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By the global argument from evil, I understand the following 
argument (or any argument sufficiently similar to it that the 
two arguments stand or fall together): We find vast amounts of 
truly horrendous evil in the world; if there were a God, we 
should not find vast amounts of horrendous evil in the world; 
there is, therefore, no God. (The global argument from evil, 
you will remember, is named by contrast to the many local
arguments from evil, arguments that proceed from premises 
concerning some particular evil. It is my position that the 
global argument from evil and local arguments from evil are 
best treated separately.)

I will preface my examination of this argument with a defense 
of the moral propriety of examining it. My preface is by no 
means shadow‐boxing. It is quite common for people to say 
that to examine the argument from evil (in any of its forms), to 
treat it as if it were just one more philosophical argument, an 
argument whose virtues and defects could and should be 
weighed by impartial reason, is a sign of moral insensitivity—
or downright wickedness. One might suppose that no 
argument was exempt from critical examination. One might 
suppose that if an argument had sufficient force that it would 
be intellectually dishonest for the opponents of its conclusion 
to ignore it (a feature that many ascribe to the argument from 
evil), it would follow that it would be intellectually dishonest 
for advocates of its conclusion to forbid the opponents of the 
conclusion to criticize it. But those people to whom I have 
alluded assert, and with considerable vehemence, that it is
extremely insensitive (or extremely wicked) to examine the 
argument from evil with a critical eye. Here, for example, is a 
famous passage from John Stuart Mill's Three Essays on 
Religion (pp. 186–7):

We now pass to the moral attributes of the Deity, so far 
as indicated in the Creation; or (stating the problem in 
the broadest manner) to the question, what indications 
Nature gives of the purposes of its author. This question 
bears (p.57) a very different aspect to us from what it 
bears to those teachers of Natural Theology who are 
incumbered with the necessity of admitting the 
omnipotence of the Creator. We have not to attempt the 

read this paragraph
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impossible problem of reconciling infinite benevolence 
and justice with infinite power in the Creator of a world 
such as this. The attempt to do so not only involves 
absolute contradiction in an intellectual point of view but 
exhibits to excess the revolting spectacle of a jesuitical 
defense of moral enormities.

Here is a second example. The following poem occurs in the late 
Kingsley Amis's novel The Anti‐Death League (it is the work of one 
of the characters), and it puts a little flesh on the bones of Mill's 
abstract Victorian indignation. It contains several specific allusions 
to just those arguments that Mill describes as jesuitical defenses of 
moral enormities. Its literary effect depends essentially on putting 
these arguments, or allusions to them, into the mouth of God:

To a Baby Born Without Limbs

This is just to show you who's boss around here.
It'll keep you on your toes, so to speak.
Make you put your best foot forward, so to speak,
And give you something to turn your hand to, so 
to speak.
You can face up to it like a man,
Or snivel and blubber like a baby.
That's up to you. Nothing to do with Me.
If you take it in the right spirit,
You can have a bloody marvelous life,
With the great rewards courage brings,
And the beauty of accepting your LOT.
And think how much good it'll do your Mum and 
Dad,
And your Grans and Gramps and the rest of the 
shower,
To be stopped being complacent.
Make sure they baptize you, though,
In case some murdering bastard
Decides to put you away quick,
Which would send you straight to LIMB‐0, ha ha 
ha.
But just a word in your ear, if you've got one.
Mind you, DO take this in the right spirit,
And keep a civil tongue in your head about Me.
Because if you DON'T,
I've got plenty of other stuff up My sleeve,
Such as leukemia and polio,
Which, incidentally, you're welcome to any time,
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Whatever spirit you take this in.
(p.58)

I've given you one love‐pat, right?
You don't want another.
So watch it, Jack.1

The attitude expressed in these two quotations is not confined to 
avowed enemies of Christianity. The theologian Kenneth Surin, a 
Christian, contends in his book Theology and the Problem of Evil
that anyone who attempts to reconcile the goodness and 
omnipotence of God with such evils as the Holocaust actually 
undermines his own and others' abilities to oppose those evils and 
is, therefore, at least in a sense, cooperating with their 
perpetrators. (At any rate, I think that's what his thesis is. As is the 
case with a great many twentieth‐century academic theologians, 
Surin writes a kind of prose that seems to an untutored analytical 
philosopher like me designed to conceal his meaning.)
I am not entirely out of sympathy with writers like Mill, the 
fictional author of the poem in Amis's novel, and Surin. There
is one sort of position on God and evil toward which the 
intellectual scorn of Mill (I'll discuss his moral scorn presently) 
seems entirely appropriate, and it could plausibly be argued 
that Surin would be right to say that anyone who defended 
this position was encouraging indifference to the evils of the 
world. I have in mind the idea that—in the most strict and 
literal sense—evil does not exist. Now it might seem surprising 
that anyone would defend this idea. Consider the following 
well‐known passage from The Brothers Karamazov:

“By the way, a Bulgarian I met lately in Moscow … told 
me about the crimes committed by Turks and Circassians 
in all parts of Bulgaria through fear of a general rising of 
the Slavs. They burn villages, murder, outrage women 
and children, they nail their prisoners by the ears to the 
fences, leave them so till morning, and in the morning 
they hang them … . These Turks took a pleasure in 
torturing children, too; cutting the unborn child from the 
mother's womb, and tossing babies up in the air and 
catching them on the points of their bayonets before 
their mothers' eyes …”2

How can anyone listen to stories like this and say that evil does not 
exist? Well, one sort of answer to this question is provided by the 
adherents of more than one Eastern religion: the appearance of evil 
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that is all about us is mere appearance, illusion, for the simple 
reason that all appearance, everything ordinary people take for 
sensible reality, is illusion. I will not consider this position. I'll take 
it for granted that what our senses tell us about the world around 
us is reasonably accurate. But there have been thinkers who held 
that evil was an illusion even though the sun and (p.59) the stars 
and St Rule's Tower were not. Their idea, if I understand it, is 
something like this. An event like the Turkish massacres in 
Bulgaria would be an evil if it constituted the entire universe. But, 
of course, no such event does. The universe as a whole contains no 
spot or stain of evil, but it looks to us human beings as if it did 
because we view it from a limited perspective. Perhaps an aesthetic 
analogy will help us to understand this rather difficult idea. (I found 
this helpful analogy in a book by the philosopher Wallace Matson;3

I hasten to add that it does not represent his own point of view.) 
Many pieces of music that are of extreme beauty and perfection 
contain short discordant passages that would sound very ugly if 
they were played all by themselves, outside the musical context in 
which the composer meant them to occur. (Bach's Well‐Tempered 
Clavier is an example.) But these passages are not ugly in their 
proper musical context; they are not the kind of passage that 
Rossini was referring to when he said, “Wagner has lovely 
moments but awful quarters of an hour”. Seen, or rather heard, in 
the context of the whole, they are not only not ugly but are 
essential elements of the beauty and perfection of that whole. The 
idea I am deprecating is that the horrors and atrocities of our world 
are the moral analogues of these discordant passages. The loci 
classici of this idea are Leibniz's Theodicy and Pope's Essay on 
Man, particularly the famous lines:

All chance, direction which thou canst not see;
All nature is but art unknown to thee,
All chance, direction which thou canst not see;
All discord, harmony not understood;
All partial evil, universal good;
And, spite of pride, in erring reason's spite,
One truth is clear, Whatever is, is right.4

(In the matter of Leibniz, if you want to tell me that I am wrong to 
imply that his position was the same as Pope's, or anything close to 
it, I won't fight back. Let's say that by ‘Leibniz’ I mean Leibniz as 
he has commonly been understood. Even if this Leibniz is a fiction, 
he has been an influential one.) I don't see how anyone could 
accept this position. It seems to me to be wholly fantastic. Do not 
misunderstand this statement. I wish to distance myself from the 
vulgar slander that ascribes moral insensibility (or downright 
wickedness) to Pope—a slander about which I'll have more to say in 
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a moment. For my part, I accuse him only of intellectual error. But 
the intellectual error is of enormous magnitude—comparable to the 
intellectual error of, say, the astronomer Percival Lowell, who 
believed that Mars was covered with (p.60) canals (of which he 
drew a detailed map), the work of an ancient and dying civilization. 
This belief was based on no more than the romantic appeal of the 
tale of an ancient civilization bravely laboring to stave off the fall of 
night—with, perhaps, some assistance from optical illusion. Pope's 
belief that “Whatever is, is right” can have had no more basis than 
his desire that it be true—with, perhaps, some assistance from 
Leibniz's Theodicy. If we think of soldiers making mothers watch 
while they throw their babies in the air and catch them on the 
points of their bayonets, or of the ancient Mesopotamian practice 
of moloch—of throwing living infants into a furnace as a sacrifice to 
Baal—or of a child born without limbs, we shall, I hope, find it 
impossible to say that evil is not real. Bad things really do happen. 
(Remember that by ‘evil’ we mean simply ‘bad things’.) Anyone 
who, like Pope, says that we call certain things bad only because 
we don't see them sub specie aeternitatis is in grave error. One 
might as well say that if we could only observe pain from God's 
point of view, we'd see that it doesn't hurt.
Now what I am calling a grave (or, to put it another way, an 
absurd) error must be carefully distinguished from three 
theses I do not call errors; each of these has sometimes been 
confused with it.

First, it must be distinguished from the thesis that out of every 
evil God brings some greater good—or that out of the totality 
of evil he brings some great good or goods that outweigh that 
totality. That may or may not be so, but if it is so, it doesn't 
imply that evil is an illusion. In fact, it implies that evil isn't an 
illusion; for even God can't bring good out of evil if there is no 
evil.

Secondly, it must be distinguished from a famous thesis of St 
Augustine's, that evil is not a thing that exists in its own right, 
but is rather a privation of good. That may or may not be so, 
but if it is so, it doesn't imply that evil is an illusion. A hole in 
the seat of your trousers isn't a thing that exists in its own 
right, but is (so to speak) a privation of cloth. But that doesn't 
mean that the hole is an illusion. If a hole isn't a real thing but 
a mere absence, that nice metaphysical point doesn't change 
the fact that your trousers need mending. To maintain that 
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defects in things are not themselves things isn't to maintain 
that nothing is really defective.

Thirdly, it must not be confused with the biblical promise that 
some day God will wipe away every tear. That may or may not 
be so, but if it is so, it doesn't imply that there aren't tears 
now, and it doesn't imply that the tears of the present day are 
shed over illusions—that, if we (p.61) could only see things as 
God sees them, we'd see that there was nothing to cry about.

If anyone takes the Leibniz/Pope line on the reality of evil, 
then, I think, that person deserves some of the scorn that Mill 
and the other writers I've quoted so eloquently express. I 
insist, however, that the scorn should be intellectual, rather 
than moral. In believing that “Whatever is, is right”, Pope is 
guilty of no moral error; but his intellectual error is profound, 
and not to be imitated. I don't say that intellectual and moral 
error can't be mixed. Those who deny the reality of the 
Holocaust, for example, are guilty of both. But I would say that 
an important part of the cause of their intellectual error was 
antecedently existing moral defects in themselves; these moral 
defects have led them to deny empirically ascertainable facts. 
I don't think that Pope and Leibniz believed that evil was an 
illusion of perspective because they were particularly bad men 
(I expect they were no better or worse than most of us, 
something I certainly shouldn't be willing to say of Holocaust‐
deniers); I think they simply went badly wrong about how 
things are. Similar cases abound. Descartes, for example, 
believed that animals felt no pain. I don't suppose he was 
guilty of this intellectual error (and it is an intellectual error; 
someone who thinks that animals feel no pain has gone badly 
wrong about how things are) because of some moral defect he 
brought to his theorizing about animals. (That might be true of 
someone whose livelihood depended on causing pain to 
animals, and who therefore found it convenient to believe that 
animals felt no pain.) No, Descartes believed this because he 
thought he saw a good argument for it. He should have seen 
that if the proposition that animals don't feel pain is the 
conclusion of a valid argument, at least one of the premises of 
that argument must be false. Somehow he didn't. But this was 
not a moral failure—and the same should be said of Pope's and 
Leibniz's failures to accept the reality of evil.
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In any case, the scorn of Mill and the other writers I've quoted 
is not directed only at those who deny the reality of evil. This 
scorn is poured on anyone who is unwilling to admit, without 
further argument, that the evils of this world entail the non‐
existence of a good and omnipotent God. And when they imply 
that all such people, all people who are not immediately 
converted to atheism by the argument from evil in its simplest 
form, are morally defective, they go too far—they go far too far
—and I must accuse them of intellectual dishonesty.5

Philosophy is hard. Thinking clearly for an extended period is 
hard. It is easier to pour scorn on those who disagree with you 
than actually (p.62) to address their arguments. (It was easier 
for Voltaire to caricature Leibniz's arguments and to mock the 
caricature than actually to address them. And so he wrote
Candide.) And of all the kinds of scorn that can be poured on 
someone's views, moral scorn is the safest and most pleasant 
(most pleasant to the one doing the pouring). It is the safest 
kind because, if you want to pour moral scorn on someone's 
views, you can be sure that everyone who is predisposed to 
agree with you will believe that you have made an 
unanswerable point. And you can be sure that any attempt 
your opponent in debate makes at an answer will be dismissed 
by a significant proportion of your audience as a 
“rationalization”—that great contribution of modern depth 
psychology to intellectual complacency and laziness. Moral 
scorn is the most pleasant kind of scorn to deploy against 
those who disagree with you because a display of self‐
righteousness—moral posturing—is a pleasant action whatever 
the circumstances, and it's nice to have an excuse for it. No 
one can tell me that Mill wasn't enjoying himself when he 
wrote the words “exhibits to excess the revolting spectacle of 
a jesuitical defense of moral enormities”. (Perhaps he was 
enjoying himself so much that his attention was diverted from 
the question, “What would it be to exhibit a revolting spectacle 
in moderation?”)

To those who avoid having to reply to criticism of the 
argument from evil by this sort of moral posturing, I can only 
say, “Come off it”. These people are, in point of principle, in 
exactly the same position as those defenders of law and order 
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who, if you express a suspicion that a man accused of 
molesting a child may have been framed by the police, tell you 
with evident disgust that molesting a child is a monstrous 
crime and that you're defending a child molester.

Having defended the moral propriety of critically examining 
the argument from evil, I will now do just that. The argument 
presupposes, and rightly, that two features God is supposed to 
have are “non‐negotiable”: that he is omnipotent and that he is 
morally perfect. As we saw in the second lecture, it isn't easy 
to say what omnipotence means. My non‐negotiable adherence 
to “God is omnipotent” comes to this: in these lectures, in 
attempting to answer the argument from evil, I will never 
contend that God is unable to do a certain thing unless I am 
prepared to defend the thesis that the thing in question is 
intrinsically or metaphysically impossible. (And this despite 
the fact that I believe that there are certain intrinsically 
possible acts—lying and promise breaking, for example—that 
the one, the only possible, omnipotent being is unable to 
perform.) To say that God is morally perfect is to say (p.63)

that he never does anything morally wrong—that he could not 
possibly do anything morally wrong.6 Omnipotence and moral 
perfection are, as I said, non‐negotiable components of the 
idea of God. A being that is the greatest being possible and is 
less powerful than it might have been (or is less powerful than 
some other possible being might have been) is a contradiction 
in terms, and so is a being who is the greatest being possible 
and sometimes acts wrongly. If the universe was made by an 
intelligent being, and if that being is less than omnipotent (and 
if there's no other being who is omnipotent), then the atheists 
are right: God does not exist. If the universe was made by an 
omnipotent being, and if that being has done even one thing 
that was morally wrong (and if there isn't another omnipotent 
being, one who never does anything morally wrong), then the 
atheists are right: God does not exist. If the Creator of the 
universe lacked either omnipotence or moral perfection, and if 
he claimed to be God, he would be either an impostor or 
confused—an impostor if he claimed to be both omnipotent 
and morally perfect, and confused if he admitted to being 
either not omnipotent or not morally perfect and still claimed 
to be God.
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I began this lecture with a simple statement of the global 
argument from evil. One premise of this argument was: ‘If 
there were a God, we should not find vast amounts of 
horrendous evil in the world.’ But the statement “If there were 
an omnipotent and morally perfect being, we should not find 
vast amounts of horrendous evil in the world” might well be 
false if the all‐powerful and morally perfect being were 
ignorant, and not culpably ignorant, of certain evils. But this is 
not a difficulty for the proponent of the global argument from 
evil, for God is, as we have seen, omniscient. The proponent of 
the simple argument could, in fact, defend his premise by an 
appeal to far weaker theses about the extent of God's 
knowledge than ‘God is omniscient’. If the evils of the world 
constitute an effective prima facie case for the conclusion that 
there is no omnipotent, morally perfect, and omniscient being, 
they present an equally effective prima facie case for the 
conclusion that there is no omnipotent and morally perfect 
being who has even as much knowledge of what goes on in the 
world as we human beings have. The full panoply of 
omniscience, so to speak, does not really enter into the initial 
stages of a presentation and discussion of an argument from 
evil. Omniscience—omniscience in the full sense of the word—
will become important only later, when we come to discuss the 
free‐will defense.

It is time now to turn to our promised ideal debate, the debate 
between Atheist and Theist before the audience of ideal 
agnostics. (p.64) We are imagining that stage of the debate in 
which Atheist is trying to convince the agnostics to abandon 
their agnosticism and become atheists like herself, and, more 
specifically, that stage in the debate in which she attempts to 
employ the global argument from evil to that end. She 
inaugurates this stage of the debate with a statement of the 
global argument, a slightly more elaborate version of the 
argument than the one I have given:

God, if he exists, is omniscient, or, at the very least, 
knows as much as we human beings do. He therefore 
knows at least about the evils of the world we know 
about, and we know that the world contains a vast 
amount of evil. [I am going to assume that neither party 
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to the debate thinks the Leibniz/Pope thesis on evil, the 
thesis that evil is an illusion of our limited perspective, is 
worth so much as a passing mention.] Now consider 
those evils God knows about. Since he's morally perfect, 
he must desire that these evils not exist—their non‐
existence must be what he wants. And an omnipotent 
being can achieve or bring about whatever he wants—or 
at least whatever he wants that is intrinsically possible. 
And the non‐existence of evil, of bad things, is obviously 
intrinsically possible. So if there were an omnipotent, 
morally perfect being who knew about the evils we know 
about—well, they wouldn't have arisen in the first place, 
for he'd have prevented their occurrence. Or if, for some 
reason, he didn't do that, he'd certainly remove them the 
instant they began to exist. But we observe evils, and 
very long‐lasting ones. So we must conclude that God 
does not exist.

What shall Theist—who grants that the world contains vast 
amounts of truly horrible evil—say in reply? I think that he should 
begin with an obvious point about the relations between what one 
wants, what one can do, and what one will, in the event, do:

I grant that, in some sense of the word, the non‐
existence of evil must be what a perfectly good being
wants. But we often don't bring about states of affairs we 
can bring about and want to bring about. Suppose, for 
example, that Alice's mother is dying in great pain and 
that Alice yearns desperately for her mother to die—
today and not next week or next month. And suppose it 
would be easy for Alice to arrange this—she is perhaps a 
doctor or a nurse and has easy access to pharmaceutical 
resources that would enable her to achieve this end. 
Does it follow that she will act on this ability that she 
has? It is obvious that it does not, for Alice might have
reasons for not doing what she can do. Two (p.65)

obvious candidates for such reasons are: she thinks it 
would be morally wrong; she is afraid that her act would 
be discovered, and that she would be prosecuted for 
murder. And either of these reasons might be sufficient, 
in her mind, to outweigh her desire for an immediate end 
to her mother's sufferings. So it may be that someone 
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has a very strong desire for something and is able to 
obtain this thing, but does not act on this desire—
because he has reasons for not doing so that seem to him 
to outweigh the desirability of the thing. The conclusion 
that evil does not exist does not, therefore, follow
logically from the premises that the non‐existence of evil 
is what God wants and that he is able to bring about the 
object of his desire—since, for all logic can tell us, God 
might have reasons for allowing evil to exist that, in his 
mind, outweigh the desirability of the non‐existence of 
evil.

Theist begins his reply with these words. But he must say a great 
deal more than this, for, if we gave her her head, Atheist could 
make pretty good prima facie cases for two conclusions: that a 
morally perfect Creator would make every effort to prevent the 
suffering of his creatures, and that the suffering of creatures could 
not be a necessary means to any end for an omnipotent being. 
Theist must, therefore, say something about God's reasons for 
allowing evil, something to make it plausible to believe that there 
might be such reasons. Before I allow him to do this, however, I 
will remind you of some terminology I introduced in the first 
lecture that will help us to understand the general strategy I am 
going to have him follow in his discussion of God's reasons for 
allowing evil to exist.
Suppose I believe both in God and in the real existence of evil. 
Suppose I think I know what God's reasons for allowing evil to 
exist are, and that I tell them to you. Then I have presented 
you with a theodicy. (Here I use ‘theodicy’ in Plantinga's 
sense. Various writers, Richard Swinburne and I among them, 
have found it useful to use the word in other senses. In these 
lectures, I will stick with the usage that Plantinga's work has 
made more or less standard in philosophical discussions of the 
argument from evil.) If I could present a theodicy, and if the 
audience to whom I presented it found it convincing, I'd have 
an effective reply to the argument from evil, at least as 
regards that particular audience. But suppose that, although I 
believe in both God and evil, I don't claim to know what God's 
reasons for allowing evil are. Is there any way for someone in 
my position to reply to the argument from evil? There is. 
Consider this analogy.
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(p.66) Your friend Clarissa, a single mother, left her two very 
young children alone in her flat for several hours very late last 
night. Your Aunt Harriet, a maiden lady of strong moral 
principles, learns of this and declares that Clarissa is unfit to 
raise children. You spring to your friend's defense: “Now, Aunt 
Harriet, don't go jumping to conclusions. There's probably a 
perfectly good explanation. Maybe Billy or Annie was ill, and 
she decided to go over to the clinic for help. You know she 
hasn't got a phone or a car and no one in that neighborhood of 
hers would come to the door at two o'clock in the morning.” If 
you tell your Aunt Harriet a story like this, you don't claim to 
know what Clarissa's reasons for leaving her children alone 
really were. And you're not claiming to have said anything that 
shows that Clarissa really is a good mother. You're claiming 
only to show that the fact Aunt Harriet has adduced doesn't 
prove that she isn't one; what you're trying to establish is that 
for all you or Aunt Harriet know, she had some good reason 
for what she did. And you're not trying to establish only that 
there is some remote possibility that she had a good reason. 
No counsel for the defense would try to raise doubts in the 
minds of the members of a jury by pointing out to them that 
for all they knew the defendant had an identical twin, of whom 
all record had been lost, and who was the person who had 
actually committed the crime the defendant was charged with. 
That may be a possibility—I suppose it is a possibility—but it is 
too remote a possibility to raise real doubts in anyone's mind. 
What you're trying to convince Aunt Harriet of is that there is, 
as we say, a very real possibility that Clarissa had a good 
reason for leaving her children alone; and your attempt to 
convince her of this consists in your presenting her with an 
example of what such a reason might be.

Critical responses to the argument from evil—at least 
responses by philosophers—usually take just this form. A 
philosopher who responds to the argument from evil typically 
does so by telling a story, a story in which God allows evil to 
exist. This story will, of course, represent God as having 
reasons for allowing the existence of evil, reasons that, if the 
rest of the story were true, would be good ones. Such a story 
philosophers call a defense. If I offer a story about God and 
evil as a defense, I hope for the following reaction from my 
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audience: “Given that God exists, the rest of the story might 
well be true. I can't see any reason to rule it out.” The reason I 
hope for this reaction should be clear. If the story I have told 
is true, then the argument from evil (any version of the 
argument from evil) has a false premise. More precisely: given 
that the argument from evil is logically valid (that is, given 
that (p.67) the conclusion of the argument follows logically 
from its premises), at least one of the premises of the 
argument has to be false if my story, my “defense”, is true. If, 
therefore, my audience reacts to my story about God and evil 
as I hope they will, they will immediately draw the conclusion I 
want them to draw: that, for all they know, at least one of the 
premises of the argument from evil is false.7

Some people, if they are familiar with the usual conduct of 
debates about the argument from evil may be puzzled by my 
bringing the notion “a very real possibility” into my fictional 
debate at this early point. It has become something of a 
custom for critics of the argument from evil first to discuss the 
so‐called logical problem of evil, the problem of finding a 
defense that satisfies no stronger condition than this, that it be 
free from internal logical contradiction; when the critics have 
dealt with this problem to their own satisfaction, as they 
always do, they go on to discuss the so‐called evidential (or 
probabilistic) problem of evil, the problem of finding a defense 
that (among certain other desirable features) represents, in 
my phrase, a real possibility. If defense counsels followed a 
parallel strategy in courts of law, they would first try to prove 
that their clients' innocence was logically consistent with the 
evidence by telling stories (by presenting “alternative theories 
of the crime”) involving things like twins separated at birth, 
operatic coincidences, and mental telepathy; only after they 
had shown by this method that their clients' innocence was 
logically consistent with the evidence, would they go on to try 
to raise real doubts in the minds of jurors about the guilt of 
their clients.

As I said in the first lecture, I find this division of the problem 
artificial and unhelpful—although I think it is easy to see why 
it arose. It arose because the earliest attempts to use the 
argument from evil to prove the non‐existence of God—I mean 
the earliest attempts by analytical philosophers—were 
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attempts to prove that the statement ‘God and evil both exist’ 
was logically self‐contradictory. And various philosophers, 
most notably Nelson Pike and Alvin Plantinga, attempted to 
show that these supposed proofs of logical self‐contradiction 
were far from convincing.8 The debate evolved fairly quickly 
out of this early, “logical” stage into a discussion of a much 
more interesting question: whether the statement ‘God and 
evil both exist’ could be shown to be probably false or
unreasonable to believe. Discussions of the problem of evil 
even today tend to recapitulate this episode in the evolution of 
the discussion of the argument from evil.

(p.68) Since I find the distinction artificial and unhelpful, I 
am, of course, not going to allow it to dictate the form that my 
discussion of the argument from evil will take. I am, as it were, 
jumping right into the evidential problem (so‐called; I won't 
use the term) without any consideration of the logical 
problem. Or none as such, none under the rubric “the logical 
problem of evil”. Those who know the history of the 
discussions of the argument from evil in the Fifties and Sixties 
of the last century will see that many of the points I make, or 
have my creatures Atheist and Theist make, were first made in 
discussions of the logical problem.

All right. Theist's response will take the form of an attempt to 
present one or more defenses, and his hope will be that the 
response of the audience of agnostics to this defense, or these 
defenses, will be, “Given that God exists, the rest of the story 
might well be true. I can't see any reason to rule it out.” What 
form could a plausible defense (a defense having a real chance 
of eliciting this reaction from an audience of neutral agnostics 
following an ideal debate) take?

One point is clear: A defense cannot simply take the form of a 
story about how God brings some great good out of the evils of 
the world, a good that outweighs those evils. At the very least, 
a defense will have to include the proposition that God was
unable to bring about the greater good without allowing the 
evils we observe (or some other evils as bad or worse). And to 
find a story that can plausibly be said to have this feature is no 
trivial undertaking. The reason for this lies in God's 
omnipotence. A human being can often be excused for 
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allowing, or even causing, a certain evil if that evil was a 
necessary means, or an unavoidable consequence thereof, to 
some good that outweighed it—or if it was a necessary means 
to the prevention of some greater evil. The eighteenth‐century 
surgeon who operated without anesthetic caused 
unimaginable pain to his patients, but we do not condemn him 
because (at least if he knew what he was about) the pain was 
an unavoidable consequence of the means necessary to a good 
that outweighed it—saving the patient's life, for example. But 
we should not excuse a present‐day surgeon who had 
anesthetics available and who nevertheless operated without 
using them—not even if his operation saved the patient's life 
and thus resulted in a good that outweighed the horrible pain 
the patient suffered.

A great many of the theodicies or defenses that one sees are 
insufficiently sensitive to this point. Many undergraduates at 
the University of Notre Dame, for example, seem inclined to 
say something like the following: if there were no evil, no one 
would appreciate—perhaps (p.69) no one would even be aware 

of—the goodness of the things that are good. You know the 
idea: you never really appreciate health till you've been ill, you 
never really understand how great and beautiful a thing 
friendship is till you've known adversity and known what it is 
to have friends who stick by you through thick and thin—and 
so on. Now the obvious criticism of this defense is so
immediately obvious that it tends to mask the point that led 
me to raise it. The immediately obvious criticism is that this 
defense may be capable of accounting for a certain amount of, 
for example, physical pain, but it certainly doesn't account for 
the degree and the duration of the pain that many people are 
subject to—and it doesn't account for the fact that many of the 
people who experience horrible physical pain do not seem to 
be granted any subsequent goods to appreciate. If, for 
example, the final six months of the life of a man dying of 
cancer are one continuous chapter of excruciating pain, the 
“appreciation” defense (so to call it) can hardly be said to 
provide a plausible account of why God would allow someone's 
life to end this way. (Admittedly, this is not a conclusive point: 
the Notre Dame undergraduate will probably add to his or her 
defense at this point the thesis that the sufferer better 
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appreciates the goods of Heaven because of his earthly 
sufferings.) But I have brought up the “appreciation” defense
—which otherwise would not be worth spending any time on—
to make a different point. It is not at all evident that an 
omnipotent creator would need to allow people really to 
experience any pain or grief or sorrow or adversity or illness to 
enable them to appreciate the good things in life. An 
omnipotent being would certainly be able to provide the 
knowledge of evil that human beings in fact acquire by bitter 
experience of real events in some other way. An omnipotent 
being could, for example, so arrange matters that at a certain 
point in each person's life—for a few years during his 
adolescence, say—that person have very vivid and absolutely 
convincing nightmares in which he is a prisoner in a 
concentration camp or dies of some horrible disease or 
watches his loved ones being raped and murdered by soldiers 
bent on ethnic cleansing. Whether such dreams would be 
“worth it”, I don't know. That is, I don't know whether people 
in a world in which nothing bad ever happened in reality 
would be better off for having such nightmares—whether the 
nightmares would lead to an appreciation of the good things in 
their lives that outweighed the intrinsic unpleasantness of 
having them. But it seems clear that a world in which horrible 
things occurred only in nightmares would be better than a 
world in which the same horrible things occurred in reality, 
and (p.70) that a morally perfect being would, all other things 
being equal, prefer a world in which horrible things were 
confined to dreams to a world in which they existed in reality. 
The general point this example is intended to illustrate is 
simply that the resources of an omnipotent being are 
unlimited—or are limited only by what is intrinsically possible
—and that a defense must take account of these unlimited 
resources.

There seems to me to be only one defense that has any hope of 
succeeding, and that is the so‐called free‐will defense.9 In 
saying this, I place myself in a long tradition that goes back at 
least to St Augustine, although I do not propose, like many in 
that tradition, to offer a theodicy. I do not claim to know that 
free will plays any central part in God's reasons for allowing 
the existence of evil. I employ the free‐will defense as just 

start reading here
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precisely a defense, a story that includes both God and evil 
and, given that there is a God, is true for all anyone knows. If I 
have anything to add to what others in this tradition have said, 
it derives from the fact (I firmly believe it to be a fact) that 
today we understand free will better than philosophers and 
theologians have in the past. Those of you who know my work 
on free will may be puzzled by this last statement, for I have 
always insisted (though not always as explicitly and 
vehemently as I have in recent years) that free will is a 
mystery, something we don't understand at all. Am I not, 
therefore, saying that we now understand something we don't 
understand at all better than philosophers used to understand 
it? And is it not a form of obscurantism to argue for the 
conclusion that the argument from evil, which is a very 
straightforward argument indeed, is a failure by telling a story 
that essentially involves a mystery?

These are good questions, but I am confident I have good 
answers to them. Here is what I mean by saying that free will 
is a mystery: Anyone who has thought carefully about the 
problem of free will and who has come to a conclusion about 
free will that is detailed and systematic enough to be called a 
theory of free will must accept some proposition that seems 
self‐evidently false. To choose what theory of free will to 
accept is to choose which seemingly self‐evidently false 
proposition one accepts. And this choice cannot be evaded by 
accepting some deflationary or “commonsense” or naturalistic 
theory of free will. To do that is simply to choose a theory of 
free will, and, if I am right, it is therefore to choose to accept 
some proposition that seems self‐evidently false. Well, this is a 
controversial thesis; that is, it is controversial whether free 
will is in this sense a mystery. And, fortunately, my use of the 
free‐will defense in these lectures will not depend on it. I 
mention it only to absolve (p.71) myself of the charge of 
contradiction, for I believe that it is consistent to say that free 
will is a mystery in this sense and that philosophers today 
understand free will better than philosophers of the past have 
understood it. I claim to have a better philosophical 
understanding of free will than, for example, Augustine and 
Aquinas. By this I mean that, although I find free will an 
impenetrable mystery, I have at my disposal a better family of 
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ideas, a set of unambiguous, sharply defined, and more useful 
technical terms relating to the problem of free will than 
Augustine and Aquinas had. And I know of all manner of 
arguments pertaining to free will that were unknown (or only 
vaguely, gropingly formulated) before the 1960s.

As to the charge of obscurantism—well, free will is a real 
thing. (If anyone denies that free will exists, that is a theory 
about free will, or an important part of one, and it commits its 
adherents to the seemingly self‐evidently false proposition that 
free will does not exist.) I will, of course, include in my version 
of the free‐will defense (that is, in the version of the free‐will 
defense that I put into the mouth of Theist), some statements 
that imply the existence of free will. In my view, however, 
none of these statements are ones that are known to be false 
or probably false or unreasonable to believe. Remember that 
the free‐will defense is a defense, not a theodicy, and that the 
person who offers a defense is not obliged to include in it only 
statements that are known to be true. I shall, for example, 
suppose that free will is incompatible with determinism, but 
that is not a thesis that is known to be false. There are 
philosophical arguments that can be brought against 
“incompatibilism” of course, but that fact is nicely 
accommodated by my methodology, by my placing Theist's use 
of the free‐will defense in the context of a debate: Atheist is 
perfectly free to bring these arguments to the attention of the 
agnostics.

Let us now return to that debate. I am going to imagine Theist 
putting forward a very simple form of the free‐will defense; I 
will go on to ask what Atheist might say in response:

God made the world and it was very good. An 
indispensable part of the goodness he chose was the 
existence of rational beings: self‐aware beings capable of 
abstract thought and love and having the power of free 
choice between contemplated alternative courses of 
action. This last feature of rational beings, free choice or 
free will, is a good. But even an omnipotent being is 
unable to control the exercise of the power of free 
choice, for a choice that was controlled would ipso facto
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not be free. In (p.72) other words, if I have a free choice 

between x and y, even God cannot ensure that I choose
x. To ask God to give me a free choice between x and y
and to see to it that I choose x instead of y is to ask God 
to bring about the intrinsically impossible; it is like 
asking him to create a round square, a material body 
that has no shape, or an invisible object that casts a 
shadow. Having this power of free choice, some or all 
human beings misused it and produced a certain amount 
of evil. But free will is a sufficiently great good that its 
existence outweighs the evils that have resulted and will 
result from its abuse; and God foresaw this.

We should note that the free‐will defense depends on the Thomist, 
as opposed to the Cartesian, conception of omnipotence, for, 
according to Descartes, an omnipotent being can bring about the 
intrinsically impossible. But that is no real objection to Theist's 
defense. In adopting the Thomist conception of omnipotence, 
Theist actually makes things harder for himself—for on the 
Cartesian conception of omnipotence, it is absurdly easy to reply to 
the argument from evil in any of its forms. (Absurdly easy, I would 
say, because the Cartesian conception of omnipotence is absurd.) 
The Cartesian need only say that there is no evil. And, in saying 
this, he need not be in agreement with Leibniz and Pope, who 
refuse to say that there is evil. He can say that there is evil—and 
also that there isn't. After all, if God can bring it about that evil 
both exists and does not exist, who's to say that he hasn't? (Well,
Descartes says that God in fact hasn't brought about the truth of 
any self‐contradictory statements, but that thesis is not inherent in 
his theory of omnipotence.) “But a morally perfect God, even if he 
could bring about the truth of contradictions, wouldn't bring it 
about that there both is and isn't evil; he'd do something even 
better: he'd bring it about that there isn't evil, and not bring it 
about that there is; he'd bring it about that there isn't any evil, full 
stop.” I agree, replies the Cartesian theodicist, but that doesn't 
count against my argument, for he has done just that. “But that 
contradicts what you just said. You said that God has brought it 
about that there both is and isn't evil, and then you said that he 
brought it about that there isn't any evil, full stop.” “Yes,” the 
Cartesian theodicist replies, “that's a contradiction all right. But 
there's nothing wrong with asserting a contradiction if it's true, and 
that one is, for God has brought about its truth. He's omnipotent, 
you know.” And there is no reply to the Cartesian theodicist; a reply
is a species of rational discourse, and anyone who, like the 
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Cartesian theodicist, affirms the truth of contradictions, has the 
resources to make rational discourse about the argument from evil

(p.73)  (or any other topic) impossible.10 Let us leave him to his 
own devices and presuppose the Thomist account of omnipotence, 
which at least makes rational discourse about what an omnipotent 
being can do possible.
Theist's presentation of the free‐will defense immediately 
suggests several objections. Here are two that would 
immediately occur to most people:

How could anyone possibly believe that the evils of this 
world are outweighed by the good inherent in our having 
free will? Perhaps free will is a good and would 
outweigh, in Theist's words “a certain amount of evil”, 
but it seems impossible to believe that it can outweigh 
the amount of physical suffering (to say nothing of other 
sorts of evil) that actually exists.

Not all evils are the result of human free will. Consider, 
for example, the Lisbon earthquake or the almost 
inconceivable misery and loss of life produced by the 
Asian tsunami of December 2004. Such events are not 
the result of any act of human will, free or unfree.

In my view, the simple form of the free‐will defense I have put into 
Theist's mouth is unable to deal with either of these objections. The 
simple form of the free‐will defense can deal with at best the 
existence of some evil—as opposed to the vast amount of evil we 
actually observe—and the evil with which it can deal is only the evil 
that is caused by the acts of human beings. I believe, however, that 
more sophisticated forms of the free‐will defense do have 
interesting things to say about the vast amount of evil in the world 
and about those evils that are not caused by human beings. Before 
I discuss these “more sophisticated” forms of the free‐will defense, 
however, I want to examine some objections that have been raised 
against the free‐will defense that are so fundamental that, if valid, 
they would refute any elaboration of the defense, however 
sophisticated. These objections have to do with the nature of free 
will. I am not going to inject them into my dialogue between Atheist 
and Theist, for the simple reason that—in my view, anyway—they 
have not got very much force, and I do not want it to be accused of 
fictional character assassination; my Atheist has more interesting 
arguments at her disposal. Nevertheless, I am going to discuss 
these arguments. One of them I will discuss because it played an 
important part in early debates about the argument from evil. 
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(From my parochial point of view, the “early” debates about the 
argument from evil took place in the Fifties and Sixties.) I will 
discuss the others because, although they cannot be said to (p.74)

have played an important part in the debate, they have some 
currency. Since, like the first, they involve philosophical problems 
about free will, it will be convenient to discuss them in connection 
with the first.
I will begin the next lecture with a discussion of these three 
arguments: the argument that, since free will is compatible 
with determinism, an omnipotent and omniscient being could 
indeed determine the free choices of its creatures; the 
argument that, although free will and determinism are 
incompatible, God is able to ensure that human beings freely 
choose one course of action over another without determining 
their actions (owing to his having what is called “middle 
knowledge”); and the argument that since God's omniscience 
is incompatible with free will, the free‐will defense is logically 
self‐contradictory.

Notes:

(1.) In the poem as it is printed in the novel there are (for 
reasons of the plot, as they say: the fictional author of the 
poem was an educated man who was attempting to disguise 
his authorship) several illiteracies (e.g. ‘whose’ for ‘who's’ in l. 
1). I have “corrected” them—with apologies to Martin Amis, in 
whose opinion they are an important part of the intended 
effect of the poem on the reader (i.e. the effect Kingsley Amis 
intended the poem to have on the readers of The Anti‐Death 
League). For Martin Amis's argument for this conclusion (and 
the poem without my officious corrections), see his memoir
Experience, 188.

(2.) From ch. 4 (“Rebellion”) of Book V (the quotation is from 
the Constance Garnett translation). Ivan is speaking. It is very 
nearly obligatory for writers on the problem of evil to quote 
something from this chapter.

(3.) The Existence of God; See pp. 145–8.

(4.) Pope, Epistle I, ll. 289 ff.

(5.) Well, not Surin—who is, after all, a Christian. I'm not sure 
how Surin supposes that a Christian (or Jewish or Muslim) 

end here
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theologian or philosopher should reply when an atheist 
attempts to convince theists or agnostics that there is no God 
by laying out the argument from evil and claiming for it the 
status of a proof of the non‐existence of God. Perhaps like this: 
the philosopher or theologian simply “responds in faith”; that 
is, he or she proclaims that it is a matter of faith that there is a 
God despite the vast amount of evil in the world, and then 
proceeds to pour scorn on any apologist who responds to the 
atheist's argument in any other way—even if that way does not 
take the form of a theodicy (even if it consists, say, in pointing 
out some logical fallacy in the atheist's argument).

(6.) I'm going to assume that there is an objective moral 
standard, that this standard applies both to God and to 
creatures, and that it's possible for human beings to be 
mistaken about its demands. If this assumption is wrong, if 
there is no objective moral standard, then, presumably, there 
is no such property or attribute as “moral perfection”. (When, 
in the text, I say that moral perfection is, non‐negotiably, one 
of the divine attributes, I presuppose that it exists: if the words 
‘moral perfection’ denote a property, they denote a property 
that God cannot possibly lack.) If there is no such attribute as 
moral perfection, it must, of course, be removed from the list 
of divine attributes (that is to say, the words ‘moral perfection’ 
must be deleted from our statement of the list of divine 
attributes). If there is no such attribute as moral perfection, 
the aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari possit will not be morally 
perfect—and not because it will be morally imperfect, but 
because there will not be any such thing for it to be. (Neither 
it nor anything else will be either morally perfect or morally 
imperfect, for a thing can no more be morally imperfect if 
there is no objective moral standard than it can be morally 
perfect.) But no doubt anyone who felt compelled to remove 
“moral perfection” from the list of the properties a 
“something” must have if it is to be a something than which a 
greater cannot be conceived (having been convinced by some 
argument or other that there was no objective moral standard) 
would want to “replace” it with some attribute whose 
existence did not presuppose an objective moral standard: 
“benevolent in the highest possible degree”, perhaps, or 
“exhibiting perfect love toward all creatures”. And, no doubt, 
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the existence of vast amounts of truly horrible evil raises 
problems for those who believe in an omnipotent being who is 
benevolent in the highest possible degree (or whose love for 
all creatures is perfect) that are essentially the same as the 
problems it raises for those who believe in an omnipotent and 
morally perfect being

I should perhaps say something to those theists who resist the 
idea that there is an objective moral standard that “applies to 
God”. I will say this.I believe as strongly as you do in God's 
omnipotence and sovereignty; and, like you, I believe that he 
is aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari possit. Moreover, when I 
state these beliefs of mine, the words I use to state them are 
to be understood in the same senses as they have when you 
use them to state your beliefs. If you say that the thesis that 
there is an objective moral standard that applies to God is 
inconsistent with the beliefs I have professed, I will reply that 
I deny the inconsistency, and I will point out that your 
affirmation of the inconsistency is a philosophical thesis, not a 
part of the Christian faith. After all, Abraham said to God 
(Gen. 18: 25), “Far be it from thee to do such a thing, to slay 
the righteous with the wicked, so that the righteous fare as 
the wicked! Far be it from thee! Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth do right?” (RSV). If you say that you object only to the 
idea of a moral standard that is “external” to God, I will reply 
that I neither affirm nor deny that the moral standard whose 
existence I assert is external to God, for I have no idea what 
that means. I do affirm this: that general moral principles, if 
they have truth‐values at all, are necessarily true or 
necessarily false, and that God has no choice about the truth‐
values of non‐contingent propositions. If, for example, it would 
be wrong for God to slay the righteous with the wicked, that is 
something God has no choice about.

(7.) I have said that the critical responses of philosophers to 
the argument from evil usually consist in the presentation of 
defenses. There is, as far as I can see, only one other way for a 
philosopher who opposes the argument from evil to proceed: 
to present an argument for the existence of God that is 
sufficiently convincing that rational people who consider both 
arguments carefully will conclude either that at least one of 
the premises of the argument from evil must be wrong, or will 
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at least conclude that one or more of its premises may well be 
wrong. In my view, however, this possibility is not a real 
possibility, for no known argument for the existence of God is 
sufficiently convincing to be used for this purpose. I would 
defend this thesis as follows. The only known arguments for 
the existence of God whose conclusions are inconsistent with 
the conclusion of the argument from evil are the various forms 
of the ontological argument. (Even if the cosmological and 
design arguments, for example, proved their conclusions 
beyond a shadow of a doubt, it might be that the First Cause 
or Great Architect whose existence they proved was not 
morally perfect. Strictly speaking, an atheist can consistently 
accept the conclusions of both those arguments.) And all 
versions of the ontological argument other than the “modal 
argument” are irremediably logically defective. As for the 
modal ontological argument, there seems to be no reason why 
someone who did not “already” believe in God should accept 
its premise (that the existence of a necessary being who 
possesses all perfections essentially is metaphysically 
possible).

(8.) See Antony Flew, “Divine Omnipotence and Human 
Freedom”; J. L. Mackie, “Evil and Omnipotence”; H. J. 
McCloskey, “God and Evil”; Nelson Pike, “Hume on Evil”; and 
Alvin Plantinga, “The Free Will Defense”.

(9.) But there are other defenses, although none of them has 
been so carefully developed or extensively examined as the 
free‐will defense. There is, for example, the “plenitude” 
defense: the Principle of Plenitude requires God to create all 
possible worlds in which good outweighs evil; the world we 
inhabit is one of these worlds; there are vastly many other 
created worlds, in some of which good outweighs evil much 
more decisively than it does in our world, and in some of 
which it only barely outweighs evil. Versions of the plenitude 
defense are presented in Donald A. Turner's “The Many‐
Universes Solution to the Problem of Evil” and in Hud 
Hudson's book The Metaphysics of Hyperspace. There is Alvin 
Plantinga's recent “felix culpa” defense, according to which 
the evils of the world are a necessary condition for the 
immeasurably great good of the Incarnation. (See his essay 
“Supralapsarianism, or ‘O Felix Culpa”.) There is the “radical 
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Calvinist” defense, according to which God decrees evil in 
order that his glory may be displayed in its final defeat; all 
created beings who suffer, suffer justly (the defense contends) 
because God has created them with evil wills—to demonstrate 
his glory and power by his ultimate victory over them—and 
their sufferings are an ordinate punishment for the evil actions 
that their evil wills lead them to perform. (A Notre Dame 
graduate student, Christopher Green, defended this view in a 
term paper in a seminar on the problem of evil, and made it 
seem more plausible than I should have thought possible. A 
later version of this paper, entitled “A Compatibi‐Calvinist 
Demonstrative‐Goods Defense”, was read at the 2003 Eastern 
Division meeting of the Society of Christian Philosophers. It is 
as yet unpublished.) It may be that further development and 
discussion of these or other defenses would lead me to revise 
my judgment that the free‐will defense is the only defense that 
has any hope of success

For recent work on the free‐will defense, including the seminal 
work of Alvin Plantinga, see Adams and Adams, eds., The 
Problem of Evil, and Peterson, ed., The Problem of Evil: 
Selected Readings.

The free‐will defense derives, at a great historical remove, 
from St Augustine. A useful selection of Augustine's writings 
on free will and the origin of evil (from The City of God and the
Enchiridion) can be found in A. I. Melden, ed., Ethical 
Theories, 164–77.

Three important book‐length treatments of the problem of evil, 
all in the Augustinian (or “free will”) tradition, are C. S. Lewis,
The Problem of Pain; P. T. Geach, Providence and Evil; and 
Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil.

(10.) Note that I do not say that affirmation of the truth of 
contradictions makes rational debate impossible. That may or 
may not be so, but to contend that it is so is not a part of my 
argument. Para‐consistent logicians need not take offense. I 
said that someone who affirms the truth of contradictions has 
the resources to make rational debate impossible. Someone 
who affirms contradictions will no doubt affirm other things as 
well, and some of these things may forbid his making use of 
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these “resources”. Note, however, that the dialogue in the text 
does not represent the contradiction‐affirming Cartesian 
theodicist as making use of the principle that anything follows 
from a contradiction. So far as I can see, he affirms nothing, 
takes no dialectical step, that could be disputed by the 
“friends of true contradictions”.
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theses about free will, each of which would, if true, refute 
Theist's attempt to reply to the argument from evil by 
employing the free-will defence: compatibilism; the 
incompatibility of free will and divine foreknowledge; and the 
existence of ‘middle knowledge’. It is shown how Theist can 
cast sufficient doubt on these theses to block Atheist's attempt 
at conversion. The body of the chapter is devoted to Atheist's 
contention that the free-will defence cannot account for 
‘natural evil’. Theist is represented as employing a version of 
the free-will defence that postulates a primordial separation of 
our remote ancestors from God, and as defending the 
conclusion that according to this story, the suffering of human 
beings that is caused proximately by natural evils might also 
be remotely caused by the abuse of free will.
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I said that I would begin this lecture with a discussion of some 
problems involving free will.

The first of the three problems I shall consider arises from the 
contention that free will is compatible with strict causal 
determinism: that is, with the thesis that the past and the laws 
of nature together determine a unique future. Many 
philosophers—Hobbes, Hume, and Mill are the most illustrious 
representatives of their school—have held that free will and 
determinism are perfectly compatible: that there could be a 
world in which at every moment the past determined a unique 
future and whose inhabitants were nonetheless free beings.1

Now if this school of philosophers is right, the free‐will 
defense fails, for if free will and determinism are compatible, 
then an omnipotent being can, contrary to a central thesis of 
the free‐will defense, create a person who has a free choice 
between x and y and ensure that that person choose x rather 
than y. Those philosophers who accept the compatibility of 
free will and determinism defend their thesis as follows: being 
free is being free to do what one wants to do. Prisoners in a 
jail, for example, are unfree because they want to leave and 
can't. The man who desperately wants to stop smoking but 
can't is unfree for the same reason—even though no barrier as 
literal as the bars of a cell stands between him and a life 
without nicotine. The very words ‘free will’ testify to the 
rightness of this analysis, for one's will is simply what one 
wants, and a free will is just exactly an unimpeded will. Given 
this account of free will, a Creator who wants to give me a free 
choice between x and y has only to arrange the components of 
my body and my environment in such a way that the following 
two ‘if’ statements are both true: if I were to want x, I'd be 
able to achieve that desire, and if I were to want y, I'd be able 
to achieve that desire. And a Creator who wants to ensure that 
I choose x, rather than y, has only to implant in me a fairly 
robust desire for x and see to it that I have no desire at all for
y. And these two things are obviously compatible. Suppose, for
example, that there was a Creator who had put a woman in a 
garden and had commanded her not to eat (p.76) of the fruit of 
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a certain tree. Could he so arrange matters that she have a 
free choice between eating of the fruit of that tree and not 
eating of it—and also ensure that she not eat of it? Certainly. 
To provide her with a free choice between the two 
alternatives, he need only see to it that two things are true: 
first, that if she wanted to eat of the fruit of that tree, no 
barrier (such as an unclimbable fence or paralysis of the 
limbs) would stand in the way of her acting on that desire, 
and, secondly, that if she wanted not to eat of the fruit, 
nothing would force her to act contrary to that desire. And to 
ensure that she not eat of the fruit, he need only see to it that 
not eating of the fruit be what she desires. This latter end 
could be achieved in a variety of ways; the simplest, I suppose, 
would be to tell her not to eat of it after having built into her 
psychological makeup a very strong desire to do whatever he 
tells her to and a horror of disobedience—a horror like that 
experienced by the acrophobe who is forced to approach the 
edge of a cliff. An omnipotent and omniscient being could 
therefore bring it about that every creature with free will 
always freely did what was right; there would then be no 
creaturely abuse of free will, and evil could not, therefore, 
have entered the world through the creaturely abuse of free 
will. And that is what a morally perfect being would, of 
necessity, do—at least assuming that free will is a good that a 
morally perfect Creator would have wanted to include in his 
creation. The so‐called free‐will defense is thus not a defense 
at all, for it is an impossible story.

Here, then, is an argument for the conclusion that the story 
called the free‐will defense essentially incorporates a false 
proposition. But how plausible is the account of free will on 
which the argument rests? Not very, I think. It certainly yields 
some odd conclusions. Consider the lower social orders in
Brave New World, the “deltas” and “epsilons”. These 
unfortunate people have their deepest desires chosen for them 
by others—by the “alphas” who make up the highest social 
stratum. What the deltas and epsilons primarily desire is to do 
what the alphas (and the beta and gamma overseers who are 
appointed to supervise their labors) tell them. This is their 
primary desire because it is imposed on them by pre‐natal and 
post‐natal conditioning. (If Huxley were writing today, he 
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would no doubt add genetic engineering to the alphas' list of 
resources for determining the desires of their willing slaves.) 
It would be hard to think of beings who better fitted the 
description ‘lacks free will’ than the deltas and epsilons of
Brave New World. And yet, if the compatibilist account of free 
will is right, the deltas and epsilons not only have free will, but 
are much freer than you and I. Each of them is (p.77) at every 
moment doing exactly what he wants, and, therefore, 
according to the compatibilist account of free will, each of 
them enjoys a life of perfect freedom. What each of them 
wants, of course, is to do as he is told to do by those appointed 
over him, but the account of free will we are examining says 
nothing about the content of a free agent's desires: it requires 
only that there be no barrier to the agent's acting on them. 
The deltas and epsilons are not very intelligent, and are 
therefore incapable of philosophizing about their condition, 
but the alphas' techniques could as easily be applied to highly 
intelligent people. It is interesting to ask what conclusions 
such people would arrive at if they reflected on their 
condition. If you said to one of these willing but highly 
intelligent slaves, “Don't you realize that you obey your 
masters only because your desire to obey them was implanted 
in you by pre‐natal conditioning and genetic engineering?”, he 
would, I expect, reply by saying something like this: “Yes, and 
a good thing, too, because, you see, they had the foresight to 
implant in me a desire that my desires be so formed. I'm really 
very fortunate: I'm not only doing exactly what I want, but I 
want to want what I want, and I want what I want to be caused 
by pre‐natal conditioning and genetic engineering.” Again, 
such a being can hardly be said to have free will. I have no 
theory of what free will is—lots of philosophers do; 
unfortunately, all their theories labor under the disadvantage 
of being wrong—but I can see that this isn't a case of it. 
Therefore the argument we are considering, the argument for 
the conclusion that an omnipotent being could determine the 
free choices of its creatures, rests on a false theory of free 
will.

Now my argument, my argument for the falsity of the 
compatibilist theory of free will is, of course, a philosophical 
argument and is therefore, by my own testimony, inconclusive. 
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But let us remember the dialectical situation in which my 
inconclusive argument occurs. You will remember that at the 
end of the previous lecture I declined, out of courtesy to my 
fictional creation Atheist, to represent her as replying to 
Theist's presentation of the free‐will defense by employing any 
of the three arguments about free will that we are now 
considering. But let's suppose that Atheist has a rather dim 
sister—Village Atheist, I'll call her—and let's suppose for a 
moment that Village Atheist and Theist are engaged in debate, 
and that Village Atheist is dim enough to employ the 
compatibilist response to the free‐will defense, and that Theist 
replies to the compatibilist response more or less as I have. 
Let us pay attention to where we are in the debate when this 
much has happened; that is, let us remember who is trying to 
prove what and to whom and in what (p.78)

dialectical circumstances. Village Atheist has opened the 
discussion by trying to convince the agnostics of the truth of 
atheism; to this end, she employs the global argument from 
evil. Theist responds by producing the free‐will defense and 
contends that this defense shows that evil does not prove the 
non‐existence of God. Village Atheist's rejoinder is that the 
story called the free‐will defense can be shown to be 
impossible by reflection on the nature of free will. Theist 
replies that Village Atheist has got the nature of free will 
wrong, and he offers a philosophical argument for this 
conclusion, an argument that, like all philosophical arguments 
falls short of being a proof, but nevertheless seems fairly 
plausible. If this is the end of the exchange, it seems that 
Theist has got the better of Village Atheist. When we think 
about it, we see that, for all Village Atheist has said, the story 
called the free‐will defense may well be a true story—at least 
given that there is a God. One cannot show that a story 
involving creatures with free will is impossible by pointing out 
that the story would be impossible if a certain theory about 
free will were true. To show that, one would also have to show 
that the theory of free will that one has put forward was true. 
To show that the story was probably impossible, one would 
have to show that the theory of free will that one has put 
forward was probably true. And neither Village Atheist nor 
anyone else has shown that the theory of free will to which her 
argument appeals, the compatibilist or “no barriers” theory, is 
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true or probably true; for the objections to the “no barriers” 
theory of free will that I have set out show that this theory 
faces very serious objections indeed, objections to which no 
one has ever adequately replied. It is Village Atheist, 
remember, and not Theist, who is trying to prove something. 
She is trying to prove something to the audience of agnostics: 
namely, that they should stop suspending judgment about 
whether there is a God and instead believe that there is no 
God. Theist offers the free‐will defense only to frustrate her 
attempt to prove this conclusion to the agnostics. If Village 
Atheist's reply to the free‐will defense is to succeed, she must 
convince the agnostics that compatibilism is the correct
theory of free will, or is at least probably correct; Theist need 
only elicit this response from the agnostics: “For all we know, 
compatibilism is not the correct theory of free will.” And he 
has certainly made a sufficiently strong case against the “no 
barriers” theory of free will for this to be the reasonable 
response.

I will now pass on to the other two arguments for the 
conclusion that any form of the free‐will defense must fail that 
I promised to talk about. Both these arguments turn on old 
philosophical disputes about (p.79) God and free will. The first 
rests on a philosophical theory that, unlike compatibilism, has 
been very popular among theists. This is the theory that there 
are “true counterfactuals of creaturely freedom”—and in fact 
so many of them that an omniscient being would know what a 
creature with free will would freely do in any circumstance.2

That there are true counterfactuals of creaturely freedom—for 
example, ‘If there had been a peal of thunder at the moment 
Eve was trying to decide whether to eat the apple, she would 
freely have decided not to eat it’—has been accepted by a wide 
range of theists, among them most (if not all) Dominicans and 
Thomists, the sixteenth‐century Spanish Jesuits, and Alvin 
Plantinga.3 An atheist might try to make use of the thesis that 
such propositions exist to refute the free‐will defense, to 
exhibit it as an impossible story. The argument would be a 
generalization of this example: Suppose the conditional 
proposition I just now used as an example—‘If there had been 
a peal of thunder at the moment Eve was trying to decide 
whether to eat the apple, she would freely have decided not to 
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eat it’—is true. Then God could have brought it about that Eve
freely decided not to eat the apple. Being omniscient, he would 
have known that the conditional was true; all he would then 
have had to do to bring it about that she freely decided not to 
eat the apple would have been to cause its antecedent to be 
true—that is, to produce a peal of thunder at the crucial 
moment. By adopting as a general strategy the technique 
illustrated in this example, he could bring it about that every 
creature with free will always freely did what was right; there 
would then be no creaturely abuse of free will, and evil could 
not, therefore, have entered the world through the creaturely 
abuse of free will. And that is what a morally perfect being 
would, of necessity, do—at least assuming that free will is a 
good that a morally perfect Creator would have wanted to 
include in his creation. The so‐called free‐will defense is thus 
not a defense at all, for it is an impossible story.

Plantinga has an enormously elaborate response to this 
argument, a response that depends on a Molinist, rather than 
a Thomist, view of the relation between God's power and the 
true counterfactuals of creaturely freedom.4 (Thomists have 
generally held that each counterfactual of creaturely freedom 
had the truth‐value it did because God decreed that it should 
have that truth‐value; Luis de Molina and his followers held 
that, as a matter of contingent fact, certain members of the set 
of counterfactuals of freedom were true and the others false, 
and that God was just stuck with a certain distribution of truth‐
values over the members of this set, the distribution that
happened to obtain, by chance (p.80) and independently of his 
will. As for the Thomist view, I do not see any way for theists 
to respond to the argument we are considering if it is 
supposed that God has decided the truth‐value of every 
counterfactual of freedom.) To make a very long story very 
short, Plantinga suggests that, for all we know, for all anyone 
can say, it may be that the distribution of truth‐values on the 
set of counterfactuals of creaturely freedom that God is stuck 
with is, from his, God's, point of view, a particularly 
unfortunate one: the true counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom happen to be ones with antecedents and consequents 
such that no matter which of their antecedents God caused to 
be true, there would be some evil‐producing free actions on 
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the part of some creatures—provided only that God created 
any free beings at all. For my part, I would simply deny the 
common premise of the Thomists and Molinists; I would deny, 
that is, that there are any true counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom. The thesis that no counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom are true has been defended by several philosophers, 
among them Robert Adams, William Hasker, and myself.5 I will 
say no more about the subject here—largely because I find the 
idea of there being true counterfactuals of creaturely freedom 
just enormously implausible. I will leave further exploration of 
the problems related to them to philosophers who take their 
possibility seriously (and there are very able ones—Plantinga 
and Flint, for example). The argument we are considering can 
be met by separation of cases: either there are true 
counterfactuals of creaturely freedom or there are not. If there 
are not, the argument has a false premise; in the other case, 
since “Plantinga's hypothesis” is true for all anyone knows, if 
the set of true counterfactuals of creaturely freedom is non‐
empty—if there are some true counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom—it does not follow that this set has the right members 
for God to be able to create a world containing free creatures 
who never cause any bad things.

Now for the third of the three arguments against the free‐will 
defense that I have promised to discuss. (Doubly promised, in 
this case, for in the second lecture I briefly mentioned the 
philosophical problem on which this argument is based and 
said I would discuss it in connection with the free‐will 
defense.) The free‐will defense, of course, entails that at least 
some human beings have free will. But the existence of a 
being who knows the future is incompatible with free will, and 
an omniscient being knows the future, and omniscience 
belongs to the concept of God. Hence, the so called free‐will 
defense is not a possible story, and hence is not a defense at 
all. Most theists, I think, would reply to this (p.81) argument 
by trying to show that divine omniscience and human free will 
are compatible, for that is what most theists believe. But I find 
the arguments—which I will not discuss—for the 
incompatibility of omniscience and freedom, if not indisputably 
correct, at least pretty convincing. I will, rather, respond to 
the argument by engaging in some permissible tinkering with 
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the concept of omniscience. At any rate, I believe it to be 
permissible. (You will recall that I discussed the question of 
what constitutes permissible tinkering with the list of divine 
attributes in the second lecture.)

In what follows, I am going to suppose that God is everlasting 
but temporal, not outside time. I make this assumption for two 
reasons. First, I do not really know how to write coherently 
and in detail about a non‐temporal being's knowledge of what 
is to us the future. Secondly, it would seem that the problem of 
God's knowledge of what is to us the future is particularly 
acute if this knowledge is foreknowledge, if what is from our 
point of view the future is the future from God's point of view 
as well.6

In the second lecture, I considered two definitions of 
omniscience. Let us look at the problem from the perspective 
provided by the second definition: An omniscient being is a 
being who, for every proposition believes either that 
proposition or its denial, and whose beliefs cannot (this is the 
‘cannot’ of metaphysical impossibility) be mistaken. Now 
consider these two propositions:

X will freely do A at the future moment t.

Y, a being whose beliefs cannot be mistaken, believes 
now that X will do A at t.

These two propositions are consistent with each other or they are 
not. If they are consistent, there is no problem of omniscience and 
freedom. Suppose they are inconsistent. Then it is impossible for a 
being whose beliefs cannot be mistaken now to believe that 
someone will at some future moment freely perform some 
particular action. Hence, if free will exists, it is impossible for any 
being to be omniscient. (More exactly: no being is omniscient in 
any possible world in which there are free agents.7) Now this 
conclusion would seem, at least to the uninitiated, to tell against 
not only the possibility of omniscience (given free will), but the 
possibility of omnipotence as well. For if the two propositions are 
incompatible, then it is intrinsically or metaphysically impossible 
for a being whose beliefs cannot be mistaken now to find out what 
the future free acts of any agent will be. But this argument is 
invalid on (p.82) both the Cartesian and the Thomist conceptions 
of omnipotence. A being that is omnipotent in the Cartesian sense 
is able to do intrinsically impossible things; a being that is 
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omnipotent in the Thomist sense is, as it were, excused from the 
requirement that it be able to do things that are intrinsically 
impossible. This suggests a solution to the problem of free will and 
divine foreknowledge: why should we not qualify the “standard” 
definition of omniscience in a way similar to that in which St 
Thomas, if you will forgive the prolepsis, qualified the Cartesian 
definition of omnipotence?8 Why not say that even an omniscient 
being is unable to know certain things—those such that its knowing 
them would be an intrinsically impossible state of affairs. Or we 
might say this: an omnipotent being is also omniscient if it knows 
everything it is able to know. Or if, as I prefer, we frame our 
definition of omniscience in terms of belief and the impossibility of 
mistake: an omnipotent being is also omniscient if it is impossible 
for its beliefs to be mistaken and it has beliefs on every matter on 
which it is able to have beliefs. (The way that had to be worded is 
rather complicated; perhaps an example will make its point clearer. 
Suppose that today I made a free choice between lying and telling 
the truth, and that I told the truth. Suppose that this proposition is 
logically inconsistent with the proposition that yesterday a being 
whose beliefs cannot be mistaken believed that today I should tell 
the truth. Then any being whose beliefs cannot be mistaken must 
yesterday not have believed that today I should tell the truth; and, 
of course, it can't be the case that yesterday it believed that today I 
should lie. That is, such a being must yesterday have had no beliefs 
about what I should do freely today. And if that being was also 
omnipotent, it was unable, despite its omnipotence, then to have or 
then to acquire beliefs about what I should freely do today. To ask 
it to have or to acquire any belief about my future free actions 
would be to ask it to bring about a metaphysically impossible state 
of affairs.)
This qualification of the “standard” definition of omniscience is 
in the spirit of what I contended in the second lecture were 
permissible revisions of the properties in our list of divine 
attributes—or of our accounts of them. If we say, first, that the 
omnipotent God is omniscient in this sense: he knows 
everything that, in his omnipotence, he is able to know, and, 
secondly, that he does not know what the future free acts of 
any agent will be, we do not, for the reasons I have just given, 
contradict ourselves. I propose then that we revise our earlier 
definition in just (p.83) this way. If it is possible, 
metaphysically or intrinsically possible, for God, to know the 
truth‐value of every proposition, the two definitions will 
coincide. If it is not, God will be omniscient (given the Thomist 
account of omnipotence) by the weaker definition, and not 
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omniscient by the stronger. But even in the latter case, he will 
possess knowledge in the highest degree that is 
metaphysically possible, and will therefore not be debarred 
from the office “greatest possible being”.

I must admit that this solution to the problem of free will and 
divine foreknowledge raises a further problem for theists: Are 
not most theists committed (for example, in virtue of the 
stories told about God's actions in the Bible) to the proposition 
that God at least sometimes foreknows the free actions of 
creatures? This is a very important question. In my view, the 
answer is No, at least as regards the Bible.9 But a discussion 
of this important question is not possible within the scope of 
these lectures.

I conclude that neither an appeal to the supposed 
compatibility of free will and determinism, nor an appeal to 
the supposed existence of true counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom, nor an appeal to the supposed incompatibility of free 
will and divine foreknowledge can undermine the free‐will 
defense.

Let us return to Atheist, who, as I said, has better arguments 
than these at her disposal. What shall she say in response to 
the free‐will defense? Her most promising course of action, I 
think, is to concede a certain limited power to the free‐will 
defense and go on to argue that this power is essentially
limited. Her best course is to admit that the free‐will defense 
shows that there might, for all anyone can say, be a certain 
amount of evil, a certain amount of pain and suffering, in a 
world created by an all‐powerful and morally perfect being, 
and to conduct her argument in terms of the amounts and the 
kinds of evil that we actually observe. Her best course is to 
argue for the conclusion that neither the simple version of the 
free‐will defense that I have had Theist present nor any 
elaboration of it can constitute a plausible account of the evil, 
the bad things, that actually exist. In the previous lecture I 
mentioned two facts about the evils we actually observe that, I 
said, would probably occur to anyone who heard Theist's 
preliminary statement of the free‐will defense: that the 
amount of suffering (and other evils) is enormous, and that 
some evils are not caused by human beings and cannot 

start reading here
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therefore be ascribed to the abuse of free will by creatures. If 
they would occur to anyone, they would occur to Atheist. Let 
us imagine that she takes them up in the following speech to 
the audience of agnostics: (p.84)

I will concede that the free‐will defense shows that the 
mere existence of some evil or other cannot be used to 
prove that there is no God. If we lived in a world in 
which everyone, or most people, suffered in certain 
relatively minor ways, and if each instance of suffering 
could be traced to the wrong or foolish acts of human 
beings, you would be making a good point when you tell 
these estimable agnostics that, for all they know, these 
wrong or foolish acts are free acts, that even an 
omnipotent being is unable to determine the outcome of 
a free choice, and that the existence of free choice is a 
good thing, sufficiently good to outweigh the bad 
consequences of its occasional abuse. But the evils of the 
world as it is are not at all like that. First, the sheer
amount of evil in the world is overwhelming. The 
existence of free will may be worth some evil, but it 
certainly isn't worth the amount we actually observe. 
Secondly, there are lots of evils that aren't productions 
of the human will, be it free or unfree. Earthquakes and 
tornados and genetic defects and … well, one hardly 
knows where to stop. The free‐will defense, therefore, is 
quite unable to deal either with the amount of evil that 
actually exists or with one of the kinds of evil that 
actually exists: evil that is not a consequence of human 
acts.

How is Theist to reply to this argument? I am going to put a very 
long speech into his mouth:

The free‐will defense, in the simple form in which I first 
stated it suggests—though it does not entail—that God 
created human beings with free will, and then just left 
them to their own devices. It suggests that the evils of 
the world are the more or less unrelated consequences 
of countless millions of largely unrelated abuses of free 
will by human beings. Let me now propose a sort of plot 
to be added to the bare and abstract free‐will defense 
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that I stated above. Consider the story of creation and 
rebellion and expulsion from paradise that is told in the 
first three chapters of Genesis. Could this story be true—
I mean literally true, true in every detail? Well, no. It 
contradicts what science has discovered about human 
evolution and the history of the physical universe. And 
that is hardly surprising, for it long antedates these 
discoveries. The story is a reworking—with much 
original material—by Hebrew authors (or, as my
author, Mr van Inwagen, believes, a Hebrew author) of 
elements found in many ancient Middle Eastern 
mythologies. Like the Aeneid, it is a literary refashioning 
of materials drawn from myth and legend, and it retains 
a strong flavor of myth. It is possible, nevertheless, that 
the first three chapters of Genesis are a mythico‐literary 
representation of actual (p.85) events of human pre‐
history. The following story is consistent with what we 
know of human pre‐history. Our current knowledge of 
human evolution, in fact, presents us with no particular 
reason to believe that this story is false:

For millions of years, perhaps for thousands of 
millions of years, God guided the course of 
evolution so as eventually to produce certain very 
clever primates, the immediate predecessors of
Homo sapiens. At some time in the last few 
hundred thousand years, the whole population of 
our pre‐human ancestors formed a small breeding 
community—a few thousand or a few hundred or 
even a few score. That is to say, there was a time 
when every ancestor of modern human beings who 
was then alive was a member of this tiny, 
geographically tightly knit group of primates. In 
the fullness of time, God took the members of this 
breeding group and miraculously raised them to 
rationality. That is, he gave them the gifts of 
language, abstract thought, and disinterested love
—and, of course, the gift of free will. Perhaps we 
cannot understand all his reasons for giving human 
beings free will, but here is one very important one 
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we can understand: He gave them the gift of free 
will because free will is necessary for love. Love, 
and not only erotic love, implies free will.10 The 
essential connection between love and free will is 
beautifully illustrated in Ruth's declaration to her 
mother‐in‐law Naomi:

And Ruth said, Intreat me not to leave thee, or to 
return from following after thee: for whither thou 
goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will 
lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God 
my God: Where thou diest, will I die, and there will 
I be buried: the LORD do so to me, and more also, 
if ought but death part thee and me. (Ruth 1: 16–
17)

It is also illustrated by the vow that my creator, Mr 
van Inwagen, made when he was married:

I, Peter, take thee, Elisabeth, to my wedded wife, to 
have and to hold from this day forward, for better 
for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in 
health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part, 
according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I 
plight thee my troth.

God not only raised these primates to rationality—
not only made of them what we call human beings
—but also took them into a kind of mystical union 
with himself, the sort of union that Christians hope 
for in Heaven and call the Beatific Vision. Being in 
union (p.86) with God, these new human beings, 
these primates who had become human beings at a 
certain point in their lives, lived together in the 
harmony of perfect love and also possessed what 
theologians used to call preternatural powers—
something like what people who believe in them 
today call “paranormal abilities”. Because they 
lived in the harmony of perfect love, none of them 
did any harm to the others. Because of their 
preternatural powers, they were able somehow to 
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protect themselves from wild beasts (which they 
were able to tame with a look), from disease (which 
they were able to cure with a touch), and from 
random, destructive natural events (like 
earthquakes), which they knew about in advance 
and were able to escape.11 There was thus no evil 
in their world. And it was God's intention that they 
should never become decrepit with age or die, as 
their primate forebears had. But, somehow, in 
some way that must be mysterious to us, they were 
not content with this paradisal state. They abused 
the gift of free will and separated themselves from 
their union with God.

The result was horrific: not only did they no longer 
enjoy the Beatific Vision, but they now faced 
destruction by the random forces of nature, and 
were subject to old age and natural death. 
Nevertheless, they were too proud to end their 
rebellion. As the generations passed, they drifted 
further and further from God—into the worship of 
false gods (a worship that sometimes involved 
human sacrifice), inter‐tribal warfare (complete 
with the gleeful torture of prisoners of war), 
private murder, slavery, and rape. On one level, 
they realized, or some of them realized, that 
something was horribly wrong, but they were 
unable to do anything about it. After they had 
separated themselves from God, they were, as an 
engineer might say, “not operating under design 
conditions”. A certain frame of mind had become 
dominant among them, a frame of mind latent in 
the genes they had inherited from a million or more 
generations of ancestors. I mean the frame of mind 
that places one's own desires and perceived 
welfare above everything else, and which accords 
to the welfare of one's immediate relatives a 
subordinate privileged status, and assigns no status 
at all to the welfare of anyone else. And this frame 
of mind was now married to rationality, to the 
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power of abstract thought; the progeny of this 
marriage were continuing resentment against 
those whose actions interfere with the fulfillment of 
one's desires, hatreds cherished in the heart, and 
the desire for revenge. The inherited genes that 
produced these baleful effects had been harmless 
as long as human beings had still had (p.87)

constantly before their minds a representation of 
perfect love in the Beatific Vision. In the state of 
separation from God, and conjoined with 
rationality, they formed the genetic substrate of 
what is called original or birth sin: an inborn 
tendency to do evil against which all human efforts 
are vain. We, or most of us, have some sort of 
perception of the distinction between good and 
evil, but, however we struggle, in the end we give 
in and do evil. In all cultures there are moral codes 
(more similar than some would have us believe), 
and the members of every tribe and nation stand 
condemned not only by alien moral codes but by 
their own. The only human beings who consistently 
do right in their own eyes, whose consciences are 
always clear, are those who, like the Nazis, have 
given themselves over entirely to evil, those who 
say, in some twisted and self‐deceptive way, what 
Milton has his Satan say explicitly and clearly: 
“Evil, be thou my Good.”

When human beings had become like this, God 
looked out over a ruined world. (“And God saw that 
the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and 
that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart 
was only evil continually” (Gen. 6.5).) It would have 
been just of him to leave human beings in the ruin 
they had made of themselves and their world. But 
God is more than a God of justice. He is, indeed, 
more than a God of mercy—a God who was merely 
merciful might simply have brought the story of 
humanity to an end at that point, like a man who 
shoots a horse with a broken leg. But God is more 



The Global Argument Continued

Page 17 of 30

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2016. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: Yale
University; date: 14 November 2016

than a God of mercy: he is a God of love. He 
therefore neither left our species to its own devices 
nor mercifully destroyed it. Rather, he set in 
motion a rescue operation. He put into operation a 
plan designed to restore separated humanity to 
union with himself. This defense will not specify the 
nature of this plan of atonement. The three 
Abrahamic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam, tell three different stories about the nature 
of this plan, and I do not propose to favor one of 
them over another in telling a story that, after all, I 
do not maintain is true. This much must be said, 
however: the plan has the following feature, and 
any plan with the object of restoring separated 
humanity to union with God would have to have 
this feature: its object is to bring it about that 
human beings once more love God. And, since love 
essentially involves free will, love is not something 
that can be imposed from the outside, by an act of 
sheer power. Human beings must choose freely to 
be reunited with God and to love him, and this is 
something they are unable to do by their own 
efforts. They must therefore cooperate (p.88) with 
God. As is the case with many rescue operations, 
the rescuer and those whom he is rescuing must 
cooperate. For human beings to cooperate with 
God in this rescue operation, they must know that 
they need to be rescued. They must know what it 
means to be separated from him. And what it 
means to be separated from God is to live in a 
world of horrors. If God simply “canceled” all the 
horrors of this world by an endless series of 
miracles, he would thereby frustrate his own plan 
of reconciliation. If he did that, we should be 
content with our lot and should see no reason to 
cooperate with him.

Here is an analogy. Suppose Dorothy suffers from 
angina, and that what she needs to do is to stop 
smoking and lose weight. Suppose her doctor 
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knows of a drug that will stop the pain but will do 
nothing to cure the condition. Should the doctor 
prescribe the drug for her, in the full knowledge 
that if the pain is alleviated, there is no chance that 
she will stop smoking and lose weight? Well, 
perhaps the answer is Yes—if that's what Dorothy 
insists on. The doctor is Dorothy's fellow adult and 
fellow citizen, after all. Perhaps it would be 
insufferably paternalistic to refuse to alleviate 
Dorothy's pain in order to provide her with a 
motivation to do what is to her own advantage. If 
one were of an especially libertarian cast of mind, 
one might even say that someone who did that was 
“playing God”. It is far from clear, however, 
whether there is anything wrong with God's 
behaving as if he were God. It is at least very 
plausible to suppose that it is morally permissible 
for God to allow human beings to suffer if the 
inevitable result of suppressing the suffering would 
be to deprive them of a very great good, one that 
far outweighs the suffering. But God does shield us 
from much evil, from a great proportion of the 
sufferings that would be a natural consequence of 
our rebellion. If he did not, all human history would 
be at least this bad: every human society would be 
on the moral level of Nazi Germany. (I say at least 
this bad because I don't really know how bad 
human beings can get. The Third Reich is my model 
for the moral nadir, but, for all I know, this model 
is naively optimistic. Perhaps there are levels of 
moral horror that surpass even that of the Nazis. 
One lesson of Hitler's Germany is that our great‐
grandparents did not know how bad it was possible 
for human beings to be; for all we know, our
great‐grandchildren will say that we didn't know 
how bad it was possible for human beings to be.) 
But, however much evil God shields us from, he 
must leave in place a vast amount of evil if he is not 
to deceive us about what separation from him 
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means. The amount he (p.89) has left us with is so 
vast and so horrible that we cannot really 
comprehend it, especially if we are middle‐class 
Europeans or Americans. Nevertheless, it could 
have been much worse. The inhabitants of a world 
in which human beings had separated themselves 
from God and he had then simply left them to their 
own devices would regard their world as a 
comparative paradise. All this evil, however, will 
come to an end. At some point, for all eternity, 
there will be no more unmerited suffering: this 
present darkness, “the age of evil”, will eventually 
be remembered as a brief flicker at the beginning 
of human history. Every evil done by the wicked to 
the innocent will have been avenged, and every 
tear will have been wiped away. If there is still 
suffering, it will be merited: the suffering of those 
who refuse to cooperate with God's great rescue 
operation and are allowed by him to exist forever in 
a state of elected ruin—those who, in a word, are in 
Hell.

One aspect of this story needs to be brought out 
more clearly than I have. (Indeed, I have done no 
more than hint at this aspect of the story. These 
were the hints: the phrases “random, destructive 
natural events” and “the random forces of nature”.) 
If the story is true, much of the evil in the world is 
due to chance. (And this statement applies to the 
evils caused by human beings as well as to those 
caused by “the random, destructive forces of 
nature”. It could well happen that a woman was 
raped and murdered only because she yielded to a 
sudden impulse to pull over to the side of the road 
and consult a map. There may be, quite literally, no 
more to say than that in response to the question, 
“Why her?”)

According to the story I have told, there is 
generally no explanation of why this evil happened 
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to that person. What there is, is an explanation of 
why evils happen to people without any reason. If a 
much‐loved child dies of leukemia, there may well 
be no explanation of why that happened—although 
there is an explanation of why events of that sort
happen. And the explanation is: that is part of what 
being separated from God means; it means being 
the playthings of chance. It means living in a world 
in which innocent children die horribly, and it 
means something worse than that: it means living 
in a world in which innocent children die horribly
for no reason at all. It means living in a world in 
which the wicked, through sheer luck, often 
prosper. Anyone who does not want to live in such 
a world, a world in which we are the playthings of 
chance, had better accept God's offer of a way out 
of that world.12

(p.90) Here ends the very long story I—it is still Theist who 
is speaking—said was consistent with what we know of 
human prehistory. I will call this story the expanded free‐will 
defense. I mean it to include the “simple” free‐will defense as 
a part. Thus, it is a feature of the expanded free‐will defense 
that even an omnipotent being, having raised our remote 
ancestors to rationality and having given them the gift of free 
will, which included a free choice between remaining united 
with him in bonds of love and turning away from him to 
follow the devices and desires of their own hearts, was not 
able to ensure that they have done the former—although we 
may be sure that he did everything omnipotence could do to 
raise the probability of their doing so. But the omniscient 
God knew that, however much evil might result from the 
elected separation from himself, and consequent self‐ruin, of 
his creatures—if it should occur—the gift of free will would 
be, so to speak, worth it. For the existence of an eternity of 
love depends on this gift, and that eternity outweighs the 
horrors of the very long but, in the most literal sense, 
temporary period of divine–human estrangement. And he has 
done what he can to keep the horrors of estrangement to a 
minimum—if there is a minimum. [Here is a brief parenthesis
in propria persona: in the next lecture I shall defend the 
thesis that there is no minimum amount of suffering 
consequent on our separation from our Creator that is 
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consistent with his plan of Atonement. This point will in fact 
turn out to be extremely important in connection with local 
arguments from evil.] At any rate, he has made them vastly 
less horrible than they might have been.
The expanded free‐will defense includes evils in the 
amounts and of the kinds that we find in the actual 
world, including what is sometimes called natural evil, 
such as the suffering caused by the Lisbon earthquake. 
(Natural evil, according to the expanded free‐will 
defense, is a special case of evil that is caused by the 
abuse of free will; the fact that human beings are subject 
to destruction by earthquakes is a consequence of an 
aboriginal abuse of free will.) I contend that the 
expanded free‐will defense is a possible story (internally 
consistent, at least as far as we can see). I contend that, 
given that the central character of the story, God, exists, 
the rest of the story might well be true. I contend that, in 
the present state of human knowledge, we could have no 
reason for thinking that the story was false unless we 
had some reason—a reason other than the existence of 
evil—for thinking that there was no God.

I concede that the expanded free‐will defense does not 
help us with cases like “Rowe's fawn”—cases of suffering 
that occurred before there (p.91) were human beings or 
which are in some other way causally unconnected with 
human choice. Those I will consider presently. [I'm not 
going to allow Theist to keep this promise. I'll discuss 
“pre‐lapsarian horrors” in the seventh lecture, but I'll lay 
out the arguments on both sides of the case myself, 
without feigning that these arguments are presented in 
the context of an ideal debate.] But it is unwise to try to 
do everything at once. I should like to turn the floor back 
to Atheist and ask her whether my story doesn't have the 
features I claim for it.

Here ends Theist's long speech. Theist has told a story, a story he 
calls “the expanded free‐will defense”. The purpose of the story is 
to raise doubts in the minds of the agnostics about one of the 
premises of the argument from evil: namely, the conditional 
premise, ‘If there were a God, we should not find vast amounts of 
horrendous evil in the world’. Theist hopes that the agnostics will 
say something like the following when they have heard the 
expanded free‐will defense: “If there is a God, the rest of that story 
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might well be true. But then there is no reason to accept Atheist's 
conditional premise. It may be true, but it also may well not be 
true.” And if Theist's hope is fulfilled, if that is how the agnostics do 
react to his story, then, by my definition of ‘failure’, the global 
argument from evil is a failure.
I believe that that is indeed how the agnostics would react.

No doubt you have questions about the story. You may, for 
example, want to ask whether an audience of neutral agnostics 
would react to the story by saying, “If there is a God, the rest 
of that story might well be true”. Perhaps you think not. 
Perhaps you think it's a bizarre story. Perhaps you think that 
the agnostics ought to react to it as any jury composed of 
normal, reasonable people would have reacted if Clarence 
Darrow had tried to raise doubts in their minds about whether 
Leopold and Loeb had murdered Bobby Franks by telling a 
story that turned on the murder's having been committed not 
by his clients but by their evil twins, clones created by the 
super‐science of malevolent extra‐terrestrial beings. We 
should expect a normal, reasonable jury member to react to 
such a story by saying something like, “Darrow wants me to 
believe that if his clients are innocent, the rest of that story he 
has told us might well be true, too. Well, I don't think that. I 
think that even if those two young men are somehow innocent 
of the murder they're accused of, the rest of the story is 
certainly false.” I have to say that I don't think that our
rational jurors, the members of the audience of agnostics, 
would have the corresponding reaction to the expanded (p.92)

free‐will defense. The jurors in the criminal case know enough 
about how things stand in the world to know that the “evil 
twins” story is certainly false (“certainly” in the sense that the 
probability of its truth is so close to zero that the possibility 
that it is true—it is, strictly speaking, a possible story—should 
be ignored by anyone engaged in practical deliberation) even 
if the accused are innocent. But would it be rational for the 
agnostics to say that the creation‐fall‐and‐atonement story is 
certainly false even if there is a God? You, perhaps, think that 
the story is certainly false—so vastly improbable that the 
possibility of its truth must be ignored in serious intellectual 
inquiry. But then (perhaps) you think that the existence of God 
is vastly improbable. Suppose, however, you were suddenly 
converted to theism, to the belief that there was a being who, 
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among his other features, was omnipotent and morally perfect. 
Do you think that you would still say that the creation‐fall‐and‐
atonement story was vastly improbable? If you think that, I 
have to disagree with you. That's not what you would say. I 
don't mean that, having been converted to theism, you would 
accept the story, or think it more probable than not. I do mean 
that you would say that it was the sort of story that could be 
true, that it represented a real possibility, that it was true for 
all you knew.

Here is another question you might want to ask: whether I
believe the story I have put into Theist's mouth. Well, I believe 
parts of it, and I don't disbelieve any of it. (Even the part I 
believe does not, for the most part, belong to my faith; it 
merely comprises some of my religious opinions. They are on a 
par with my belief that Anglican orders are valid.) I am not at 
all sure about “preternatural powers”, for example, or about 
the proposition that God shields us from much evil, and that 
the world would be far worse if he did not. But what I believe 
and don't believe is not really much to the point. The story I 
have told is, I remind you, only supposed to be a defense. 
Theist does not put forward the expanded free‐will defense as 
a theodicy, as a statement of the real truth of the matter 
concerning the co‐presence of God and evil in the world. Nor 
would I, if I told it. Theist contends only, I contend only, that 
the story is—given that God exists—true for all anyone knows. 
And I certainly don't see any reason to reject any of it. In 
particular, I see no reason to reject the thesis that a small 
population of our ancestors were miraculously raised to 
rationality on, say, June 13th, 190,027 BC—or on some such 
particular date. It is not a discovery of evolutionary biology 
that there are no miraculous events in our evolutionary 
history. It could not be, any more than it could be a discovery 
of meteorology that the weather at (p.93) Dunkirk during 
those fateful days in 1940 was not due to a specific and local 
divine action. Anyone who believes either that the coming‐to‐
be of human rationality or the weather at Dunkirk had purely 
natural causes must believe this on philosophical, not 
scientific, grounds. In fact, the case for this is rather stronger 
in the matter of the genesis of rationality, for we know a lot 
about how the weather works, and we know that the rain 
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clouds at Dunkirk are the sort of thing that could have had 
purely natural causes. We most assuredly do not know that 
rationality could have arisen through natural causes—or, at 
any rate, we do not know this unless we somehow know that
everything in fact has purely natural causes. This is because 
everyone who believes that human rationality could have 
arisen from purely natural causes believes this solely on the 
basis of the following argument: Everything has purely natural 
causes; human beings are rational; hence, the rationality of 
human beings could have arisen from purely natural causes 
because it did so arise in fact.

It could, I concede, be a discovery of evolutionary biology that 
the genesis of rationality was not a sudden, local event, and 
such a discovery would imply the falsity of the expanded free‐
will defense. But no such discovery has been made. If 
someone, for some reason, put forward the theory that 
extraterrestrial beings once visited the earth, and by some 
prodigy of genetic engineering, raised some population of our 
primate ancestors to rationality in a single generation—
something like this happened in the movie 2001: A Space 
Odyssey—this theory could not be refuted by any facts known 
to physical anthropology.

I am not going to have Atheist raise any scientific objections to 
this story; I could have done that, of course. If I had, I should 
have had Theist reply to them by saying what I have just said. 
And I don't see that an audience of really impartial agnostics 
would find any purely scientific barriers to agreeing that, for 
all they knew, given that there was a God, the rest of the story 
might be true. I want to reserve Atheist for the office of raising 
philosophical rather than scientific objections to the expanded 
free‐will defense. (In the seventh lecture, the lecture devoted 
to the suffering of animals, I will say more about the question 
whether the expanded free‐will defense faces scientific 
difficulties, and I will discuss some philosophical questions 
that are closely related to this question. These philosophical 
questions are ramifications of this question: Why does the 
expanded free‐will defense represent the genesis of rationality 
as a sudden, miraculous event? My discussion of these 
questions will arise naturally from certain considerations 
concerning the suffering of animals.)
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(p.94) The most important philosophical question that can be 
asked about the story is this: Suppose, for the sake of 
argument, that the expanded free‐will defense is a true story. 
Does it justify the evils of the world? Or put the question this 
way: Suppose there were an omnipotent and omniscient being 
and that this being acted just as God has acted in the 
expanded free will defense. Could any moral case be made 
against the actions of this being? Is there any barrier to saying 
that this being is not only omnipotent and omniscient but 
morally perfect as well?

In the next lecture, I will look at an argument that Atheist 
might offer for the conclusion that a morally perfect being 
would not do what the expanded free‐will defense says that 
God has done.

Notes:

(1.) The literature on the problem of free will is vast—even if 
one restricts one's attention to recent work by analytical 
philosophers. It is perhaps natural enough that I should 
recommend my book An Essay on Free Will as a point of entry 
into this vastness. More recent work, and comprehensive 
references, can be found in Laura Waddell Ekstrom, ed.,
Agency and Responsibility: Essays in the Metaphysics of 
Freedom; Robert Kane, ed., Free Will; and Gary Watson, ed.,
Free Will.

(2.) The two most important discussions of counterfactuals of 
freedom can be found in these splendid (but highly technical) 
books: Plantinga's The Nature of Necessity (ch. 9) and Thomas 
Flint's Divine Providence: The Molinist Account (chs. 2 and 4–
7).

(3.) For references to Thomist and Jesuit theories of 
counterfactuals of freedom, see Flint, Divine Providence, chs. 
2 and 4.

(4.) I have in mind the version of the free‐will defense (The 
Nature of Necessity, ch. IX, sects. 7–9) that includes the 
proposition that “every creaturely individual essence suffers 
from trans‐world depravity”.

end here
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(5.) See Robert Merrihew Adams, “Middle Knowledge and the 
Problem of Evil” and “An Anti‐Molinist Argument”; William 
Hasker, God, Time, and Knowledge and “Anti‐Molinism is 
Undefeated!”; and my “Against Middle Knowledge”.

(6.) The standard argument for the incompatibility of 
omniscience and free will depends on God's being “in time”. In 
brief outline, it goes as follows. If God knew, and hence 
believed, at t (a moment in the remote past) that I should lie 
tomorrow, then I am able to tell the truth tomorrow only if I 
am able either to bring it about that God did not have this 
belief or that it was mistaken. And I am able to do neither of 
these things. I lack the ability to do the former because that 
ability would be an ability to changethe past. But if God is non‐
temporal, there is no time at which he believes that I shall lie 
tomorrow. The fact that he has this belief is therefore not a 
fact about the past, and an ability to bring it about that he 
does not have this belief is not an ability to change the past.

It is by no means clear that supposing that God is non‐
temporal solves the problem of reconciling divine omniscience 
and human freedom, for a non‐temporal God has the power to 
reveal to temporal creatures—prophets—facts about what is to 
temporal creatures the future, and one can construct an 
argument for the incompatibility of non‐temporal divine 
omniscience and human freedom by appealing to the 
possibility that he exercise this power: My ability to tell the 
truth (when a divinely inspired prophet has prophesied that I 
shall lie) must be an ability either to bring it about that this 
prophecy was never made—to change the past—or to bring it 
about that it was mistaken. Whatever the merits of this 
argument may be, however, it is certainly less straightforward 
than the argument that is based on the foreknowledge of a 
God who is in time.

(7.) I'm trying to avoid merely technical considerations in 
these lectures. I'll leave it to this note to point out that this 
statement needs qualification. For suppose that an omniscient 
being began to exist at t, and that, although there had been 
free agents before t, there would be no free agents at t or 
afterwards. That seems possible. But the qualification this 
would require is irrelevant to our purposes, since there never 
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was a time when God was not. (The following two statements 
would seem to be true without qualification: no everlasting 
being is always omniscient in any possible world in which 
there are free creatures; if it is possible for there to be 
creatures with free will, no necessary being is essentially 
omniscient.)

(8.) Cf. Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil, 133–4.

(9.) I will say this much. In every case in which the biblical 
narrative might seem to represent God as foreknowing the 
free actions of a human being, either the foreknown action is 
in fact not free, or the foreknowledge is to be understood as 
conditional: knowledge of what the consequences of a certain 
free choice would be if it were made.

(10.) In “The Christian Theodicist's Appeal to Love”, Daniel 
and Frances Howard‐Snyder defend the position that this 
thesis, the thesis that free will is necessary for love, is 
inconsistent with the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. The 
argument, stripped to its bare essentials, is this: according to 
that doctrine, the Persons of the Trinity love one another as a 
matter of metaphysical necessity. None of the Persons, 
therefore, has any choice about whether he shall love either of 
the others.

I would say this in reply. (I reply as a Christian. A Jew or a 
Muslim who wants to make use of the free‐will defense in the 
text will not need to attend to the matters discussed in this 
note. But I should not like to think that the defense I am 
having Theist present was inconsistent withChristianity.) Let 
us say that a being loves perfectly if it has the property loving 
each thing essentially. (For each object, there is a kind and 
degree of love appropriate to that object: a mother may love 
her child, her cat, and her parish church, but these three loves 
must differ in kind or degree, or something is very wrong. The 
property in question is that of loving everything in the right 
way.) Perfect love is obviously impossible for finite beings. For 
one thing, no finite being can be so much as aware of each 
thing, of every possible object of love. No finite being, 
moreover, can love even one thing essentially (not even given 
that thing exists). Even if Jill loves Jack as a matter of 
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antecedent causal necessity, there will be, there must be, 
other possible worlds in which antecedent causes are 
arranged differently and in which (Jack exists and) she does 
not love Jack. There will be, there must be, (since this is 
possible) worlds in which she loves no one and nothing. Now 
suppose that finite Jill does love Jack. Why does she love Jack? 
One of three things must be true. Her love for Jack is a matter 
of external necessity; her love for Jack is a matter of chance (it 
just happened: it has no explanation whatever); her love for 
Jack is a matter of her own free choice. (No doubt her feelings
for Jack will not be a matter of free choice, but there is more 
to love than feelings: one essential part of love consists in a 
certain orientation of the will.) In saying this, I am not 
presupposing that free choice is incompatible with external 
necessity per se. Everyone, I think, will agree that some kinds 
of external necessity are incompatible with free choice. (And 
everyone will agree that some kinds of chance are 
incompatible with free choice.) The reader should understand 
“external necessity” and “chance” in such a way that ‘is a 
matter of external necessity’, ‘is a matter of chance’, and ‘is a 
matter of free choice’ divide the possible explanations of Jill's 
love for Jack into three exhaustive and exclusive classes.

Now let us return to the concept of perfect love. I would 
maintain that perfect love is a property of God, and, since it is 
impossible for finite, imperfect beings, creatures, is a property 
of God alone. But let us ask this: How might creatures love 
one another (and God) in a way that best “imitates” perfect 
love? I would say, first, that creaturely love does not best 
imitate divine love if it is due to chance: that is the very 
opposite of the necessity that belongs to divine love. Would 
their love best imitate God's love if it were a matter of external
necessity? No, for God's love (like all his properties) belongs to 
his essence, and therefore “comes from within”: its necessity 
is internal to him. The best creaturely imitation of this internal 
necessity is love that is the consequence of free choice, for 
such love comes from within, and is not due to chance. Like 
God's love, it is neither the result of the operation of external 
forces (or if it is the result of the operation of external forces, 
it is so only to the extent that all free acts are: it is the result 
of the operation of external forces in the sort of waythat does 
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not violate the autonomy of the lover), nor something that 
“just happens”. If this is right, it is at least true that the “best 
sort” of creaturely love, the love that is the best creaturely 
imitation of perfect love, involves free choice. This much 
would suffice for the free‐will defense, for it would explain why 
God would give human beings free will even at a great price. 
(Given that the difference in value between the best sort of 
creaturely love and other sorts is great enough, a thesis that 
can be made a part of the defense.) I remain convinced, 
however, that love that is due to chance or external necessity 
is not love at all. (The logic of this last sentence is the same as 
that of “Love is not love that alters when it alteration finds”.)

(11.) In what sense could these events be “random”? Can any 
event be “a random occurrence” or “due to chance” in a world 
created and sustained by an omnipotent and omnisicent 
being? My answer to this question is Yes. For a technical 
discussion of the issues that the question involves, see my 
essay “The Place of Chance in a World Sustained by God”. The 
essential point of the argument of the essay is this. First, God 
can, if he chooses, “decree” that it shall either be the case that
p or [exclusive] be the case that q, without either decreeing 
that it shall be the case that p or decreeing that it shall be the 
case that q. Then it will either be the case that p or be the case 
that q, but which of the two will be a matter of chance. For 
example, although God said, “Let there be light”, he could 
have said, “Let there be either light or darkness”. If he had 
issued the latter decree, there would have been either light or 
darkness, and it would have been a matter of chance whether 
there was light or there was darkness. Secondly, God might 
have good reasons for issuing less‐than‐fully‐specific decrees—
explicitly disjunctive decrees like the one I have imagined, or 
decrees that are logically equivalent to disjunctions like “Let 
there be at least twelve major gods in the Babylonian 
pantheon—but not more than nineteen”. One such reason 
might be this: God does not perform pointless acts, and if the 
exact number of hairs on my head makes no difference in the 
great scheme of things (a plausible enough thesis), it would be 
pointless for God to decree (or in any way to determine) that 
the number of hairs on my head shall be exactly 119, 202. 
And, if we have conceded that some states of affairs have not 



The Global Argument Continued

Page 30 of 30

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2016. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: Yale 
University; date: 14 November 2016

been decreed by God (and which he has therefore left to 
chance), the question “Which states of affairs has God left to 
chance?” must be conceded to be a matter for theological or 
philosophical speculation. It may well be, then, that such 
matters as whether a given person dies in some natural 
disaster is something God has left to chance. Whether this 
could be so is at any rate a matter about which philosophers 
and theologians can properly speculate.

(12.) For a more extensive discussion of the role of chance in 
the expanded free‐will defense, see my essay “The Magnitude, 
Duration, and Distribution of Evil: A Theodicy”.
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