that would make you more morally justiﬁable in subjecting them to it. Conversely, if, hearing of the sort of system you were going to adopt, a child had
asked you if he or she could stay inside this playtime, that would make you less
morally justiﬁed in throwing that child out into the playground anyway.
♦ ♦ ♦

Let me leave those three factors on the table for a moment or two and turn to
consider things from the child’s perspective.
Imagine now, then, that, rather than being the teacher, you’re a child. On
arriving at school one day, you’re greeted by the headmaster. ‘Today,’ the
headmaster tells you, ‘is a special day. You have a choice of which playground to
play in. There are a number of playgrounds. In each playground the supervising
teacher will adopt a certain level of this laissez-faire approach. In playground one
it’s zero. Each child is completely controlled in their every movement by
teaching assistants, who guide the children’s limbs inside the cotton-wool suits
that every child wears. No child ever has freedom to be less than perfect in his or
her relations with others, but then again, of course, there’s nobody who suffers to
any extent as a result of the choices of others. Playground one guarantees those
children who reside in it that they won’t suffer as a result of the system in the
sense relevant here to any extent whatsoever. In playground two, there’s a little
bit of freedom. Every ten minutes, each child is taken out of their cotton-wool
suits and allowed ten seconds in which they can act as they wish; thus, occasionally, one of these children uses their autonomy to punch another. Playground three has a bit more autonomy and thus offers a bit more danger of
suffering than does playground two. And so on.’
‘There’s another feature of the meta-system we’re running today’, says the
headmaster. ‘Each person who suffers will be compensated for any suffering after
playtime is over. So, those who’ve been in playground one won’t need any
compensation. Some of those who’ve been in playground two by contrast will
have suffered as a result of the system there and thus they will need some compensation, but on average not as much as those who’ve suffered in playground
three and so on. I want to stress, though, that no child—whichever playground
they’ve been in—will leave school at the end of the day having suffered in a
way that he or she will think has not been adequately compensated for.’
You thank the headmaster for apprising you of his meta-system and consider
which playground you’ll sign yourself down for.
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Is the only playground it would be rational for you to choose to play in
playground one?
I think the answer to that is ‘no’. I’ll justify that negative answer later. Before
I do so, I want to speak to what I imagine are a large number of you who are
growing rather impatient with my analogy for another reason.
♦ ♦ ♦

There’s a crucial difference between my headmaster analogy and our case. God
didn’t ask any of us whether we’d mind being put into the universe he’d created.
The headmaster—as it were—didn’t ask us to choose a playground at the start of
our school day; he just threw us into one, this one.
Someone might object, then, that even accepting that the ﬁrst condition is
met (that overall the level of freedom we enjoy really is worth the level of
suffering necessary for it) and that the second condition is met (God can and
does provide all of us with sufﬁcient compensation for our sufferings in an
afterlife), the third condition isn’t met, God didn’t ask us beforehand if we
would be willing participants in the system he was about to create. That’s a
crucial disanalogy between God and the headmaster case. And this shows that
God didn’t have the right to put us into this world. It is indeed true that there’s
this disanalogy, but there’s another crucial disanalogy. God couldn’t—of
necessity—have asked us in advance of our existence whether or not we’d be
willing to suffer the evil that our existing in this world would entail for the
simple reason that we didn’t exist in advance of our existence. Does this let him
off the hook, morally speaking, with regard to the third condition?
Can we ﬁnd an analogy to guide our moral intuitions here? I think we can.
The analogy is again the choice of whether or not to have children.
Ours is a world where there is a signiﬁcant risk that any children we bring into
existence will suffer. We can’t guarantee that the system is overall worthwhile; or
that they’re going to get enough compensation if they suffer as a result of it; and
we can’t ask our children before they’re born whether or not they’re willing to be
born into the world on these terms. Nevertheless, we do not regard ourselves as
generally under an obligation not to have children. We certainly don’t regard
ourselves as under an obligation not to have children simply because we can’t ask
them in advance of having them whether or not they’re willing to be born. So, I
conclude that God not—of necessity—being able to act as the headmaster does,
and ask us in advance of our existence whether or not we’re prepared to take the
risks that existence will bring, does let him off the hook morally speaking with
regard to the third condition.
God’s let off the hook with regard to the third condition and he can easily
satisfy the second; as we’ve already observed, any ﬁnite amount of suffering a
creature undergoes in this world must be capable of compensation ultimately in
an inﬁnitely extended afterlife, something that we saw in the ﬁrst half of the book
God must—if he exists—extend to all creatures to whom it would be good to
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extend it. The only question that remains, then, is whether the level of freedom
to be less than perfect that we enjoy is overall worth the suffering it entails. How
to answer this question?
Unfortunately, the answer that one gives to this question will depend entirely
upon the probability one has previously assigned to theism. If one is asked
by one’s host at a dinner party whether one would like to try a dish that is
certainly different from anything else one might have later and that some people
enjoy even though others violently dislike, one’s answer might reasonably depend
on whether this dish is being offered to one as an option for the hors d’œuvre or
for the main course. If one is told that it is an option for the starter and one is
assured that the taste (if it is found to be unpleasant) may be washed away very
quickly by the drink accompanying the main course, one would no doubt try it.
If, on the other hand, one is told that the dish is an option for the main course
(and there will be no desert), one would be more reasonable in refusing. It is not
that one would be more risk-averse, just that the risk would be greater in relative
terms, for what it was relative to would be smaller. Similarly then, if one sees the
suffering of this world as a prelude to an inﬁnite afterlife of perfect fulﬁlment in
God’s presence, the chance to enjoy a freedom that we will not be able to enjoy
when directly exposed to God in Heaven will be judged worth the suffering that
accompanies it. However, if one sees this world as all that there is, one’s judgement will differ. It seems then that the mere existence of evil cannot be taken as
in itself evidence against the existence of the theistic God for it would only be so
on the hypothesis that there is no compensating afterlife, a hypothesis that is false
on theism precisely because of God’s omnipotence and perfect goodness.
♦ ♦ ♦

Let me tell you a bit about some ground-breaking technology that’s been installed in
the spine of the book you’re holding.6 (If you’re not actually holding it, pick it up.)
This book is linked up—via the internet—to a computer that is running a
programme called ‘The Best Life You Could Lead’. If you squeeze the book as
hard as you can between both hands, then it will painlessly implant into your
hands electrodes that will then send signals to your brain meaning that the ideas
you have can be shaped by the programme on the computer. You will be
immediately plunged into a virtual reality world. You won’t realize this, because
your virtual-reality world will start off by being very much like the real world. It
will seem to you that you decided not to squeeze the book (or perhaps that you
did squeeze it but nothing happened) and that you’re still sitting in the room
reading it, etc. But after a few moments in the virtual-reality world (not in the
real world), a good friend will rush in through the door to tell you that you’ve
won the lottery. In the real world of course, no such thing will be happening—
you’ll just be sitting with the book in your hands, a rather ﬁxed expression on
your face, oblivious to your surroundings, a source of curiosity for anybody who
might wander in.
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Back in the virtual-reality world, it won’t seem strange to you that you’ve won
the lottery. You won’t be able to choose to reﬂect on whether or not this is all
‘too good to be true’, because the computer will have implanted a false memory
of your having bought a ticket (if such is needed) and it will suppress—or rather
redirect—your reasoning. Your freedom to do less than is maximally conducive
to your own happiness will be eliminated—painlessly, immediately, and totally—
from that moment on because the computer can guide you through the virtual
world more effectively, in the sense of more optimally for your happiness, than
you’d be able to guide yourself. So it is that in the virtual world it will seem to
you that you’ve chosen to leap up; hand out glasses of champagne to your friends
and family (who’ve all appeared); and—over the next few weeks—use your
winnings to make investments that by the end of the month have given you
enough political power to unite all governments and bring world peace. You’ll
believe yourself to have found cures for all diseases and released a number one
cover version of Sitting on Top of the World. Of course, all this will only be
happening in the virtual world. In the real world, what will have happened is that
I’ll have hooked-up your body to an intravenous drip at one end (feeding
you nutritious ﬂuid) and a catheter at the other (removing waste products). For
the rest of your life, as in the virtual world you go from strength to strength, in
the real world you’ll just be getting more and more dusty, and those who use the
room will have to change the nutrition and waste bags that lie beside your body
every week or so.
As you decide whether or not to squeeze the book, there’s no need to worry
that your friends and family might not be happy seeing you hooked up in this
way to the virtual-reality machine: I’ve got books for them too. If you decide to
squeeze it, I’ll get them to squeeze books of their own so that they’ll be in their
own virtual-reality worlds, worlds where they’ll think that they themselves are
world leaders; pop stars; or whatever.
Assuming you believe all this, is it irrational for you not to squeeze the book?
If you asked me, I would answer this question negatively; I would say that it’s
pretty obviously not irrational for me to think that freedom is worth it.7 I may
hazard that all of you reading this will agree with me in giving the question this
negative answer. But we can easily imagine people differing from us in this
regard; indeed, we can imagine that if our own lives were going much worse than
they are, we would give the question a different answer.
Consider for example being on the torturer’s table, about to be subjected to
torture for twenty-three and a half hours a day for the rest of your life, with
merely a half-hour slot each day in which you might freely pursue your own
objectives. If you were then offered the choice of squeezing the book and thus
avoiding the twenty-three-and-a-half-hours-a-day torture by renouncing any
further freedom, it would seem to me pretty obviously irrational not to squeeze
the book, to think that a half-hour-a-day’s worth of freedom isn’t worth the
suffering that it would involve. Now imagine reducing the proportion of the
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days ahead that you will spend on the torturer’s table until we reach the cut-off
point where it becomes a matter of indifference to you whether or not you
squeeze the book. It is perhaps strange to posit that there is a cut-off point—
rather than that the matter becomes indeterminate—but let’s try not to worry
about that. Once we’ve settled on an approximate amount that would more or
less balance the corollary freedom, imagine being told that suffering a slight but
non-negligible amount of torture more than this (ﬁve minutes per day say?) was
actually the only way to secure freedom for the rest of humanity. That fact
would, I suggest, decisively tip the balance of reasons in favour of your not
squeezing the book. The good of humanity as a whole would compensate for this
extra suffering befalling you as an individual. Of course, it wouldn’t compensate you personally for it; it would compensate the aggregate of people that is
‘the system as a whole’ for your suffering. This being so, it might well be that the
sacriﬁce was not one it would be reasonable for you to accept (unless you were
assured that you personally would be compensated for having made it in an
afterlife). But whether or not it’s prudent or would be overall reasonable for you
to choose to make this sacriﬁce in the knowledge that you would actually happen
to have in the situation we’re trying to imagine, it remains the case that your
making this sacriﬁce would, overall, be better than your not doing so. Overall, a
system where you were forced to undergo this sacriﬁce would be worth it, and so
I suggest that if the sufferers in a system are indeed going to be compensated for
their suffering and if, were they to have been fully informed beforehand, they
would have reasonably chosen to participate in it (for they would have seen that
overall the system that entails their suffering is worth it) but one is not able to ask
them beforehand as they have yet to be created, one is morally justiﬁed in
creating such a system.
If all this is right, God’s perfect goodness then allows him to create universes
with all sorts of evil in them. If there are creatures for whom there is a best or
joint best of all logically possible worlds, he might yet create such creatures in
worlds that aren’t the best or one of the joint best of all possible worlds for them.
He might allow creatures to suffer in ways that produce no good for them
whatsoever and produce no greater good for anyone else either. The only thing
his perfect goodness prevents God from doing is creating a world of creatures
who suffer to an inﬁnite extent at a given time or a world of creatures such as
Tantalus and Sisyphus, who are destined to suffer to some ﬁnite extent for ever.
An inﬁnite amount of suffering can never be compensated for (even by God)
either as regards the individual creature who has suffered from it or as regards the
system as a whole. But it is obvious that ours is not a world in which creatures
can suffer to an inﬁnite extent at a given time or one in which there are immortal
creatures destined to suffer for ever (well, it’s perhaps not obvious that it’s not
the latter, but we’ve certainly no reason to believe it is—how many immortal
sufferers have you ever come across (again, note that a denial of the traditional
doctrine of Hell seems necessary for this point to go through)?). On theism, as
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we have seen, after our ﬁnite lives here an inﬁnite life awaits us hereafter. For
every creature who suffers, there will come a day when they say that as individuals their suffering has been more than adequately compensated for and on
which they will be able to see how their suffering ﬁtted into a greater whole that
was overall worth it. On that day, even those who were broken on the wheels of
the machine as they turned will thank God for it.
♦ ♦ ♦

As I recall, Herodotus tells a story of the Barbarian despot, Xerxes, talking with a
general in his court about his plans to invade Greece. Xerxes asks the general how
many men he thinks the Greeks would need to muster before they would dare to
oppose him in battle. The general asks Xerxes whether he wants an answer that
will please him or the truth. Xerxes asks for the truth. The general tells him that
if the Greeks have ten thousand men, then ten thousand will ﬁght him; if they
have only a thousand, then a thousand will take to the ﬁeld; if they have only a
hundred, then still those hundred will stand before him. Xerxes cannot believe
this, for he plans to invade with the largest army the world has yet seen. If these
Greeks were under the iron control of a tyrant, such as himself, he reasons, then
perhaps they might go forward, even against impossible odds, from their fear of
that tyrant and his lash. But these Greeks, he has heard, are free men and
freedom is the end of discipline. The general replies that the Greeks are indeed
free, but this is only because they have a master whom they respect more than
they could fear any tyrant. This master is their duty. This they listen to and this
they obey. And what it commands is ever the same: not to retreat in the face of
barbarism, however great the odds; rather, to advance against it; to stay ﬁrm in
their ranks; and to conquer or die.
A world without evil would be a world where we could turn every sword into a
ploughshare; it would be a world where we never needed to ﬁght because it
would be a world where there was never anything worth ﬁghting. A world with
terrible barbarians is a world where there are people worth ﬁghting; it is a world
where we need swords as well as ploughshares; and it is a world where it’s open to
us to choose either to go forward into battle against the barbarians like free
Greeks or meekly acquiesce to them as would the craven slaves of a barbarian
despot. We are free to choose to be heroes or villains, to sacriﬁce ourselves or to
save our own skins, to do our duty or to shirk it.8
Would a life without any evils at all be better than a life ﬁlled with such
choices? It would certainly be easier—but then a life in the virtual world I’ve just
described is easier than a life in the real world and I don’t think you think it’d be
better for you to go into that virtual world. Playground one is not the only
reasonable choice. Would a life with more terrible evils than there are in our
world and thus more such choices be better than a life with less evils, but of
course less of this sort of freedom as a result? Is playground number inﬁnity the
only reasonable choice? As one goes up in playground numbers one gets more
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and more of this sort of freedom, but of course one gets more and more evil as a
result. However, if this evil is compensated for across the system by the good of
the corollary freedom and each sufferer will individually ultimately be compensated for his or her suffering in an afterlife, then—as this freedom is a good—
it would seem that one should say ‘Yes’, playground inﬁnity is the only rational
choice. However, in fact here my analogy breaks down again—there is no
playground inﬁnity that God might have created. Of necessity, any creatures
God could have created would have been creatures with a ﬁnite amount of
freedom (in virtue of his necessary omnipotence, no creature can be as free as
him). So it is that if theism is right, God was faced with a choice to create
nothing; to create a world with no such freedom but no evil (Heaven straight
away); or to create a world with a ﬁnite amount of this freedom and thus evil,
a world in which he compensates everyone for their suffering in an afterlife
(a world like ours, with Heaven afterwards). That our experience gives us reason
to believe that if he exists, he has chosen the latter does not—I suggest—give us
any reason to believe that he doesn’t exist.
I conclude then that the argument from the existence of evil to the nonexistence of God cannot be rendered as a good deductive argument; nor can it be
rendered as a good inductive argument; nor again does evil inductively support
the claim that there is no God. The occurrence of evil in the world provides us
with no reason whatsoever to think that there’s not a God.
♦ ♦ ♦

It is sometimes objected that to offer a ‘solution’ to the Problem of Evil in the
manner that I have done in this chapter is to blunt our awareness of the evil or at
least to blunt our motivation for combating it, either of which would provide a
moral reason to object to the very process of undertaking a theodicy such as that
sketched in this chapter.9 This charge may be sustainable against some theodicies, but it is not sustainable against the one I have outlined. As we have seen,
all that theism commits one to saying is that overall the system as a whole is
worth it. Reconciling the existence of evil in the world with the existence of the
theistic God in the manner sketched need not therefore diminish our awareness
of particular instances of evil or remove our motivation for seeking to combat
them. The theodicy sketched is compatible with accepting that in the actual
world there are lots of evils that are completely gratuitous, that don’t lead to any
good end at all; there are lots of evils which are partially gratuitous in that even
though they lead to a good end which could not, even in principle, have been
achieved without them, lead to a good end which isn’t good enough to compensate for the evils that produce it; and there are lots of evils that are dispensable, which is to say that even though they do lead to some good end which
compensates for them, the good end in question could in principle have been
achieved without them. We might very well be under an obligation or it might
be a supererogatory good for us to remove some or all of these evils. In short, to
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justify God in the face of evil is not to justify evil in the face of God and, if we are
conceptually clear-headed, neither will justifying God in the face of evil erode
our motivation for fulﬁlling our obligations and performing supererogatory
good acts to combat evil. If theism is right, there will come a time when every
sword may safely be turned into a ploughshare, but if theism is right, that time is
not yet. For now, we are called to act as free Greeks.
As I think it would be needlessly evil for me not to do so, I ﬁnd myself
motivated to tell you where I think all this leaves us. I’ll do so in the next chapter,
having looked at the nature of faith.

