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Chapter 1 

 Introduction 

 

Arguments from evil intend to prove that the existence of an all-powerful 

and morally-perfect being would preclude the existence of evil.  Such 

arguments hold that the absence of evil is a necessary consequence of a 

morally-perfect and all-powerful being existing.  Yet evil does exist and so 

by modus tollens, God must not.  Despite the presence of unmistakably 

moral terms in these arguments such as “evil” and “morally-perfect”, 

treatments of the problem of evil in the philosophical literature have avoided 

discussing the related normative and metaethical issues and so have hindered 

the progress of the debate.
1
 

Whether or not the attributes of being all-powerful and being morally-

perfect do in fact preclude the existence of evil is substantially (if not 

entirely) determined by the moral or normative structure of the world: the 

moral truths about good, evil, normativity, right action etc. and any 

properties and facts about the world needed to ground them (supposing 

moral truths require such grounding).  So the very same truths moral 

philosophers seek while doing normative ethics will largely determine 

whether the existence of a morally-perfect and omnipotent being precludes 

the existence of evil.  The truth about God and evil hinges upon the truth 

about morality.  Thus, the question of whether or not God and evil can 

                                                
1
 I know of one example where normative theory is explicitly mentioned, briefly, in such an argument: 

Marilyn Adams, “Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God” in The Problem of Evil ed. Marilyn McCord 

Adams and Robert Merrihew Adams (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990) p 209-221 
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coexist cannot be answered without committing to the sorts of normative 

claims at issue in moral philosophy. 

I begin by examining Alvin Plantinga‟s attempt to prove that God and 

evil are compatible and I show how his model makes two particular 

normative claims.  The use of these moral claims in Plantinga‟s argument 

will demonstrate that any successful model must commit to some normative 

claims.  Plantinga‟s work reveals that God and evil can be shown consistent 

given suitable moral claims, but the implausibility of the moral claims he 

makes undermines his account.   

I then examine some famous formulations of the argument from evil 

and show that every valid argument from evil commits to a certain moral 

principle entailed by consequentialism.  So to employ the moral principle 

necessary for a valid argument, one need only assume consequentialism.  

Not surprisingly, the major presentations of the argument from evil in the 

literature have all been committed to consequentialism.  I argue further that 

consequentialism is necessary for a valid argument from evil because we 

cannot get the necessary moral principle when we assume a non-

consequentialist theory such as Kantian deontology.  In fact, we can show 

the consistency of God and evil without much difficulty when we assume 

Kantian theory.  So we learn that consequentialism may yield valid 

arguments from evil, but Kantian theory entails that God and evil are 

compatible.   

The fact that Kantian theory has this result does not by itself warrant 

the conclusion that God and evil are logically consistent.  Moral truths are 

true necessarily so the logical compatibility depends on which moral theory 
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is actually true.  Still, we learn something very interesting: it is not the case 

that just any moral theory, if true, would yield a valid argument from evil.  

At least one moral theory, if true, would preclude a valid argument from 

evil.  Since the truth about the compatibility of God and evil depends upon 

which moral claims are true, I conclude that we cannot make the final 

determination of whether or not God and evil are compatible apart from 

determining the truth about morality. 
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Chapter 2 

Moral Theory and Plantinga’s Model 

 

Plantinga‟s freewill defense fails to be a successful model demonstrating 

that the existence of evil is logically compatible with God‟s existence and 

perfection because he either commits his model to two contradictory moral 

theories or to one that is implausible.  Specifically, Plantinga offers the 

moral justification for God‟s creating freewill and permitting evil on broadly 

consequentialist grounds while Plantinga‟s moral claim about freewill and 

moral worth assumes deontology.  Consequentialism and deontology are 

incompatible and so Plantinga‟s model fails to even be possibly true.  (An 

extremely implausible consequentialist theory could be given that might 

salvage the freewill claim but it is not what Plantinga intends.)  In the 

argument that follows, I summarize Plantinga‟s argument, highlighting the 

role that the moral claims play in generating his model, and then examine 

the moral claims that undergird Plantinga‟s defense demonstrating that they 

contradict one another.  I conclude that he fails to produce a coherent model 

showing that the existence of God and of evil are logically compatible but 

that the shortcomings of his model succeed in showing what is needed to do 

so.  Finally, I discuss how he might rehabilitate his model by settling on one 

moral theory over the other. 

 

2.1 Plantinga’s Argument: Scope and Purpose 

In order to properly evaluate Plantinga‟s argument, one must determine 

exactly what Plantinga claims and how his argument fits into the larger 
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debate.  Plantinga aims to show that simply recognizing the existence of evil 

does not render theism inconsistent.  He defends the rationality of theism by 

offering a rebuttal to an argument concluding that theism is irrational: 

Mackie‟s contention that “evil exists” is incompatible with the claims of 

classical theism.
2
  Mackie held that the theistic claims of “God is 

omnipotent” and “God is omnibenevolent” combined with “Evil exists” 

form an inconsistent triad.   

 Plantinga‟s response is two-fold.  First, he briefly argues that the 

atheist cannot show that there is any logical incompatibility between God 

and evil‟s existence.  He devotes the vast majority of his argument to 

defending the second claim: there is no logical incompatibility between God 

and evil‟s existence.  He finally concludes that theism and belief in the 

existence of evil is in no way irrational but perfectly logically consistent. 

 Plantinga first shows that no formal contradiction follows from the 

conjunction of the three claims affirming God‟s existence and attributes and 

evil‟s existence.  None of the three claims at issue is logically equivalent to a 

denial of one of the others nor is there is any deduction that one can draw 

from those claims together that is the negation of any one of them.  

Furthermore, there is no necessarily true proposition that we know of that we 

could add to these claims so as to make a deduction that would generate a 

formal contradiction.  Plantinga considers a few possibilities but finds 

counterexamples demonstrating that none of the promising candidates is a 

necessarily true proposition.  Plantinga concludes that for all we know, 

                                                
2
 J.L. Mackie, “Evil and Omnipotence” in The Problem of Evil ed. Marilyn McCord Adams and Robert 

Merrihew Adams (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 25-37. 
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theism is compatible with the existence of evil such that there is nothing 

logically incoherent about believing that both God and evil exist.   

 As it is, Plantinga has done a good job responding to the argument 

from evil.  He demonstrates that the atheist interlocutor has presented no 

necessarily true proposition that when added to theistic claims and the claim 

that evil exists, subsequently authorizes the deduction of a contradiction.  So 

he seems to have shown that the atheist cannot show (or at least has not yet 

shown) through a logical argument from evil that theism is logically 

inconsistent.  But Plantinga thinks that he can do better than merely show 

that the atheist has not presented an argument that proves theism is 

irrational; he thinks he can conclusively demonstrate that evil and theism are 

not logically incompatible so he offers a proof to reveal the logical 

compossibility of the theistic claims with the claim that evil exists.  If 

Plantinga successfully develops such a model, he will have shown not 

merely that the logical argument from evil fails,
3
 but he will have proven 

that theism and evil are logically compossible and so have demonstrated the 

logical coherency of believing that both evil and God exist.
4
   

 We can characterize Plantinga‟s initial move as an argument about an 

argument; Plantinga shows that the atheist has no argument that proves 

theism and belief in evil are inconsistent.  The next stage in Plantinga‟s 

argument we can characterize as an argument about the logical structure of 

some propositions; he argues that the propositions constituting theism and 

                                                
3
 Belief in God and belief that evil exists could still be irrational even if the logical argument from evil 

cannot show it.  This is why Plantinga takes on the burden of trying to prove there is no logical 

inconsistency. 
4
 Of course theism could be irrational for other reasons so he in no way proves theism to be rational, only 

that theism is not irrational on the grounds of a logical contradiction between the propositions “God exists” 

and “Evil exists”. 
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the proposition that evil exists are logically compossible.  He gives 

supporting arguments from the nature of freewill that should reveal 

something about the moral and ontological structure of the world such that 

we can see how evil is compatible with the existence of a morally perfect 

and omnipotent being. 

 Because Plantinga argues only that God‟s existence and perfection are 

logically compatible with the existence of evil, a respondent must do more 

than show that a claim in his argument is false.  For example, it is not 

enough to show that no one has freewill.  Nor does Plantinga think that 

theists must accept his claims about freewill in order to be rational theists.  

Remember that Plantinga is not trying to give the actual reasons why God is 

justified in allowing evil; he is only arguing that there is no logical 

inconsistency between God‟s perfection
5
  and the existence of evil.  He 

could show the logical possibility without there being any agent possessing 

freewill (unless of course the reason that no one has freewill is because 

freewill itself is logically incoherent.) 

Plantinga only needs his claims to be possibly true and so one must 

answer his argument by showing that one of his essential claims is 

necessarily false.  I will do this by arguing that Plantinga‟s argument relies 

on incompatible moral claims.  Finally, as I am arguing that Plantinga‟s 

freewill defense does not provide a successful model of the compatibility of 

God‟s existence and that of evil, I must restrict my conclusion to the claim 

that Plantinga has not shown theism to be logically consistent with evil.  My 

                                                
5
 God‟s perfection would include God‟s existence--not for Anselmian reasons but just because the claim 

that God is omnipotent entails that God exists.  For example, the truth of the claim that Alexander is very 

strong entails that Alexander exists. 
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argument does not go so far as to show that theism is not logically consistent 

with the existence of evil. 

 

2.2 Summary of Plantinga’s Argument 

Plantinga intends to prove that Mackie is wrong that theism and belief in the 

existence of evil are logically inconsistent by conclusively showing that the 

existence of God is logically compatible with the existence of evil.  To this 

end he proposes a model demonstrating their logical compatibility.  If one 

wishes to show that two propositions are logically consistent with one 

another, one need only find a third proposition that is compossible with one 

proposition and entails the other.  Plantinga intends for his freewill defense 

to do exactly that with the proposition “An omnipotent, morally-perfect 

being exists” and “Evil exists”.   

 Plantinga gives the following as a preliminary statement of the 

freewill defense: 

 

A world containing creatures who are significantly free (and freely 

perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being 

equal, than a world containing no free creatures at all.  Now God can 

create free creatures, but He can‟t cause or determine them to do only 

what is right . . . To create creatures capable of moral good, therefore, 

He must create creatures capable of moral evil; and He can‟t give 

these creatures the freedom to perform evil and at the same time 

prevent them from doing so . . . the fact that creatures sometimes go 

wrong, however, counts neither against God‟s omnipotence nor 

against His goodness; for He could have forestalled the occurrence of 

moral evil only by removing the possibility of moral good.
6
 

 

                                                
6
 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) p 30 
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The preceding statement can be paraphrased and summarized as 

follows: Freewill is a necessary condition for creatures to have moral worth 

though the nature of freewill precludes God from causing free creatures to 

choose rightly.  God cannot prevent free creatures from doing evil without 

compromising freedom and eliminating the good of moral worth.  

Nevertheless, the state of affairs consisting of free creatures possessing 

moral worth is so good that it is sufficient to justify permitting the evil that 

results from their freedom.   

 We find the heart of the defense in the following three statements:  

 

1) Possessing freewill is necessary for a creature to achieve moral 

worth  

 

2) The nature of freewill logically precludes God from determining an 

agent‟s choice or from preventing an agent‟s choice (including an evil 

one) while preserving the agent‟s freewill.  

 

3) The good from moral worth that accumulates in a world with free 

creatures justifies God permitting the evil that results from free 

creatures.   

 

Two of the claims, 1 and 2, are about freewill and two of the claims, 1 

and 3, are moral claims.  These three claims are meant to work together to 

refine our expectations about the sort of world that a morally-perfect and 

omnipotent being would make, including how much evil such a being might 
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permit.  For convenience, we can divide the argument into two logical stages 

according to which attribute of God is under consideration.  Claims 1 and 2 

function to adjust and reform our expectations as to what God, as an 

omnipotent being, could do while 3 clarifies our expectations as to what 

God, as a morally-perfect being, would do. 

 The first stage corrects or modifies our understanding of God‟s 

omnipotence such that we see that even omnipotence has certain and even 

unexpected limitations.  These limitations are logical and so do not 

compromise God‟s omnipotence for omnipotence does not include the 

power to perform what is logically impossible.  The stage of adjusting our 

expectations toward omnipotence includes what I will call the moral claim 

about freewill and what I will call the metaphysical claim about freewill. 

 The possibility of indeterministic freewill has significant implications 

for what is possible for an omnipotent being to do.  The moral claim about 

freewill informs us that having freewill is a necessary condition for an 

agent‟s having moral worth (claim 1).  If an agent‟s choices and actions are 

determined, then neither the choices nor the agent have any moral worth.  So 

if there are no creatures with freewill in the world, the world will have no 

moral worth.  It follows that God cannot create a world containing moral 

worth without giving freewill to creatures; every world with moral worth is a 

world with free creatures.    

According to the metaphysical claim, the nature of freewill entails that 

there are certain states of affairs an omnipotent being cannot directly bring 

about like S’s freely choosing to do A; only S can directly bring that about.  

While an all-powerful being could actualize the state of affairs in which 
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John chooses to buy a new car, an all-powerful being cannot actualize the 

state of affairs in which John freely chooses to buy a new car.  John‟s freely 

choosing precludes being caused by any external factor, and that includes 

God.  So God cannot directly bring about states of affairs that include an 

agent‟s free choice.   

From there it follows that no states of affairs that include an agent‟s 

free choice can be directly actualized by God.  Possible worlds (which are 

just maximal states of affairs) fall under this restriction.  So the possibility of 

freewill entails that there are entire possible worlds that an omnipotent being 

cannot directly actualize.  To give agents freewill is to give them power over 

which states of affairs obtain and thereby which world is actualized; only the 

free agents themselves can determine which of the worlds containing 

freewill will actually obtain.  We have seen above that decisions that have 

moral worth must be free decisions and so the worlds containing moral 

worth fall under the class that an omnipotent being cannot actualize.   

This conclusion forces us to revise our expectations of what an 

omnipotent being can do in a manner significant to the argument from evil.  

If God is morally perfect we can safely infer that God would desire that 

agents always choose to do good.  From there we might have expected that 

God, being omnipotent, can make everything God desires occur and that this 

leaves no room for moral failures and the resulting evil.  But if Plantinga is 

correct, there are logical constraints on omnipotence limiting what God can 

make happen.  So if it is even possible that agents have indeterministic 

freewill, then there are states of affairs that a morally-perfect being would 

desire that an all-powerful being cannot actualize: particularly, it is 
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impossible for an omnipotent being to determine that all agents freely 

choose to do good at all times. 

  Plantinga also thinks that the metaphysical claim about freewill entails 

that the possession of freewill by creatures precludes God from 

systematically interfering with their decisions when they are about to choose 

evil.  God cannot act to prevent a bad choice and preserve the creature‟s 

freewill at the same time.  I find this claim plausible and Plantinga does not 

argue for it, perhaps supposing that it seems obvious to everyone.  For the 

sake of argument, I will grant it along with the more contentious claims 

concerning the counterfactuals of freedom.  If Plantinga is right that the 

possession of freewill entails being able to choose evil and act on that 

choice, then God must permit free creatures to do evil for some significant 

but indeterminate proportion of the time that they choose it.   

When we combine the moral and metaphysical claims about freewill, 

our understanding of an all-powerful being is refined such that we can see 

how not even an all-powerful being can create a world containing moral 

worth without permitting moral evil.  The ability to choose and perform evil 

actions is a necessary condition of having freewill and the possession of 

freewill is a necessary condition for having the capacity for moral worth.  So 

although the occurrence of evil is not a necessary condition for the existence 

of moral worth, God‟s permission of evil, should it be chosen, constitutes a 

necessary condition for there being moral worth.  The extent to which evil is 

chosen and occurs in the world is substantially determined by the free 

creatures themselves--an omnipotent being cannot determine what they 

decide (claim 2). 
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The first stage shows that the moral and metaphysical implications of 

freewill place logical constraints upon what an omnipotent being can do.  An 

omnipotent being cannot create a world capable of having moral worth 

without permitting moral evil.  If God wishes to create a world with moral 

worth, God must create one with creatures who possess freewill and then be 

willing to permit the evil that may result.  Though the claims about freewill 

refine what we think God can or cannot do as an omnipotent being, they tell 

us nothing about what God would do as a morally-perfect being.  Would a 

morally-perfect being choose to create free creatures and permit the 

associated evil? 

 The second stage maintains that God, as a morally-perfect being, 

would create free creatures and thus accept and permit the evil that results 

from freewill.  The good that comes from moral worth outweighs the evil 

that results from freewill and this in turn provides a morally-sufficient 

reason for God‟s creation of free creatures and the permitting of evil 

necessary to sustain their freedom (claim 3).  An exegetical point is in order 

here because my entire argument rests on the claim that Plantinga thinks that 

the greater good of moral worth provides a morally-sufficient reason for 

creating creatures with freewill and permitting the resulting evil. 

 Plantinga never says outright that the greater good of moral worth 

provides a morally sufficient reason to permit evil.  Yet, this is the only way 

his argument can be interpreted so as to yield a successful freewill defense.  

The first thing to note is that in order to reconcile the existence of evil with 

God‟s goodness, we need a morally-sufficient reason to justify God in 
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allowing evil.  I take the following to be Plantinga‟s statement of that 

morally-sufficient reason:   

  

The fact that free creatures sometimes go wrong, however, counts 

neither against God‟s omnipotence nor against His goodness; for He 
could have forestalled the occurrence of moral evil only by 
removing the possibility of moral good.

7
 

 

God‟s moral perfection is not compromised by failing to prevent evil 

because preventing evil would preclude the existence of moral good.  This 

statement clearly is intended to supply a morally-sufficient reason for 

allowing evil.  Promoting moral goodness is a morally-sufficient reason to 

allow evil.  We can see why it is better to have a world with moral good and 

moral evil than a world with neither by looking at an earlier statement: 

 

A world containing creatures who are significantly free (and freely 

perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being 

equal, than a world containing no free creatures at all.
8
 

 

The morally-sufficient reason originates in the substantial value that 

moral goodness bestows on a world.  First, Plantinga assumes that God has 

enough power to ensure at least that there is more moral good than moral 

evil in the world.
9
  In such a case, the moral good outweighs and thereby 

justifies the occurrence of the moral evil.   

From there, Plantinga seems to be committed to the idea that any 

world with a net balance of moral goodness is better than any world lacking 

                                                
7
 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) p 30 

8
 Ibid p 30 

9
 Perhaps by using knowledge of the counterfactuals of freedom which I do not discuss in this paper. 



                              Texas Tech University, Robert Reed, August 2012 

 

15 
 

moral goodness.  On this view, moral goodness is essential to all the best 

worlds and is sufficient to make any world that has it better than any world 

that does not.  Moral goodness is then of an order of goodness that is 

incommensurable with any other goodness.  This means that no aggregation 

of other sorts of goods can equal or replace the magnitude of good that 

moral goodness supplies to a world.   

This is the best way I know to interpret the claim above that a world 

containing moral worth is better, all else being equal, than a world without 

with no free creatures and moral worth.  Plantinga could just mean that when 

comparing any two worlds that are otherwise equal in value, one that 

additionally has moral worth is more valuable than the one lacking it.  This 

would be a trivial claim.  For instance, if we compare two medieval castles 

that are otherwise equal in value, one that additionally contains a single 

penny is more valuable than the one lacking a single penny. 

I take Plantinga to have meant to or tried to express the idea that 

moral worth is of incommensurable value with any other sort of goodness 

such that no amount of other types of goodness can equal or replace the 

value of moral worth.  If he denies this and accepts that moral worth is of 

commensurable value with other things like the aesthetic value of a flower, 

then a world lacking moral worth could be better than one containing moral 

worth by simply having a lot of beautiful flowers.  This would take away 

any good reason for allowing evil if we could achieve just as much good in a 

world by populating it with bunnies and flowers instead of holocausts and 

serial killers. 



                              Texas Tech University, Robert Reed, August 2012 

 

16 
 

Of course, it is open to Plantinga to deny that moral worth is of a 

different order of value in which case a world sufficiently populated with 

bunnies and flowers could equal a world that achieves a significant amount 

of moral good at the expense (and in spite) of holocausts and serial killers.  

If he then maintained that the choice to create the bunny and flower world 

and the choice to create the holocaust and serial killer world are morally 

equivalent because the two worlds are of equal value, then he will be 

committing himself to a very unsophisticated and unattractive form of 

consequentialism.   

I think the most charitable interpretation attributes the sophisticated 

consequentialism to Plantinga but for the purposes of my argument it will 

not matter.  Either way, Plantinga‟s scheme clearly holds that the morally 

right thing to do consists of maximizing good states of affairs.  Depending 

on which form of consequentialism is at work, allowing evil is either 

consistent with maximizing good states of affairs (unsophisticated) or 

necessary for maximizing good states of affairs (sophisticated).  Because 

allowing evil operates as a means to maximizing goodness in either case, 

God has a morally-sufficient reason for allowing evil. 

So the second stage shows that a morally perfect being would desire 

to create free creatures because moral worth is of such great and 

incommensurable value and the existence moral worth requires freewill.  

The morally-sufficient reason for allowing evil is that it is a means to 

maximize goodness.  In fact, on the sophisticated interpretation where evil is 

necessary to maximize goodness, God‟s allowing of moral evil is morally 

obligatory.  
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To summarize and conclude this section, a good model would consist 

of a possibly true proposition that:  1) is compossible with those propositions 

affirming God‟s existence and perfection and 2) would entail evil‟s 

existence when combined with the propositions affirming God‟s existence 

and perfection.  This would render a consistent set of propositions that 

affirms both the existence of evil and God‟s existence and perfection.  

Plantinga thinks that the freewill defense successfully meets these two 

criteria, showing how an omnipotent and morally perfect being would be 

morally justified in permitting evil.   

Plantinga first uses the nature of freewill to further refine what we 

expect from an omnipotent being by combining the moral claim about 

freedom with the metaphysical claim about freedom revealing that God 

cannot create a world containing moral worth without permitting evil.  Next, 

he supposes that the good that only comes from freewill (moral worth) 

outweighs the inevitable badness that comes from freewill (moral evil) 

thereby providing a morally-sufficient reason for a morally-perfect being to 

permit evil.  This completes the model showing that God, as an all-powerful 

and morally-perfect being, would create a world with free creatures and evil. 

 

2.3 Two Incompatible Moral Theories 

Two of the essential claims composing Plantinga‟s defense are moral claims, 

the claims I identified as 1 and 3: 

 

1) Possessing freewill is necessary for a creature to be capable of 

moral good 
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3) The good from moral worth that accumulates in a world with free 

creatures justifies God permitting the evil that results from free 

creatures. 

 

These two moral claims are derived from two contradictory moral 

theories, deontology and consequentialism respectively, and so cannot both 

be coherently affirmed at the same time.  The fact that they are both essential 

to Plantinga‟s defense renders the defense it a failure unless it can be 

significantly amended some way.  Plantinga needs the first claim in order to 

ground the value for freewill and he needs the second claim to explain why 

maximizing value morally justifies God in allowing evil. Claim 3 is the 

trickier of the two so I begin with it. 

Plantinga states the morally-sufficient reason for God to allow evil 

when he says: 

 

The fact that creatures sometimes go wrong, however, counts neither 

against God‟s omnipotence nor against His goodness; for He could 

have forestalled the occurrence of moral evil only by removing the 

possibility of moral good.
10

 

 

Because of the nature of freewill, allowing evil is a necessary 

condition for there being moral good and the significance of moral good 

provides the morally sufficient reason for allowing evil.  The statement 

above does not explain the significance of moral good or how it justifies 

                                                
10

 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) p 30 
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permitting evil but Plantinga identifies the significance of moral good in a 

statement a few sentences earlier in the freewill defense: 

 

A world containing creatures who are significantly free (and freely 

perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being 

equal, than a world containing no free creatures at all.
11

   

 

The significance stems from the value that moral good adds to the 

world.  Moral good generates such great value that all the best worlds have it 

essentially.  When a world contains more moral good than moral evil, the net 

moral good adds value to that world sufficient to make it more valuable than 

any world lacking moral good.  Anyone intending to maximize the value of 

a world must include moral good which in turn entails freewill.  This 

interesting fact about the relation between moral good and maximizing the 

good of a world translates into a morally sufficient reason for allowing evil 

as soon as we imagine that all moral action is essentially directed at 

maximizing good states of affairs for then the right action is just the one that 

maximizes good states of affairs. 

To sum up the moral reasoning here, allowing evil is morally-justified 

if it maximizes the value of the world.  Notice that Plantinga treats the fact 

that an action maximizes value as a sufficient condition for morally 

justifying that action.  Of course, only one moral theory takes maximizing 

good states of affairs to be the paradigm mode of moral action or sufficient 

to morally justify an action: consequentialism.  Only on consequentialism 

would the mere fact that choice A leads to greater value than choice B be 
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sufficient to guarantee that choice A is morally-justified.  This fact alone is 

not sufficient to justify an action, especially the permission of evil, on any 

other moral theory--especially deontology.   

Here is a quick example from Bernard Williams illustrating why 

maximizing good states of affairs fails to be sufficient for justifying actions 

on non-consequentialist views: 

 

We might suppose that some non-consequentialist would consider it a 

better state of affairs in which more, rather than fewer, people kept 

their promises, and kept them for non-consequentialist reasons.  Yet 

consistently with that he could accept, in a particular case, all of the 

following: that X would do the right thing only if he kept his promise; 

that keeping his promise would involve (or consist in) doing A; that 

several other people would, as a matter of fact, keep their promises 

(and for the right reasons) if and only if X did not do A . . . Thus a 

non-consequentialist can hold both that it is a better state of affairs in 

which more people keep their promises, and that the right thing for X 

to do is something which brings it about that fewer promises are 

kept.
12

 

 

Now it may be the case that often enough fulfilling one‟s moral duties 

is consistent with maximizing good states of affairs, but on deontology it is 

never morally-justified in virtue of maximizing good states of affairs.  

Therefore, knowing that an action will maximize good states of affairs is 

wildly insufficient to warrant the conclusion that the action is morally 

justified or required.  Deontology requires that an action be justified in 

accordance with some principle of duty.  Now it may be the case that on 

some deontological theory God would be justified in creating free creatures 
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and allowing evil, but Plantinga has presented us with no principles of duty 

to show this.  He has only given straightforwardly consequentialist 

justifications for God‟s action and he has presented them as sufficient 

thereby committing his freewill defense to consequentialism.  The question 

of whether or not any deontological justifications can be presented belongs 

in the section “Rehabilitating the Free Will Defense”. 

Now we can turn to the claim that freewill is necessary for a creature 

being capable of moral good.  At this stage, I merely point out that 

Plantinga‟s claim is most naturally understood as a commitment to 

something like Kantian deontology.  The contentious issue of whether or not 

a consequentialist can embrace it and remain a consequentialist will be 

treated in the next section.  Here I only record that the freewill claim is at 

home in and even thought essential to, deontological theories.   

Historically, the claim that freewill is necessary for moral good 

belongs to deontology. The reason is that deontological theories locate moral 

good as residing in the agent‟s will.  According to Kant, reason means to 

generate “a will that is good, not perhaps as a means to other purposes, but 

good in itself . . . the highest good and the condition of every other”.
13

  

Contrary to consequentialism, the good of the will is original to the will 

itself and not derived from the results it brings about: 

 

A good will is not good because of what it effects or accomplishes, 

because of its fitness to attain some proposed end, but only because of 

its volition, that is, it is good in itself and, regarded for itself , is to be 

valued incomparably higher than all that could merely be brought 

about by it in favor of some inclination . . . Even if, by a special 
                                                
13
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disfavor of fortune . . . this will should wholly lack the capacity to 

carry out its purpose -- if with its greatest efforts it should yet achieve 

nothing and only the good will were left . . .  then, like a jewel, it 

would shine by itself, as something that has its full worth in itself.  

Usefulness or fruitlessness can neither add to nor take away from it.
14

 

 

The good will constitutes the source of good and is the condition of 

all other goods.  One need only judge the reasons for which the will acted --

not the consequences, which are irrelevant--to make a moral evaluation of an 

action.  The good will acts on maxims in accordance with duty and this 

requires the ability to rationally act upon representations of laws as opposed 

to acting as a result of being compelled by deterministic laws.  This ability 

just is freewill.  Therefore, freewill is necessary for moral good.  On Kant‟s 

view, a world populated with determined creatures, even creatures who 

always act in accordance with the moral law, is a world devoid of any moral 

good for there are no good wills to generate moral good. 

Notice that the understanding of moral good here is remarkably 

similar to that informing Plantinga‟s when he explains the all-surpassing 

value of moral good: 

 

“A good will . . . is to be valued incomparably higher than all that 

could merely be brought about it” --Kant 

 

“A world containing creatures who are significantly free (and freely 

perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being 

equal, than a world containing no free creatures at all.” --Plantinga 
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Kant claims that the good will itself possesses worth incomparable to 

anything else--including all the states of affairs that it could bring about.  

This would make Plantinga‟s claim about worlds with free creatures vs. 

worlds without true for it follows that a world without good wills could 

never equal the worth of one that has them no matter how valuable the world 

is otherwise.  Likewise, Plantinga‟s view is committed to the Kantian claim 

that in a world with good wills, the good wills are worth more than what 

they bring about--a claim that will be virtually impossible to square with 

consequentialism.  If Plantinga were to deny that free wills were worth 

(incomparably) more than their effects, a world with better outcomes but 

only determined wills could be as good as or better than the one with free 

wills. 

Consider the following points as to why Plantinga‟s claim fits best 

into deontology: First, on Kant‟s view, there is no question as to why the 

moral good of the will is of a higher order than any other value such that a 

world with good wills is necessarily better than any without them: the good 

will is the source of all other good.  Second, on Kant‟s view, there is no 

question why freewill is necessary for moral good: as the source of value, 

the will cannot be good because of what it effects (which would entail 

derived good instead of original good), but because of the rational manner in 

which it wills--a manner that just is a free will. 

This shows that Plantinga‟s claims about freewill and moral good and 

his estimation of the value of moral good are best understood as 

deontological.  Those claims are essential to Kant‟s deontology and are not 

essential to consequentialism which can give a perfectly complete theory of 
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moral good (in the eyes of consequentialists) without ever mentioning good 

wills, much less free wills.  It is not clear how or why a consequentialist 

might include these claims in her theory.  So the natural way to interpret 

Plantinga here is as a deontologist.  In fact, if we did not have the claim 

about maximizing value presented as a morally-sufficient reason to check us, 

we would just interpret Plantinga‟s claims about freewill and moral good as 

deontological without hesitation. 

Although Plantinga‟s claims are most naturally interpreted as 

deontological, I think it worthwhile to consider whether or not he could 

provide a consequentialist interpretation.  At first glance, this seems 

implausible.  Remember that consequentialism, per its name, locates the 

moral good of an action only in virtue of the good states of affairs or 

consequences that result from that action. The agent‟s will, whether free or 

determined, supplies nothing.  I conclude that the nature of consequentialism 

will not permit the claim that only free agents are capable of moral good. 

  The first problem we encounter when attempting to give a consistent 

consequentialist interpretation of Plantinga‟s claims is that Plantinga does 

not define “moral good”.  What sort of things can be morally good?  Wills, 

reasons, agents, actions, outcomes?  He does not say.  We must either 

interpret his use of the term “moral good” broadly or narrowly.   

If we interpret “moral good” broadly, then anything that is the subject 

of a positive moral evaluation has moral good or is morally good.  A right 

action is morally good/has moral good.  A good will is morally good/has 

moral good.  So assuming the broad interpretation, does consequentialism 

include the claim that freewill is necessary for moral good?  Plantinga‟s 
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claim has the form of a conditional that identifies freewill as a necessary 

condition for moral good: 

Moral good exists only if freewill exists 

Thus, a counterexample must have the form of affirming the 

antecedent and denying the consequent: “Moral good exists and Freewill 

does not exist” 

Here is how we test it.  We imagine a world that only has determined 

creatures and we ask whether or not a consequentialist could make any 

positive moral evaluation in such a world.  The consequent must be false (no 

freewill) and the antecedent must be affirmed (there is moral good).  If we 

find such a scenario, it will be false that consequentialism entails Plantinga‟s 

claim about freewill.   

Now, on the broad interpretation of “moral good” anything that can be 

given a positive moral evaluation has moral good.  This includes actions.  So 

imagine a world inhabited by creatures who are determined by God to be 

rational pleasure-maximizers.  If pleasure is the good state of affairs that 

serves as the target of moral action, then any action that maximizes pleasure 

is right action and warrants a positive moral evaluation.  We have morally-

good actions and no freewill, so we have a counterexample; 

consequentialism does not entail the freewill is necessary for moral good, 

broadly understood.   

We can now step back and recognize that consequentialists never 

require freewill to generate positive moral evaluations because they evaluate 

actions solely by looking at their consequences--not the will that produced 

them.  So actual consequentialists find the relation between an action and its 
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consequences to be sufficient to generate the positive moral evaluation--they 

do not need to know whether the agent‟s will is free or determined.  If they 

needed to know whether the agent‟s will was free or determined to make the 

moral evaluation, they would not be consequentialists for consequentialism 

just is the view that all normative properties are derived from the relation 

between an action and the state of affairs it brings about.   

Might there be a version of consequentialism which entails 

Plantinga‟s claim?  We can construct such a theory but it will require that we 

treat free willings as the source of moral good qua effect of an action instead 

of qua originator of action.  On consequentialism, freewill can never be 

necessary for moral good qua originator of moral action.   

On consequentialism, an action‟s moral worth is always derived from 

the value of its consequences.  The good consequences are the source of 

moral good.  This is why consequentialists never need to know whether the 

agent‟s will is free to determine whether or not the agent‟s action is morally 

good and why a world of determined creatures could still have moral good in 

it.  If we want a consequentialist theory that claims that freewill is necessary 

for there being moral good, we must move the freewill from the agent 

performing the action to the effect of the action.  In such a scenario, an 

action would be morally good only if it resulted in free willings.  One might 

say that murder is morally wrong because it prevents free willings and 

benevolence is morally good because it generally maximizes free willings. 

This theory sounds strange because it is not what we had in mind 

when we said that freewill is necessary for moral good.  We meant that 

freewill is necessary qua source of the action for the action to be morally 
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good.  This theory has it the other way around, freewill as an effect of the 

action is necessary for the action being morally good.  One strange 

consequence of this view is that the creature who wills the action resulting in 

a free willing does not need to be free itself in order to generate moral good.  

Another consequence is that actions that we would typically take to be 

morally good do not turn out to be morally good unless they somehow result 

in a free willing.   

Plantinga obviously meant that the agent performing the moral action 

must be free for her action to generate moral good so for the purposes of the 

freewill defense, this consequentialist theory will not work.
15

  Plantinga 

thinks that moral good only attaches to an action like keeping a promise if 

the action is performed freely.  It is the moral good that attaches to actions 

like keeping a promise that Plantinga thinks makes a world with freewill 

more valuable then a world without it.  The only way that the moral good of 

an action necessitates the will of the agent performing that action to be free 

is if the will constitutes an independent source of moral good distinct from 

the consequences of the action.  Such a view can never be reconciled with 

consequentialism. 

Consider this example of an attempt to give a consequentialist 

understanding of moral good residing in the will.  We define “moral good” 

narrowly to just include certain free and benevolent willings.  A dilemma 

results.  In order for the theory to be consequentialist, the source of the 

moral good of the willing must be in its effects.  A morally-good will would 

                                                
15

 For he says that “creatures must be free to be capable of moral good” meaning the free will that is 

necessary for moral good must be found in the agent‟s will who is acting, not in the effect of an agent‟s 
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just be one that produces the good outcome.  Notice the will would not be an 

independent source of moral good, the moral good it would produce 

ultimately derives from the effects.  But those effects would be sufficient to 

produce the moral good whether the will were free or not.  Freewill turns out 

not to be necessary for the moral good because the source of the moral good 

is outside the will. 

Maybe we could say that a will producing those good effects freely 

makes a better overall state of affairs by adding some moral good when 

compared to one that acts because it has been determined to do so.  But if a 

free will adds moral good to its actions without respect to the effects of the 

actions, it is only because that will represents an independent source of 

moral good--a source distinct from the consequences of the actions.  The 

manner of willing (which had better include doing so freely) must be the 

sole source of the moral good.  This is just a denial of consequentialism.  

The freewill of an agent can only be necessary for the moral good of the 

agent‟s actions if the will can produce moral good independently of the 

consequences of those actions.  We can get a will that is an independent 

source of moral good, just not on consequentialism which demands that the 

source of all moral good be in the outcome of actions. 

So as long as our theory is consequentialist, the source of moral good 

will be in the effects of actions and not in the will.  Then the freedom of the 

will cannot be necessary for moral good.  We can only make freewill 

necessary for moral good if we stipulate that the will, apart from the effects 

of its actions, contributes moral good--which collapses our theory into 

deontology. 
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So to recap, here is the problem with Plantinga‟s model: all Plantinga 

gives us to justify God permitting evil is the good consequences of 

permitting evil.  He presents knowing the consequences of permitting evil as 

sufficient to enable us to make a favorable moral evaluation of God‟s action.  

This is only possible if the consequences, alone and in themselves, are 

sufficient to justify an action.  But this can only be true if we are committed 

to consequentialism. 

Consequentialism will be able to deliver a positive evaluation of 

God‟s decision based solely on the consequences because it takes an action‟s 

moral worth to be derived solely from it effects.  If it did not, then knowing 

the effects would not be sufficient to make a moral evaluation.  But this 

model of morality leaves no room for the will to produce moral good on its 

own apart from the effects of its actions.  Thus, an agent need not have free 

will to be capable of moral good and it was just this claim about the 

necessity of freewill for moral good that made permitting evil necessary for 

creating a world with something as valuable as moral good.  Plantinga‟s 

consequentialism undercuts the justification for allowing evil. 

It appears that Plantinga used two incompatible moral claims, one 

derived from consequentialism and one from deontology.  I have explored 

the possibility of getting Plantinga‟s claim about freewill being necessary for 

moral worth from consequentialism, but it looks like only an extremely 

gerrymandered form of consequentialism can deliver it.  Deontology could 

of course deliver the claim but only at the cost of contradicting the 

consequentialism Plantinga commits to when justifying God‟s action.  This 
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situation casts doubt on to whether the freewill defense has actually shown 

God‟s existence to be compatible with evil. 

Plantinga needs his model to be possibly true in the logical sense.  

When describing his strategy for developing the freewill defense, he says 

“one way to show that p is consistent with q is to find some proposition r 

whose conjunction with p is both possible, in the broadly logical sense, and 

entails q”.  We can see that logical possibility is required because he is 

attempting to demonstrate the logical compatibility of God‟s existence and 

evil‟s existence.  If Plantinga were to avail himself of merely epistemically 

possible claims, then the most he could show is that God‟s existence and 

evil‟s existence are epistemically compatible--that is, for all we know they 

are compatible.  But he set for himself the more ambitious project of 

demonstrating logical compatibility.
16

 

Part of Plantinga‟s model is the claim that necessarily, freewill 

accompanies moral good, although he does not use the term „necessary‟ or 

otherwise explicitly identify it as a necessity claim.  But it must be a 

necessity claim for if there is a single possible world where there is moral 

good without freewill, then the defense comes apart.  God being all-powerful 

could have actualized this world and created moral good without freewill 

and all the evil that comes with it.  Now because Plantinga makes a necessity 

claim as part of his model, he is committed to the claim being actually true 

for the model as a whole must be possibly true.  Plantinga of course knows 

that any claim that is possibly necessarily true is just true.  We could leave 
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out the modal logic and just point out that moral principles are necessary so 

he is committed to his moral claim about freewill being true. 

It follows that Plantinga is committed to the disjunction of moral 

theories that yield this principle as being true.  Deontology is one but it is cut 

off from him on pain of contradiction.  The other option is the heavily 

gerrymandered and unintuitive version of consequentialism I considered 

above.  It is a most untoward consequence to be committed to such an 

implausible moral theory.  We can say that Plantinga‟s model is successful 

in that it shows that we can demonstrate that there is no inconsistency 

between God‟s existence and evil so long as we find a suitable moral theory; 

it is weak in that the one it finds is implausible.  Overall, Plantinga‟s work is 

instructive because it shows that finding the right moral theory is the key to 

constructing a model but that there is no moral free lunch; we are committed 

to the moral theory that we use being actually true. 

 

2.4 Rehabilitating the Freewill Defense 

Leaving aside the implausible consequentialist view (one that Plantinga 

certainly did not envision) we can see that if the freewill defense is to 

succeed it must resolve the logical inconsistency between its two pivotal 

moral claims, it must find a way to salvage the main point of the argument 

while fully embracing either consequentialism or a non-consequentialist 

theory.  I argue that affirming consequentialism is hopeless and so the best 

bet is to embrace some non-consequentialist theory like Kantian or Virtue 

theory. 
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 The point that should immediately dissuade Plantinga from 

consequentialism is that the freewill defense could not survive.  Although 

Plantinga would easily get the moral claim that God is justified in permitting 

evil if that maximizes good in a world, it was the good of moral worth that 

was supposed to supply the relevant value.  Plantinga can no longer draw 

that value from an agent‟s freewill because the claim that an agent must have 

freewill to be capable of moral good is incompatible with consequentialism.  

So on consequentialism, freewill does not yield any moral good that could 

compensate for all the bad states of affairs that would result if God did not 

determine the actions of creatures. 

 The only feasible option is for Plantinga to accept a non-

consequentialist moral theory.  In Part III I demonstrate how Kantian theory 

handles the argument from evil and the connection between freewill and 

moral worth will play an important role in the Kantian response. 
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Chapter 3 

Moral Theory and Arguments from Evil 

 

Moral theory performs a crucial but generally unnoticed role in the 

formulation of arguments from evil.  We saw in the previous section that a 

model showing that God and evil are compatible must commit to normative 

claims.  Now we can turn to the arguments from evil and see that one must 

make moral claims here too.  An argument from evil must commit to some 

moral theory, or disjunction of moral theories, in order to validly conclude 

that God‟s existence and evil are incompatible.  The fundamental opposition 

between good and evil entails that there must be tension between the 

existence of a morally-perfect God and evil, but it is not clear that the 

tension must take the form of logical incompatibility.  To transform the 

opposition between God and evil into a logical conflict of existence, one 

needs the claim that God would prevent evil.  But one cannot just logically 

analyze the meaning of “good” to yield such a prescriptive claim.  Only a 

definite moral principle can prescribe action toward evil and thereby place 

constraints upon what a morally-perfect being would do.  Thus, every valid 

argument from evil assumes some specific moral principle.     

     The principle prescribing what God would do about evil must specify 

that moral perfection requires God to prevent evil; otherwise no 

incompatibility between God and evil‟s existence arises.  For if we could 

identify punishing an evil (rather than preventing it) as a morally satisfactory 

way to oppose that evil, God‟s opposition to evil need not take the form of 

prevention and preclude evil‟s occurrence.  An argument from evil must 
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employ a moral principle stipulating that God must prevent evil if the 

argument is to be valid.  Someone who employs this moral principle 

commits to the moral theory (or disjunction of moral theories) entailing it.  

Consequentialism clearly entails this principle, so a commitment to 

consequentialism is sufficient to introduce this moral principle as a premise 

in the argument.  Sure enough, the standard accounts all are committed to 

consequentialism.  We can also see this commitment at work in the standard 

formulations where the authors consider conditions that might justify 

permitting evil.  They formulate these conditions all on consequentialist 

grounds.  We can also observe standard arguments from evil relying on 

some moral theory akin to hedonism to determine the moral significance of 

pain and suffering.   

After pointing out that the standard formulations commit to some 

form of consequentialism, I argue further that valid arguments from evil 

must do so.  A valid argument requires that God must prevent evil and only 

consequentialism limits the manner of opposing evil to prevention.  The 

reason why consequentialism must limit the mode of moral action towards 

evil to prevention reveals why other theories do not so limit moral action.  (I 

continue this argument in the Section III and give examples of other ways to 

oppose evil on non-consequentialist theories.) 

 

3.1 The Profile of Arguments from Evil 

All effective arguments from evil share the same basic contours and exhibit 

the following structure:  they must contain 1) a statement of the attributes of 

God according to Classical Theism, 2) a “could prevent” premise derived 
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from the attribute of omnipotence, 3) a “would prevent” premise derived 

from the attribute of moral perfection, and 4) the existential claim about evil.  

We can see this basic structure in two of the canonical formulations of the 

argument from evil: Mackie‟s and Rowe‟s. 

 Mackie simply claims that there is a logical contradiction between the 

claims that God is all-good, God is all-powerful, and that evil exists.  He 

concludes that the theist‟s beliefs are logically inconsistent and thus 

irrational: 

There seems to be some contradiction between the three propositions, 

so that if any two of them were true the third would be false.  But at 

the same time all three are essential parts of most theological 

positions: the theologian, it seems, at once must adhere and cannot 

consistently adhere to all three.
17

 

 

 If we were to formalize Mackie‟s initial argument it would look like 

this: 

 

 [1]  (P)   God is omnipotent 

 [2]  (P)   God is wholly good 

 [3]  (P)   Evil exists 

 [4]  (1, 2, 3) Contradiction  

 

 It has been pointed out by Plantinga that no formal contradiction can 

be drawn from these three premises.  Plantinga shows that no two of the 

three premises above together license an inference to the negation of the 
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third.
18

  Mackie recognizes this fact and admits that some “quasi-logical” 

rules or “additional premises” are needed.
19

  Although Mackie does not 

explain further, these additional principles serve to draw out the implications 

of the attributes of omnipotence and being wholly good such that we know 

that God would prevent the existence of any evil.  Mackie proposes that 

good and evil are opposed such that an all-good being would seek to prevent 

evil while omnipotence entails that God could prevent anything God sought 

to prevent.
20

  I call these the “could” and “would” premises and combined 

with the existential claim about evil they do generate a contradiction.  

Taking the additional premises into consideration, Mackie comes up with 

what I formalize as so: 

 

[1] (P) God is omnipotent 

 

[2]  (P) God is wholly good 

 

[3] (P) Good and evil are opposed such that a good thing would  

prevent as much evil as it could 

 

[4] (2, 3) God would prevent as much evil as God could 
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19
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[5]  (1?)
 21

 There are no limits to what an omnipotent being could do 

 

[6]  (4, 5) God prevents all evil  

 

[7]  (P) Evil exists 

 

[8] (6, 7) Contradiction 

 

Notice that Rowe‟s argument from evil has the same basic structure 

only it has been condensed into two premises: 

[1]  (P)   There exist instances of intense suffering
22

 which an  

omnipotent, being could have prevented without thereby 

losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally 

bad or worse. 

  

[2]  (P) An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the  

occurrence of any intense suffering it could, unless it 

could not do so without thereby losing some greater good 

or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. 

 

[3] (1, 2) There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly  

good being.
23

 

 

 Premise 1 combines the “could” claim that defines what an 

omnipotent being has the power to do with respect to evil with the claim that 

                                                
21

 It is contentious whether this can be derived from the meaning of omnipotence or whether it constitutes 

an additional premise.  The main thrust of this paper is that the same is even more obviously true of the 

previous premise and „good‟. 
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 Rowe takes intense suffering to be a clear case of evil. 
23
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the relevant evils that could be so prevented do exist.  Premise 2 has the 

“would” claim telling us what we should expect from a wholly good being.  

This valid argument concludes that God as understood by classical theism 

does not exist. 

We have seen enough to describe the structure that any argument from 

evil must have to validly derive a contradiction or validly infer that God 

does not exist.  One cannot merely assert that the existence of evil is 

incompatible with the divine attributes; one must derive from the attributes 

additional premises that predict that God could and would prevent all evil.  

Only if evil must be prevented does adding the existential claim about evil 

permit one to validly infer a contradiction or that God does not exist.  The 

attribute from which we derive our expectation that God would prevent evil 

must be the attribute of moral perfection.  The next section explores what 

exactly one commits to when asserting that a morally-perfect being would 

seek, out of moral necessity, to prevent all evil.  For now, it is enough to see 

that the “could” and “would” premises bring the divine attributes into 

conflict with the existence of evil by deriving predictions or expectations of 

action from them.   

Before moving on, I will briefly explain how my argument about the 

“would” premise diverges from other discussions of the problem of evil 

which emphasize the “could” premise.  The overall strategy of arguments 

from evil is to take a tension that exists between evil and God‟s nature and 

tease out the implications of this tension such that we can see that God‟s 

nature and existence are incompatible with evil occurring.  The origin of the 

tension between evil and God‟s nature is the divine attribute of being wholly 
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good because evil just is essential opposition to the good.  Drawing upon 

this opposition, the “would premise” generates conflict between God and 

evil‟s existence by prescribing that a morally-perfect being would seek to 

prevent all evil.  From there we can see that the “could premise” combines 

with it to derive incompatibility from the conflict, claiming that an 

omnipotent God can do whatever God seeks to do. 

Much can be said about the “could premise”.  A great portion of the 

literature on the problem of evil has been preoccupied with the logical 

connection between [1] and [5] (in Mackie‟s argument).  The bulk of 

Plantinga‟s freewill defense and its discussions of possible worlds, freewill, 

the counterfactuals of freedom, etc. is directed at Mackie‟s “could” 

premise.
24

  Though others have spent great effort criticizing the move from 

the attribute of omnipotence to “could prevent all evil”, I think it is the less 

important of the two premises (although logically it is every bit as essential 

to the argument.)  

The locus of the tension lies between God‟s attribute of goodness and 

evil, for nothing about possessing immense power on its own suggests 

incompatibility with evil.  If we seek a satisfactory understanding of this 

tension and not merely an escape route from the argument from evil, we 

must investigate the nature of this deep and fundamental opposition.  I 

maintain that even if one “blocks” the argument from evil by attacking the 

“could premise”, one still has not addressed the heart of the issue and a 

serious intellectual puzzle remains: how must God‟s goodness be opposed to 

evil if not by preventing it?  To truly understand the issue and develop a 

                                                
24

 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) p 34-55. 
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satisfactory answer, one must delve into the opposition between good and 

evil and tease out exactly what this opposition consists of.  Should one 

succeed in understanding the nature of the conflict and how God does 

oppose evil, it will then be superfluous to attack the “could premise” and we 

need not consider it at all.  Therefore, I will not discuss omnipotence
25

 but 

will clarify the essential work moral theory performs in the deriving of the 

“would” claim. 

 

3.2 Moral Theory and the “would” Premise 

Above we saw that a valid argument from evil must contain a “would” 

premise asserting that a morally-perfect being would prevent evil (by virtue 

of being morally-perfect.)  Here I show that such a premise entails a 

commitment to a substantive moral principle and this in turn commits one to 

the moral theory (or disjunction of theories) entailing that principle.  One 

must commit to a moral theory to get the “would” premise because no purely 

logical move can derive “would prevent evil” from the attribute of being 

morally-perfect.
26

   

The best that logic can do unaided by any moral theory is formally 

describe the relation between good and evil.  It can do this much because our 

                                                
25

 The standard view has been that omnipotence does not extend past logical possibility and I have nothing 

to add concerning this matter. 
26

 One might wonder if one could derive “would prevent evil” if we attributed omnibenevolence to God.  It 

depends.  The only reason we would attribute omnibenevolence to God is if we thought that it constituted 

or was entailed by a perfection.  The relevant perfection to omnibenevolence is moral perfection.  So does 

moral perfection entail omnibenevolence?  If „benevolent‟ just means „wills correctly‟ then it is hard to see 

how omnibenevolence is not just a synonym for morally-perfect.  But usually „benevolent‟ means 

something like „wills pleasant or beneficial states‟.  On some moral theories this will be a mark of moral 

perfection and on others it will be incompatible with it.  So the meaning is ambiguous: either it loads a 

particular moral outlook into our understanding of God‟s nature, or it is a benign synonym for morally-

perfect.  I avoid the term because it only further obscures what I wish to clarify about moral theory and 

God‟s attributes. 
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concept of evil is logically bound to our concept of the good.  So we can 

analytically judge that evil opposes the good and so declare that good and 

evil stand fundamentally opposed.  But this alone does not yield a valid 

argument from evil.  Consider the following formulation: 

 

[1] (P) God is all-knowing and all-powerful 

[2] (P) God is wholly good 

[3] (P) Good and evil are fundamentally opposed 

[4] (P) There is an instance of evil, f that God could have prevented  

[5] (2, 3) God would seek to prevent any evil God could  

[6] (4, 5) Contradiction 

 

 Step 5 is an invalid move.  We have no way to logically analyze this 

claim out of [2] and [3].  Our premises tell us nothing about what a good 

being ought to do except that one should oppose evil.  Certainly [3] 

sufficiently captures the formal definition of evil, that evil is opposed to the 

good, but the formal relation between good and evil is vague and 

unenlightening.  All that actually follows from [2] and [3] is that God is 

fundamentally opposed to evil.  Thus, all that we could get [5] to say as a 

deduction from [2] and [3] is that God would oppose evil.  “Oppose” is 

vague and cries out for further specification.  Until it is given, we cannot 

know that God‟s opposition to evil leads to one‟s existence precluding the 

existence of the other.
27

  

                                                
27

 We might think that we have solved the logical problem of evil already if we cannot get the necessary 

“would” premise formally.  But it might still be the case that any content that we assign to moral perfection 

could give us the “would prevent” premise so more work needs to be done. 
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God‟s opposition to evil entails that God and evil‟s existence are 

incompatible only if we specify that God must oppose evil by preventing it.  

But why think that the only way that God could oppose evil or the way that 

God should oppose evil is by preventing it?  We can oppose something in 

several different ways--why think evil is any different?  Only a definite 

moral principle could provide the substance needed to specify that God must 

oppose evil by preventing it and thereby supply the needed “would” 

premise. 

 In the argument, there are only two ways to get the “would prevent” 

premise: one can attempt to derive it from the other premises or postulate it 

as a new premise.   Either way, one must commit to a moral theory because 

either way one fills out the attribute of being morally-perfect with 

substantive content.  So it is open to the proponent of the argument from evil 

at this point to just deny that [5] is to be understood as an inference from [2] 

and [3]; it could just be an additional premise.  Suppose it is.  What justifies 

the adopting of [5]?  It still entails a substantive moral principle.  Any 

attempt to justify the adoption of this moral principle will just involve 

appealing to some moral theory which supports it for there will be others 

that do not.  If this moral principle is only entailed by one moral theory, then 

one has committed to that theory.  We have already seen that we cannot 

analytically derive the “would prevent” premise from the attribute of moral 

perfection.  Alternatively, we might accept that [5] is a valid step if we take 

there to be an enthymeme that supplies substantive content to the attribute of 

moral perfection thereby prescribing that a morally perfect being would seek 
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to prevent evil.  But then the enthymeme will just be a substantive moral 

principle and committed to those moral theories that entail it.   

So the problem facing any argument from evil is that one cannot 

derive the “would prevent” premise from the attribute of moral perfection 

without relying upon a substantive moral principle to specify that God must 

oppose evil by preventing it.  Any substantive moral principle like “a moral 

being would prevent all the evil it could” supplies substantive and theory-

specific content to the attribute of moral perfection.  One cannot avoid 

commitment to a moral theory or at least a group of moral theories.  Now we 

can consider which moral theories entail the “would prevent” premise. 

 We should reiterate here that we must work from the “would prevent” 

premise back to the moral theory.  Any “would” premise in which the 

opposition between God and evil does not manifest in terms of prevention, 

so as to make the conflict between God and evil one of existence, sinks the 

argument from evil.  If there are others ways for God to oppose evil, it is not 

a problem that evil exists because God did not prevent the evil in question.  

God may have opposed the evil in another and perhaps more appropriate 

way.  So the moral theory undergirding the “would” premise must entail that 

the only way God‟s opposition to evil can manifest is in the form of 

prevention. 

 Assuming consequentialism is sufficient to specify that evil must be 

opposed by prevention.  Consequentialism defines evil and moral action in 

such a way that there is no other alternative.  To oppose evil is to prevent it.  

We can see this by considering the bearers of value.  On consequentialism, 

only states of affairs can bear value.  A state of affairs is not a particular 
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thing or even a collection of things.
28

  A dog is not a state of affairs and on 

consequentialism; a dog cannot be a bearer of value.  A state of affairs 

consists of a particular thing and it exemplifying some property, being some 

way, or doing something at a time.  A particular thing being some way at a 

time just is an event and so we can see that states of affairs constitute events.  

Fido’s having brown fur is a state of affairs (and a very long and boring 

event) and so is Fido’s running in the park (a more familiar example of an 

event.)  These states of affairs are candidates for having value even though 

Fido taken just as a particular thing is not.   

So according to consequentialism the only things that can be good or 

evil are states of affairs, specifically events.  As they are the only bearers of 

good and evil, events are the sole objects of moral action.  As an event either 

occurs or not, the only way for an action to be related toward an event is to 

either cause the event to occur or to cause it not to occur.  Now we can see 

why prevention is the only way to oppose evil.  All evil consists of states of 

affairs or better, events.  So to oppose evil, is to oppose some event.  

Remember that events either happen or do not happen, so evil either happens 

or it does not.  The only way for moral action to relate to evil is to either 

cause it to occur or to cause it not to occur.  (On consequentialism, there is 

no distinction between causing and allowing so bringing about a state of 

affairs by omission is morally indistinguishable from bringing about a state 

of affairs by directly causing it.)  The morally correct thing to do is always 

to cause evil not to occur.  Causing an event not to occur is just preventing 

it.  Thus, consequentialism restricts moral action toward evil to prevention. 
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 This discussion of states of affairs is intended to be theoretically neutral between Russellian Facts and 
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Consequentialism does not require that one prevent every evil state of 

affairs.  Because each state of affairs is a component of a larger state of 

affairs and so on,
29

 what actually matters is the total state of affairs.  Each 

constituent state of affairs adds value to or takes value away from the more 

complete state of affairs that includes it as a part.  All the values of the 

individual state of affairs are tallied up to give the value of the complete 

state of affairs.  This total amount of value is all that matters and so the 

relevant contribution of any state of affairs to the value of the world could be 

more or less than its individual contribution or subtraction of value.  For 

example, killing someone might be a bad state of affairs that subtracts from 

the total amount of good in the world.  But if this instance of killing 

someone prevents other people from being killed (and subtracting much 

more good from the world) this instance of killing someone maximizes good 

in the world for there would have been less good without it.  Thus, this 

action is not evil or morally-wrong, though it is bad and does make a 

subtraction from the value of the world.  Moral action aims to maximize 

good and this is consistent with allowing or even causing some bad states of 

affairs.
30

 

Clearly this is how Rowe sees it judging by the conditions he gives 

that would justify God not preventing a certain instance of suffering s1 :  

 

                                                
29

 Griffin‟s throwing the football is a constituent state of affairs of the larger state of affairs of the play at 

3rd and 6 which also includes the states of affairs of Wright catching the ball and so on.  But the play is a 

constituent of the game and the game is a constituent of all the events that Saturday, etc.  The maximal state 

of affairs is the entire world and its complete history. 
30

 And by „bad‟ we mean anything that you can think of.  No state of affairs is so horrible that it might not 

be right to cause when necessary for maximizing value. 
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Either (i) there is some greater good, G, such that G is obtainable by 

OG [omnipotent and wholly good being] only if OG permits s1,  

 

or (ii) there is some greater good, G, such that G is obtainable by OG 

only if OG permits either s1 or some evil equally bad or worse, 

 

or (iii) s1 is such that it is preventable by OG only if OG permits some 

evil equally bad or worse .
31

 

 

Rowe formulates his argument from evil on explicitly consequentialist 

grounds.  If we can remember the example from Williams, we can see that a 

deontologist would reject these conditions as being necessary to justify a 

failure to prevent a bad or evil state of affairs.  It might be morally required 

to do something that is good and that by doing it, one causes others not to do 

it; we could be morally required to act in a way that effectively minimizes 

good states of affairs.  The other standard formulations of the argument from 

evil are similarly committed to consequentialism because they are concerned 

about God preventing evil qua bad consequences of actions.  No one will 

insist that God should have prevented Hitler‟s evil intentions, only that God 

should have prevented those intentions from leading to any evil states of 

affairs. 

 To conclude this section, consequentialism is sufficient to provide the 

moral principle necessary for the argument because consequentialism entails 

that all moral action is directed at states of affairs and states affairs can be 

opposed only through prevention.  So the way that consequentialism defines 

the bearers of moral value and the manner of action toward them restricts the 
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manner of opposing evil to prevention.  Once we see why consequentialism 

restricts opposing evil to prevention, we can see that any theory that is non-

consequentialist need not be so restrictive.  Non-consequentialists deny 

precisely the feature of consequentialism (states of affairs are the sole 

bearers of value and targets of moral action) that restricts the manner of 

opposing evil to prevention.  So long as there are other ways to oppose evil 

on these non-consequentialist theories, the “would prevent” premise will be 

false.  In the third section, I explore other ways that God might oppose evil 

given the Kantian view on morality. 

 

3.3 The Moral Significance of Pain and Suffering 

When making arguments from evil, one finds it necessary make substantive 

moral commitments in order to assert that God must prevent evil.  

Additionally, we can see that some normative standard is at work 

determining what counts as evil and why.  For the argument to succeed, that 

which is being identified as evil must be the relevant sort of thing that a 

morally-perfect being must prevent.  Again, this entails committing to 

substantive moral claims.  Specifically, we are committing to claims about 

the moral significance of pain and suffering which are so often pointed to in 

arguments from evil. 

What sorts of things count as evil is something that people do in fact 

disagree about.  But while people disagree over the substantive definition of 

evil (suffering, a bad will, etc.) everyone agrees to the formal definition of 

evil: evil is that which opposes the good.  (What could we even mean by 

“evil” if it were not logically tied to our concept of the good?)  In fact, our 



                              Texas Tech University, Robert Reed, August 2012 

 

48 
 

concept of evil stands logically posterior to the good for we define evil 

analytically as opposing the good, but we do not define the good in terms of 

evil.  Therefore, evil cannot be given a substantive definition until we first 

identify the substance of goodness.  The reason we have substantive 

disagreements over evil is that while we agree on evil‟s formal definition, 

we introduce contrary substantive definitions of the good.  These definitions 

of the good entail moral theories. 

  We can figure out what someone thinks must be good by identifying 

what she judges to be evil.  So if someone believes suffering is evil, we can 

determine what she thinks is good by identifying the opposite of suffering.  

Obviously pleasure and happiness comprise the opposites to pain and 

suffering.  So one who identifies pain and suffering as being evil, commits to 

pleasure and happiness
32

  being good.  Different moral theories will disagree 

about whether to identify pleasure as a qualified or unqualified good.  Thus, 

they will disagree about whether or not pain and suffering constitute a 

qualified or unqualified evil.   

Hedonism is the only moral theory on which pleasure is an 

unqualified good.  According to hedonism, any and all pleasure is good and 

that includes even the pleasure of a sadist.  Allowing a sadist to watch 

someone be tortured (assuming the torturing cannot be prevented by the one 

allowing the sadist in) makes the world better than it would be if the sadist 

were not allowed to watch.  If one claims that all pain is bad (all pain 

subtracts value from the world) then one has identified pain as an 

unqualified evil and will be committed to some form of hedonism.  Rowe‟s 
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argument takes suffering to be an unqualified evil for his account holds that 

the only reason not to prevent suffering would be if the suffering were 

necessary for achieving some greater good or preventing some greater evil.  

There is no room in the account for “good” suffering--it is all bad and must 

be prevented unless by preventing it . . . 

Other moral theories will deny that all suffering is bad so that 

suffering cannot be identified as an unqualified evil--only certain forms of 

suffering are evil.  In Kantian theory, deserved suffering is not bad, it is 

good!  If one does something evil, one deserves suffering and the world is 

better if they do suffer and preventing such suffering would not make the 

world better but worse!
33

  Even though it sounds a little extreme, it has some 

intuitive support in that no one has made the following argument from evil:  

During the last days of his life, Adolf Hitler suffered greatly.  God did not 

prevent this suffering though God could have, so Hitler‟s suffering is 

evidence that God does not exist. 

On virtue theory, suffering can be good for a good person.  Consider a 

well-known claim from Plato: a just person feels pain at what is bad.  So in 

this situation, it is better for the person to feel pain than pleasure.  If at the 

moment that the just person perceives something bad, the world were 

suddenly altered so that the just person felt pleasure instead of pain, the 

world would have more pleasure and less pain than it would otherwise but 

the person would no longer be just and would be worse off.  Here is a 

concrete example: If someone‟s child has died, that person will suffer and it 

will be good that she suffers.  I do not even mean that it is instrumentally 
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good that she suffers but simply good; a good person suffers when 

something bad happens.  Certainly the suffering must run its course and end 

at some point, but the person would not be better if she were incapable of 

experiencing emotional anguish at the death of her child.  The reason is that 

suffering, though unpleasant, is the proper response to bad things.   

This relation between the good and suffering completely reverses 

what we hear from hedonism.  According to hedonism, the child‟s death is 

bad because it causes other people to experience pain.  If it did not have this 

effect, it would not be bad.  Events derive their badness from their causal 

relation to pain which is the fundamental evil.  On virtue theory, it we 

(rightly) feel pain because evil things occur.  Here, the goodness of the 

person‟s pain derives from its relation to the fundamental badness of the 

child‟s death.  The only way to deny the goodness of such suffering is to 

make pain the fundamental evil and thus embrace hedonism and the rather 

odd claim that the child‟s death is bad because it causes pain and would not 

be bad if it did not so cause pain. 

There is not the space to enter into a full discussion of the moral 

significance of pain, but it should be clear that Rowe has made normative 

commitments beyond mere consequentialism--he is committed to some 

normative scheme that identifies suffering as an unqualified evil.  We can 

also see that only someone committed to hedonism can make an argument 

from evil that is based on the existence of pain simpliciter.  As will be 

explained more fully in the following section, only certain qualified cases of 

suffering will count as evil on Kantian theory.  On virtue theory, it would be 

extremely difficult to explain why a particular experience of suffering was 
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such that the person would have been better off without it, et ceteris paribus.  

Now, the person would certainly be better off had the relevant evil that made 

the suffering appropriate not occurred, but that is just to say that suffering in 

and of itself is not the real evil at issue. 
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Chapter 4 

Kantian Theory and Evil 

 

Up to this point, I have argued that one must commit to some moral theory 

to make a valid argument from evil.  I have shown that consequentialism is 

sufficient to generate a valid argument because its fundamental 

understanding of moral value and action restricts the ways that one can 

oppose evil to prevention.  I then indicated that non-consequentialist moral 

theories do not so restrict the mode of moral action to prevention simply 

because they reject consequentialism.  I complete this argument showing 

that the Kantian theory does not entail the “would prevent” claim and I 

demonstrate that there are other morally satisfactory ways that God might 

oppose evil in a manner more appropriate to Kant‟s theory.  I will work out 

Kant‟s theory drawing attention to areas relevant to the problem of evil 

beginning with the moral significance of suffering. 

 

4.1 The Supremum Bonum and Significance of Suffering 

The use of Kantian moral theory instead of hedonism to give a substantive 

definition of the good yields a very different list of the evils that God‟s 

moral perfection must fundamentally oppose.  According to Kantian theory, 

the existence of suffering in general cannot be the relevant sort of evil and 

God need not unconditionally oppose it.  Some suffering turns out to be 

good. 

 Kant finds the supreme and unconditional good in the good will and 

holds that all other goods derive their own conditional goodness from a 
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relation to the more fundamental good will.  Now some who may be familiar 

with Kant may find talk of the highest good in Kantian theory inappropriate.  

They have heard that Kant is a deontologist and does not use the good as the 

fundamental point from which to derive his ethical theory.  When 

formulating ethical theories, one can ground ethical properties in one of two 

ways: one can take a value-theory approach and make the good fundamental 

and derive the right from it.  Deontological approaches first define the right 

as fundamental and derive the good from the right.  As a deontologist, Kant 

should begin with the right and move to the good.   

Although many have understood Kant to take the deontological route, 

Barbara Herman has recently criticized this commonplace view, arguing that 

such a view fails to address Kant‟s clear statements about the good at the 

beginning of the Groundwork.
34

  If we take the beginning of the 

Groundwork seriously, we can see how Kant derives his ethical theory from 

the idea of the fundamental, highest, unqualified, or unconditional supreme 

good.  „Supreme‟ and „highest‟ means this good possesses the highest 

magnitude of goodness--there is none greater.  „Unconditional‟ and 

„unqualified‟ mean that this good has its goodness in itself without any 

external condition or qualification, its own presence is sufficient for its 

goodness.  „Fundamental‟ means that everything else that can be good is 

only good in relation to it. 

 Kant quite straightforwardly appeals to the supreme good as the 

foundation of ethics in the Critique of Practical Reason and he defines the 

supremum bonum or highest good in its formal role and specifically 
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identifies it as virtue.
35

  Kant characterizes the supreme good that formally 

grounds his system as having value and so this truly represents a value 

approach to ethics.  The supreme good has the most categorical worth, and 

possesses the greatest magnitude of value, but Kant has more in mind than 

just magnitude of value.  All other goods depend upon the good will for their 

own goodness.  Understanding this will show how pleasure and happiness 

can only have conditional good on Kant‟s system. 

 The concept of highest already contains an ambiguity that, if not 

attended to, can  occasion needless disputes.  The highest can mean either 

the supreme (supremum) or the  complete (consummatum).  The first is that 

condition which it itself unconditioned, that  is, not subordinate to any other 

(originarium) . . . That virtue (as worthiness to be happy) is the supreme 

condition of whatever can even seem to us desirable and hence of all our 

pursuit of happiness and that it is therefore the supreme good has been 

proved in the Analytic.
36

 

 We can see Kant beginning with the notion of an unconditioned and 

fundamental value in the Groundwork when he argues that nothing is good 

in itself or good without qualification except for a good will: 

 

It is impossible to think of anything at all in the world, or indeed even 

beyond it, that could be considered good without limitation except for 

a good will.  

 

A good will is not good because of what it effects or accomplishes . . . 

but only because of its volition, that is, it is good in itself and, 
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regarded for itself, is to be valued incomparably higher than all that 

could merely be brought about by it 

 

The true vocation of reason must be to produce a will that is good, not 

perhaps as a means to other purposes, but good in itself . . . This will 

need not, because of this be the sole and complete good, but it still 

must be the highest good and the condition of every other,  even 

of all demands for happiness . . .
37

   

 

 Only one thing has its good unconditionally, the good will which Kant 

will call the supremum bonum in the Critique.  At the beginning of the 

Groundwork, Kant makes the point that things held by the ancients to have 

unconditional worth, the virtues, cannot have unconditional worth because 

they become evil when they accompany a bad will.  Likewise, happiness 

cannot have unconditional worth either because anyone can see that it would 

be bad for a wicked person to be happy.   Although capable of being good, 

these things have a condition for being good and so cannot be 

unconditionally good.   

 Kant argues that the good will provides the condition for the goodness 

of these things and he shows that the good will itself has no external 

conditions for being good.  If the will is good, no external condition related 

to the will could make it bad.
38

  Once we see the good will‟s imperviousness 

to corruption by any qualification or condition, we see that the good will 

constitutes the fundamental good standing at the base of the moral world.  

As it is the only unconditional and unqualified good, it must be the source of 

all other value in addition to having the most value. Anything else that we 
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call good is only conditionally good, the condition being the proper relation 

to the good will.  So happiness can be good, but only in relation to a good 

will; happiness cannot be unconditionally or good without qualification.   

 We can see now what the unconditional good consists of and therefore 

we can now define unconditional evil as what opposes it.  I should also 

preempt a possible misunderstanding of the unconditional evil.  If the good 

will is the fundamental good and the only unconditional good, then God as 

wholly good must be understood as having the original good and holy will.  

It follows that the evil that stands in fundamental opposition to the good 

itself and to God‟s goodness must be the sort of evil that opposes the good 

will.   

Now it might seem that any occurrence that thwarts the good will or 

God‟s holy will, must be the evil that stands in logical conflict to God‟s 

goodness.  Then one could argue that if any evil state of affairs happens that 

God would not will, or anything occurs contrary to what God would will, 

then such occurrences are the relevant sort of evil.  This would 

misunderstand that the goodness of the good will is completely logically and 

fundamentally disconnected from its efficaciousness.
39

  Occurrences and 

states of affairs then cannot embody the fundamental evil that is in logical 

conflict with the good will.  Just as the supreme good must inhere in a will, 

the supreme evil would need to inhere in a diabolical will.  Kant argues that 

such a diabolical will cannot exist.
40

   

 So according to Kantian theory, there are no purely evil willings.  The 

argument against this possibility envisions an impossible and comical 
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scenario.  A truly diabolical will would act against the moral law out of 

something like respect for being evil.  We could imagine the diabolical 

villain, rising out of bed depressed and disappointed with his evil ways, 

feeling the pull of sympathy for his victims, knowing he will receive no joy 

or satisfaction from their suffering, but forcing himself against all 

inclinations and feelings of guilt to will badly out of a principled 

commitment to evil.  So there is no purely evil will.  If no unconditional evil 

exists, this could end the argument from evil very quickly. 

 It may be that there is no truly fundamental evil in strict logical 

conflict with the holy will of God, but perhaps the depraved and impure will 

of humans can substitute in the argument as the evil most unconditionally 

opposed to the supreme good.  Such a depraved will subordinates the moral 

law to its own self-satisfaction.
41

  The prideful move of subordinating one‟s 

observance of the moral law to one‟s own desire is what Kant calls the 

peccatum originarium or original sin that all humans have committed and 

which marks human wills as depraved.  Using the depraved will would at 

least yield an evil that inheres to wills standing opposite to the good will.
 42

  

The most fundamental and relevant evil opposed to God‟s goodness is the 

bad will.  But arguments from evil do not cite bad wills; they at most cite the 

effects of bad wills, usually suffering.  Is suffering evil according to Kantian 

theory? 

 We can determine whether suffering is evil by considering the 

goodness of happiness.  Suffering opposes happiness and so will be evil to 

the extent that happiness is good.  According to Kantian theory, happiness is 
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a good.  The good will is the highest good; it is not the complete good.  The 

complete good includes not only the good will but happiness.
43

  For Kant, 

happiness is to be defined as satisfaction with one‟s condition including 

pleasure and the satisfaction of inclinations.  Virtue is the necessary 

condition for happiness being good.  So the highest good (understood as the 

complete good) includes virtue and happiness but the goodness of the latter 

is always conditional upon the former. 

 

 Now inasmuch as virtue and happiness together constitute possession 

of the highest good in a person, and happiness distributed in exact proportion 

to morality (as the worth of a person and his worthiness to be happy) 

constitutes the highest good of a possible world, the latter means the whole, 

the complete good, in which, however, virtue as the condition is always the 

supreme good, since it has no further condition above it, whereas happiness 

is something that, though always pleasant to the possessor of it, is not of 

itself absolutely and in all respects good but always presupposes morally 

lawful conduct as its condition.
44

 

 

 Reinforcing the claim in the Groundwork that only the good will is 

unconditionally good, the passage shows that happiness can be good under 

certain conditions.  Happiness is good under the condition that one is 

morally worthy or deserving of it.
45

  Thus, one only has a right to happiness 

inasmuch as one is morally-deserving and so justice entails that one is owed 

happiness only to a degree congruent with one‟s virtue.  Suffering then is 

only conditionally evil because it opposes only a conditional good, 

happiness.   
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 Arguments from evil appeal to suffering as the general and relevant 

evil.  But suffering is fundamentally opposed to happiness simpliciter so it 

cannot be the unconditional evil because it is opposed to only a conditional 

good.
46

  It is only bad when the person suffering deserves happiness, so only 

undeserved suffering can comprise unconditional evil.  God‟s goodness does 

not unconditionally oppose suffering so the appeal to suffering in general 

cannot lead to a logical contradiction; every formulation of the argument that 

appeals to suffering in general fails if we assume Kantian theory.  However, 

the extinguishing of one candidate for evil comes at the price of spawning 

two more which like hydra‟s heads spring from the stump.  The Kantian 

identifies two evils that stand in conflict with goodness and which God must 

oppose: 1) the fundamental evil of the bad will and 2) undeserved suffering.  

The question now regards how God must oppose the evils—must it be by 

preventing them?  What would God do about evil? 

     

4.2 Must God prevent Evil? 

Kant denies that states of affairs are the fundamental bearers of value and 

this leads to different ways of opposing evil.  Just as the fundamental good 

inheres only to good wills, the fundamental evil inheres only to bad wills—

not states of affairs.  If the fundamental evil does not inhere to states of 

affairs as such but only to wills, then the logical opposition between the 

supreme good and the depraved will need not work its way out in terms of 

prevention.  Prevention represents the only appropriate manner when an 

agent is compelled to oppose a state of affair‟s obtaining.   
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 Kantian theory admits that undeserved suffering, a state of affairs, is 

evil and so should respond to the objection that the general existence of 

undeserved suffering is logically inconsistent with God‟s existence.  I 

maintain that even regarding evil states of affairs, it is false that moral action 

against them must take the form of prevention.  According to Kant, states of 

affairs can be valuable but not of their own making.  Wills, good and bad, 

are the bearers of fundamental or unconditional value for Kant, not states of 

affairs so the value of any state of affairs is a function of its relation to a 

good or bad will.  So we can say that states of affairs have conditional value 

as long as we understand that the state of affairs has no value in itself; its 

value is generated and derived from a relation to a will.  In the case of 

undeserved suffering, it is the undeserved aspect that creates the evil; the 

incongruity of happiness with the good will is the source of evil and so 

God‟s opposition to it need only redress the incongruity between a person‟s 

good will and happiness. 

 States of affairs, not being the primary bearers of value,
47

 need not be 

the primary target of moral action and so prevention cannot be the sole or 

even primary mode of moral action on Kantian theory.  Because wills are the 

bearers of fundamental value, moral action, especially the mode of 

opposition to evil, will occur in a manner appropriate to wills.  The full 

account of how such opposition manifests will be given below, but it is 

sufficient at this point to see that the fundamental commitment of 

Kantianism to the good will as the fundamental good rules out states of 
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affairs being the primary targets of moral action and thus prevention as the 

exclusive or even primary mode of opposition to evil.  A commitment to 

Kantian theory does not license such an inference to the “would prevent” 

premise. 

 Even if we think consequentialism is false, we might think that often 

enough, things work out such that morally good beings do tend to prevent as 

much evil as they can without causing a greater evil.  But if there is any truth 

to this, it is purely accidental for the reasons cited above; the target of moral 

action on the Kantian view is not states of affairs.  We can show this by 

giving a conclusive counterexample to all formulations of the “would” 

premise that attempt to make prevention the primary mode of opposition to 

evil.  We need a case where Kantian theory entails that one should not 

prevent as much evil as one can without causing a greater amount of evil. 

 The famous example of Jim and the Indians will suffice.  Jim has 

stumbled across a scene in a small South American town where a group of 

soldiers is about to execute 20 captured Indians tied up against the wall.  The 

Indians have done nothing wrong; they have been arrested for protesting 

against the government‟s ill treatment of them.  As the soldiers are about to 

fire their weapons and kill the Indians, the captain notices Jim and 

recognizes that he is a foreigner.  There is a custom in this culture on such 

occasions where an honored guest from another country can execute one 

prisoner and the rest will be set free.  The captain offers Jim the chance to 

execute one Indian so that the other 19 will be set free. 

 According to Consequentialism, the only responsibility we have is 

towards states of affairs, and as I have pointed out above, the only action we 
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can take towards states of affairs is to cause their obtaining or thwart their 

obtaining.  No one can doubt that one person murdering one Indian is a 

better state of affairs than a few people murdering twenty Indians.  So 

according to consequentialism, the right thing to do is to kill the one Indian.  

Maybe this is committing an evil and normally Jim should prevent the evil 

of himself murdering someone, but in this situation, preventing that evil 

would cause a much greater evil. 

 On a Kantian view, the right thing for Jim to do is to refrain from 

killing the one Indian, despite the fact that this will lead to all twenty being 

killed.  For Jim, the opposition to evil does not manifest in terms of 

preventing an evil state of affairs.  The opposition works out in Jim‟s 

decision to will in accordance with the moral law rather than will against the 

moral law motivated by inclination (sympathy perhaps).  The fact that this 

willing leads to a greater evil (in terms of states of affairs) is irrelevant 

because the will and its manner of willing, not states of affairs, is the 

primary bearer of value and goal of moral action. 

 

4.3 Why would God not prevent evil? 

So far we have seen that arguments from evil maintaining that God “would 

prevent evil” must be assuming consequentialism.  According to 

consequentialism, the only targets of moral action are states of affairs which 

can only be opposed as such by prevention.  Once consequentialism is 

discarded, all bets are off because states of affairs are no longer the 

exclusive aim of moral action.  When we accept Kantian theory, we can see 

that there are situations in which it would be wrong to act to prevent a worse 
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state of affairs; it is wrong to prevent a worse state of affairs when the act is 

not in accordance with the moral law.   

 A satisfactory response to the argument from evil will do more than 

simply find a single counterexample and rest content having found a flaw in 

the argument.  How is the counterexample substantively related to God‟s 

failure to prevent evil?  Here we delve more deeply into Kantian theory to 

show the substantive reason why it would be wrong for God to prevent all 

evil.   

 On Kantian theory, there are two types of evil: the bad will and 

undeserved suffering.  The explanation for why God does not prevent the 

more fundamental evil of bad willings will explain why God does not 

prevent most cases of undeserved suffering, which result from bad willings.  

The reason why God does not prevent moral evil is simple: it is logically 

impossible to prevent the willing of a freewill and both the will and its 

freedom continue to endure.  The very nature of autonomy necessarily 

entails that the willings must be uncaused by other agents. If anything 

outside the agent determined it‟s willing, the willing would not be free.  

Therefore, moral evil cannot be prevented without destroying either the 

agent or the agent‟s autonomy.  From this it follows that the outcomes of a 

freewill must be permitted by God, although demonstrating this will take a 

little more work.  One might think that God could leave the will autonomous 

but simply thwart and render ineffective its bad willings.  This would serve 

to prevent the evil of undeserved suffering that agents inflict upon one 

another while retaining freewill.   
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 According to Kant‟s theory, such a policy on the part of God would 

result in the destruction of autonomy and so it must be wrong for God to do 

so.  The first thing to recognize is that this action would have to be a policy 

and the policy of an omnipotent being.  The policy would destroy autonomy 

because it would become apparent rather quickly that it is impossible to 

effect any evil intention upon another.  The evil actions of the bad will are 

aimed at achieving certain states of affairs that, on this policy, could never 

obtain.  It would be impossible for an agent to be held ignorant of the 

inefficaciousness of his willings for the agent would see whether or not the 

states of affairs he intended obtained.  If it became clear that a certain 

species of intended consequences could never be known to obtain, it would 

become impossible to continue to will them.
48

  Once agents know it is 

impossible to achieve a certain end, it also becomes impossible to will it.   

One could imagine some misguided scientists of an earlier age 

working to design a craft capable of leaving the Earth and landing on the 

Sun.  Once the scientists learn that it is simply impossible to land anything 

on the surface of the Sun, it would be impossible for them to continue to will 

it and intend to do it.  Kant makes a similar point when he points out that 

immediate punishment would destroy the autonomy of the will because it 

would eliminate the distinction between acting out of duty and from 
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incentive.
 49

  In conclusion, God could not act so as both to preserve the 

freedom of the will and to thwart all evil consequences. 

 It then could be objected that God should simply destroy autonomy of 

a bad will for the sake of preventing undeserved suffering.  This would be 

both irrational and morally wrong.  Autonomy and dignity are not goods that 

can be exchanged for any other goods.  Their value is incommensurable and 

infinite; to attempt to trade them for anything else is to fail to understand 

their worth.  More importantly, any sort of action that would attempt to trade 

their value would be wrong.  On Kantian theory, it could be proven wrong 

by failing the universalizability test.  The intention of the policy of 

destroying autonomy to prevent undeserved suffering would contradict 

itself.  Undeserved suffering can only occur when an agent deserves 

happiness and this can only occur in the presence of a good will which itself 

requires the existence of autonomy.  So destroying autonomy would at the 

same time destroy the goodness of the happiness one sought to preserve.  By 

destroying the very thing it intends to preserve, this policy would fail the 

universalizability test. 

 We might think of it momentarily thinking as a consequentialist: 

because all value is derived from the existence of good wills, the only thing 

God could do to promote goodness would be to create autonomous rational 

agents and leave them that way.  To destroy autonomy would be to destroy 

all goodness.  An objection might hold that it is right (usually) for humans to 

prevent evil by thwarting bad wills.  Does not the argument above show that 

humans ought not to interfere with the effects of free wills for the sake of 
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autonomy?  No.  Humans, because of their finite power, cannot possibly 

threaten autonomy by seeking to thwart an evil agent.  As a conflict between 

wills of roughly equal power, autonomy is preserved no matter whose will 

succeeds.  All that matters for humans is that their prevention be in 

accordance with the moral law. 

  

4.4 How does God oppose Evil? 

If the problem evil simply argues that a good God would not fail to prevent 

evil, then it has been answered already.  It was shown above that the 

“would” premise will not take the form of preventing evil on Kantian theory; 

it just is not necessary for a morally perfect being to always act to prevent 

evil.  Sometimes it would be wrong to do so.  We did not stop there but 

explained the reason that evil could/should not be prevented by God in many 

or perhaps most cases.  The autonomy and dignity of rational beings requires 

that free wills be made truly autonomous and efficacious.  It is logically 

impossible for their willings to be prevented and their wills to remain free.  

Nor should their free wills be destroyed for the sake of preventing 

undeserved suffering because autonomy and dignity are at the foundation of 

all goodness—even the goodness of happiness.   

 To stop at this juncture would be unsatisfying for in answering one 

problem of evil we have discovered a new one.  We are still committed to 

the claim that God‟s goodness stands unqualifiedly opposed to evil, but if 

God‟s strict opposition to evil does not take the form of prevention, what 

form does it take?  The answer will be two-fold for we now know that there 

are two types of evil.  Relying on Kantian theory, I will first explain how 
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God must oppose undeserved suffering before showing how God must 

confront the more fundamental evil of the bad will.     

 The first part of the new problem of evil concerns the evil of 

undeserved suffering.  Undeserved suffering is an evil and so God‟s 

goodness must oppose it.  Although we would expect that states of affairs 

must be opposed by prevention, this state of affairs is not evil as a bad state 

of affairs per se, but only as it is related to the moral worth of the person; it 

is evil inasmuch as it is undeserved.  The undeserved aspect of this evil 

opens the way to a different form of opposition.  If dignity entails that 

prevention cannot be the primary way that God opposes undeserved 

suffering, then God must oppose it by compensation.  Compensating one for 

undeserved suffering may sound implausible, but the possibility and 

necessity of compensation can be shown from the very nature of happiness 

as something that can be deserved.  Just a little reflection on the meaning of 

“undeserved” shows that compensation is the logical and appropriate form 

of opposition. 

 Once it is accepted that happiness and suffering are the sorts of things 

that can or must be merited, then it is clear that they are the sorts of things 

that are exchangeable and the loss of which is subject to compensation.  We 

need only accept that someone could occupy a state of deserving happiness 

while not possessing it.  For someone to deserve something that one does not 

immediately possess is for one to be owed that something.  If one is owed 

something one does not possess, acquiring it eliminates the debt and satisfies 

justice.  The length of time that the debt remains unpaid may yield interest 
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so to speak, but it in no way makes the debt unpayable; debts just are the 

sorts of things that can be paid back.   

 Now, the very core of Kantian theory maintains that happiness is only 

good when one deserves it.  Thus, happiness is the sort of thing that one can 

be owed and so when one has received the happiness one is owed, one has 

been compensated in a manner that satisfies justice.  Suffering undeservedly 

simply increases one‟s rightful claim to happiness and thus entails that the 

acquirement of the owed-happiness satisfies the debt.  It is not necessary that 

one be rewarded with happiness or punished with suffering immediately, in 

fact Kant thinks that this cannot happen or it would destroy the ability to act 

out of respect for the moral law instead of for incentive.  What matters is 

that over the long term, one receives the happiness that one deserves in 

accordance with virtue.  Whatever claims of happiness those who suffer 

undeservedly amass, God can compensate them in the future, thereby 

eliminating the evil. 

 So, if happiness is the sort of thing that can be owed, then its 

undeserved loss is something that can be compensated for.  The way God 

opposes undeserved suffering is by reimbursing those who have wrongly 

suffered in the afterlife.
50

  Now it might be objected that this cannot be 

correct for it would be immoral for any of us to cause or allow one to suffer 

undeservedly merely because we would compensate them.  Therefore, it 

cannot be that God is justified in acting in such a manner.  The problem with 

this sort of objection is that it fails to take into account that the very reason it 
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would be wrong for a human to behave in this manner is that such behavior 

is only befitting of God. 

 First, because virtue can only be truly known in the will, it is not 

possible for us as humans to truly know another‟s virtue since we can only 

infer it from acts.  The first requirement for compensating one with 

happiness is to know how much happiness one deserves in accordance with 

his or her virtue.  This is plainly impossible for any human to know.  

Moreover, even if it were possible to know, human powers are so finite that 

we could never ensure that the person would obtain the deserved happiness.  

We cannot determine that anything we do could make them happy nor are 

we powerful enough to ensure that our plans are effective; we cannot even 

ensure that the person would live long enough to experience it.  Of course, 

none of these limitations apply to God and so the objection from analogy 

breaks down; God can oppose undeserved suffering via just compensation. 

 Answering the problem of undeserved suffering might have been the 

easy problem.  How could God oppose the more fundamental evil of the bad 

will?  The first point to make is that bad wills can be punished and this is a 

logical and appropriate form of opposition.  While one cannot oppose bad 

willings by preventing them, one may find it possible to oppose them 

afterwards through punishment.  While punishment can even the scales, it 

fails to oppose the bad will at the most fundamental level.  God needs a way 

to put an end to the bad will without extinguishing the will itself. 

 Kant thought that God opposes the evil will by reforming it.  If we 

consider the logical space available for opposition between free wills to 

manifest, it seems that only punishing and reforming are possible modes of 
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opposition.  Kant believed that God must found or must have founded a 

community of virtue (ethical community) which fallen humans join and 

through which begin the process of reforming their wills.
51

  Kant thought 

that all humans suffered from a peccatum originarium that although freely 

chosen, inevitably depraved the wills of all humankind.  Kant believed that 

God achieves victory over the bad will by founding an ethical community 

(church)
52

 and bringing bad wills into it.  So according to Kant, the 

fundamental evil of the world is being opposed by God in the only ways 

possible: through future punishment and compensation and in the form of 

the ethical community at work in the world today. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

Moral theory plays a critical and largely unobserved role in the logical 

structure of arguments from evil. No purely logical analysis of „morally-

perfect‟ can derive a specific prescription for moral action that determines 

what God would do about evil.  One must commit to specific normative 

claims to arrive at a specific prescription and this entails a commitment to 

some moral theory. 

 For the argument to be successful, the action-prescribing claim must 

restrict the way God opposes evil to prevention.  Only a “would prevent” 

claim can create a logical conflict between God‟s existence and evil‟s 

existence.  Apparently, every valid formulation of the argument from evil 

successfully restricts opposing evil to prevention by assuming some form of 

consequentialism.  Non-consequentialist theories need not so restrict the 

mode of God‟s moral action to preventing evil.  Kantian theory does not 

license the inference to the “would prevent” principle nor does it provide 

any reason to suppose that God would prevent all or even most evil.  

Moreover, Kantian theory provides an explanation for why God would not 

prevent evil by describing more appropriate ways for God to oppose evil. 

 Although Plantinga‟s own model is implausible because of its moral 

commitments, it shows that a successful model need only find the right 

moral theory.  Consequentialism makes getting a valid argument from evil 

easy whereas Kantian theory makes it relatively easy to show that God and 
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evil are compatible.  I conclude that one cannot determine the truth about 

God and evil without determining the truth about morality. 

 The dialectical lesson from this is that when formulating an argument 

from evil for the purpose of showing theism to be irrational, one must use 

the moral theory of the theist.  This is a point first made by Marilyn 

Adams.
53

  If moral theory must be employed to derive the “would” claim 

from God‟s attribute of being morally-perfect, then the theist‟s moral theory 

must do this work.  If one does not use the theist‟s moral theory, then one 

can neither show inconsistency in the theist‟s beliefs nor prove to the theist 

that God does not exist, unless one wishes to first prove to the theist which 

moral theory is correct.   
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