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r faHIS papcr is concerncd with 6pinterrelated
I questions. ' l 'he 6rs; is: Is there anajggpent for

atheism based on the existence of evi l  that may
rational ly just i fy someone in bcing an atheist? To
this f irst question I give an al l i rmative answer and
try to support that answer by se tt ing forth a strong
argument for atheism based on the existence of evi l .r
The second quest ion is:  How can the theist  best
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IX THE PROBLEM OF EVIL AND
VARIETIE,S OF ATHE,ISM

SOME
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of div ine being or div ine real i tv.  Ti l l ich was not an

atheist in the broad sense. But he was an att-rc1-sJ-in

the narrow sense, lor he denied that there exists a

div ine being that is al l -knowing, al l -powerful  and

perfectly good. In this pape r I  wi l l  be using the terms
"theism," " theist ,"  "atheism," "atheist ,"  "agnos-

t ic ism," and "agnost ic"  in the-4a1row.sense ,  not  in

the broad sense.

atheisnr bascd on the existence of  evi l .  The f inal  i  In developing the arsument for  atheism based on
question is: What posit ion should the informed t lre existence of cvi l ,  i t  wi l l  be useful to f iocus on some
atheist  take concerning the rat ional i ty of  theist ic j  part icular evi l  that  our wor ld contains in consider-
bel iel? Three dif ferent answers an atheist may give i  able abundance. Intense human and animal suffer-
to th is quest ion serve to dist inguish three var iet ies of :  ing,  for  example ,  occurs dai ly and in great pleni tude
atheism: unfr iendly at l teism, indif ferent atheism,t in our world. Such intense suffering is a clear case of
and fr iendly atheism. In the f inal part of the paper I  evi l .  O[course, i f  the intense suffering leads to some
discuss and defend the posit ion of fr ic.ue!- ly athgisql. ,  greater eood, a sood we could not have obtained

Before we consider the arsument from evi l ,  wE.'  without undergoing the sul lering in question, we
need to dist inguish a narrow and a broad sense of the might conclude that the su{Iering is just i f ied, but i t
terms " theist ,"  "atheist ,"  and "agnost ic."  By a remains an evi i  nevertheless.  For we must not
"theist" in the narrow sense I mean someone who confuse the inlense suffering in and of i tself  rvi th the
believes in the existence of an omnipotent, omnis- good things to which i t  sometimes leads or ofwhich i t
cient, eternal, supremely good being who created may be a necessary part.  Intense human or animal
the world. By a "theist" in the broad sense I mean sul lering is in i tself  bad, an evi l ,  even though i t  may
sonreone rvho bel ieves in the existence ofÄgrEe sgrt of sometimes be just i f ied by virtue of being a part of,  or

divine being or dLrr- i .ne real i ty- To be a theist in the leading to, some good which is unobtainable without
narrow sense is also to be a theist in the broad sense, i t .  What is evi l  in i tself  may sometimes be good as a
but one may be a theist in the broad sense-as was nreans because i t  leads to something that is good in
Paul  Ti l l ich-without bel ieving that there is a i tse l f .  In such a case, whi le remaining an evi l  in i tsel f ,
supremely good, omnipotent, omniscient, eternal the intense human or animal suffering is, neverthe-
being who created the world. Similar dist inct ions less, an evi l  which someone might be moral ly
must be made between a narrow and a broad sense of just i f ied in permitt ing.
the terms "atheist" 2nd "2gnostic." To be an atheist Taking human and animal suffering as a clear
in the broad sense is to deny the existence ofany sort  ins(ance o[evi l  which occurs wi th great f requency in

I Some philosophers have contended that the existence ofevil is logially inconsistznl with the existence ofthe rheistic God. No one, I
th ink,  has succee ded in establ ishins such an extravagant c la im. I  ndeed, granted i  ncompat i  b i l ism, there is a fa i r ly  compe l l ing argu ment
I t r r  the v iew that the exis(ence ofrv i l  is  loeical ly consistent wi th the exis(ence of the theist ic God. (For a lucid statcment of th is argument
see Alv in Plant inga, God, t r ' redont.  and Er i l  (New York,  lg74),  pp.  z9-5g.)  There remains,  however,  what we may cal l  thc ct ' idnl ia l
form-as opposed to tlrc logical form-of the problem of evit : the view thar rhe variery and profusion of evil in our world, although
perhaps not logical ly inconsistent wi th the existence of the theist ic Cod, provides, nevertheless,  ra l ional  suppor! for  atheism. In rhis paper
I  shal l  be concerned sole- ly wi th the evident ia l  form of the problenr,  the lorm ofrhe problem which, I  th ink,  presents a rarher severe
di f f icul ty for  thcism.

dg&!d his posit ion against the argument for atheism 1,
based on the existence of  evi l? In response to th is,r
quest ion I  t ry to descr ibe what rnay be an adequate i
rat ional  defense lor  the isrr  against  any argume nt for  i
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our world, the argument lor athcism based on evi l
can bc stated as f iol lows:

r. There exist instan-ces of intense suflering which an
omnipotent, omniscient being could have prevented
without thereby losing some grcater good or per-
nri t t ing some cvi l  equally bad or rvorse.2

z. An ornniscient, wholly good be ing wqq!J prevent thc
occurrence ofany intense suffering i t  could, unless i t
could not do so without thercby losing some grea(er
good or permitt ing some evi l  e<lual ly bad or worse.

not the same as pernlitt ing an cvil grcater than s|
And this bccause rbc absence of a good state of a{Iairs
need not itself be an evil state o[ aflairs. It is also
important to recosnizc that r, might be such that it is
preventable by OG uilhout losing G (so condition (i)
is  not sat isf ied) but also such that i f  OG did prevent
it, G would be loss unless OG permitted some evil
equal to or worse than s,. If this were so, it does not
seenr correct to require that OG prevelrt sr. Thus,
condi t ion ( i i )  takes in(o accour.r t  an i rnportant
possibil i ty not encornpassed in condition (l . 

" '
3. There does not exisr an omnipotenr, omniscicnr, j ts i1 truc that if an ornniscic't '  wholly good being

who'y good being 
läiJ'.;Jl'..r",:::T,:l:..;I'.ffJlti:l1T$T',"ililVhat are lve to say about this arsunrcnt f ior atheism, lobtui,.,s? It recn.,, to rnc t;at it is true. l lut if i t is true

an argunrent based on the prollsio'of one sort of the' so is premise (e) of rhe orgr*,"nt for atheism,
evil in our world ? The argument is valid ; the relore, For that p."nrir" ,...ät, states ir;m()re cor.npact form
if lve have rational srounds fior acccpting 

^its what wc Savc suggeste.l nrust be true i{.an ornnis-
prenrises, to that extent we have rational grounds lor cicnt, wholly gooä be i 'g lails to preverlr some
accePting atheisrn' Do we, however, have rationa-l intcr.,se sutterin! it coulcl p."u".,t. Prämise (e) says
grounds for accepting the premises of this argument ? that an on.,nii ie r,t, *trotty good being 

' 
*orid

Let's begin with the second prcmisc.-Let r, b:.u: prcvent thc occurrence of airy"intcnsc suilering it
instance ol-intense human or arrinral sufnering whic,h could, unless it could not do so without theriby
anomniscient,whollygood beingcould preveut. \4'.c losing some greatcr good or permitting ,o-" .uil
wil l also stppose that things are suclt that r,. wil l .quo"ily bad är *orr". This piemise (oisomething
occur unless pre,u 'entcd by the otnniscient,  rvhol l l '  , r . r ,  ,o. ,4 istarr t  f ror .  i t )  is ,  I  i6 i 'k ,  5cl4 i '  .o. ,*on
good (OG) being. Wc rnight bc interestcd in by many atheists a 'd .ont6cists.  Of course, t6ere
detcrmining what would be a suffcient condition of 

-uy 
be disagrecrne.t about whether something is

oGbl l i lg ro prevenrsr.  But,  f iorour purposc herc,  goä, u, ,d Jh"th". ,  i { . i t  is  goocl ,  onc woulc l  be
y:,.nt"d goly O to state a nec(ssaty conditior.r lor OG nrorally jusrif icd in pcrrnitt ing s"onre intense sullbring
läil ing to prevcnt sr. T'hat condition, so it seems to to oc.u.-ir., order toobtain it. Somco.e rnight hold]
me, is this: lor exanrple, that no good is grcat enoughio justi iy

Either (1) there is some greatergnod, G, such that pernritt ing an innoccnt child to suffer terribly.{
G is obtainable by OG onl f  i [  OG permits . r ,3,  Again,  someor]e might hold that  thc rncre lact  that  a

or (i i) there is sonre great-er good, G, such that G is given good outweighs sonre suffbring and rvould be
obtainable by OG only i[OG permits either s, loss if the su{Iering rvere prevented, is not a morally
or sonre evil equally bad or worse, sufficient reason lor pernritt ing the sufferine. But to

or ( i i i )  s,  is  such that i t  is  pre ve ntable by OG only hold ei the r  of  these views is not to deny (z) .  For (z)
if OG permits some cvil equally bad or worse. claims only that y'an ornniscient, wholly good being

It is important to recognize that (i i i) is not permits intense su{l 'crirre then eithcr there is some
included in (i). For losing a good greater than r, is greater good that would havc becn loss, or some

2 I  f thcrc is sonre good. G. srratcr  th:rn anl  cvi l .  (  r  )  u i l l  bc la lsc I i r r  thc t r iv ia l  rcason that no rnattcr  rvhat cvi l .  ,1.  uc pick thc colr junct ive

eood statc ofaf la i rs consist ing ofG and E wi l l  outweiglr  E and be such that an onrnipotcnt bcirrg could rrot  ( )btain i t  wi thout pcrrni t t ing

E. iSccAlr inPlant inga,GodandOthn,Vir idr I thaca,r967].p.r67.)  Toavoidthisobject ionuernavinscrt"unrcplaceable" in(oour

premiscs (  r  )  and (z)  betwecn "sonre" and "grcatcr."  I fE isn' t  rcquircd for  G. and G is bct tcr  than ( i  p lus 6,  thcn the good conjunct ive

state ofaf la i rs composed ofG and 6 would be replauable by thc greatcr good ofG alonc. For thc sakc o[s inrpl ic i ty,  however,  I  wi l l  ignore

this cornpl icat ion both in the forrnulat ion and discussion ofpremiscs (r)  and (z) .
3 Three clar i fy ing points need to bc made in connect ion u ' i th ( i ) .  First ,  by "good" I  don' t  mcan to cxclude thc fu l f i l lment ofcertain

moral  pr inciples.  Perhaps prevent ine s,  rvorr ld preclude certain act ions prescr ibed by thc pr inciples of just ice.  I  shal l  a l low that the

sat is lact ion olcertain pr inciples of just icc mal be a good that outwcighs thc evi l  ofr .  Second, er en though ( i )  may suggest i t ,  I  don' t

rnear)  to l i rn i t  the good i r r  quest ion to sorrrcthing that wouldrfo/ /or l  in l inre the occurrcnce of  s, .  Arrd.  l inal l l ' ,  * 'c  s l rorr ld pcrhaps not faul t

O(,  i f  r  he good G, that  would be loss were . r ,  prevented. is not actual l t  greater than s,  ,  but  mcrcly such that al lowing s,  and G, as opposed

to prcr ent ing r ,  and thereb,v Insing G, would not al ter  thc balancc bctwccn goot l  and evi l .  For rcasorrs ol 's i rnpl ic i ty.  I  have lef t  th is point

out in stat ing ( i ) ,  wi th the resul t  that  1 i )  is  pcrhaps a l ; i t  s t rorrgcr than i t  should bc.
{  See Ivan's speech in Book \ ' ,  Chapter lY of  The Brolhers Karamazou.
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equally bad or worse evil that would have occurred,
had the intense suffering been prevented. (z) does
not prrrport to describe what might be a sfficienl
condition for an ornniscient, wholly good being to
pernrit irrtense sullering, only what is a necessary
condition. So stated, (z) seems to express a belief
that accords with our basic moral principles, prin-
ciples shared by both theists and nontheists. If we are
to fault the argument ficr atheism, therefore, it seems
we must find some fault with its 6rst oremisc.

Suppose in some clistant forest l ightnins strikes a
dead tree, resulting in a fiorest f ire. In the fire a fawn
is trapped, horribly burned, and lies in terrible
agony for several days before death relieves its
suffering. So far as we can see, the flawn's intense
suffering is pointless. For there does not appear to be
any greater good such that the prevention of the
hwn's suffering would require either the loss of that
good or the occurrence of an evil equally bad or
worse. Nor does there seem to be any equally bad or
worse evil so connected to the fawn's sufnering that it
would have had to occur had the fawn's suffering
been prevented. Could an omnipotent,  omniscient
being have prevented the fawn's apparently point-
less sufl 'erine? The answer is obvious, as even the
theist  wi l l  insist .  An onrnipotent,  omniscient being
coulcl have easily prevented the fawn from being
horribly burned, or, eiven the burning, could have
spared the fawn the intense su{l-ering by quickly
endins i ts l i fe,  rather than al lowing the fawn to l ie in
terrible agony for several days. Since the fawn's
intense suffering was preventable and, so far as we
can see, point less,  doesn' t  i t  appear that  premise (r  )
of the argument is true, that there do exist instances
of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omnis-
cient being could have prevented without thereby
losing some sreater good or permitting some evil
equally bad or worse.

I t  must be acknowledged that the case of the
fawn's apparently point less sulfering does not proae
that (  l  )  is  t rue.  For even though we cannot see how
the fawn's sul ler ing is required to obtain some
greater good (or to prevent sonle equally bad or
worse e v i l ) ,  i  t  hardly f ic l lows that i t  is  not  so required.
Aftcr al l ,  \4.e are often surprised by how things we
thought to be unconnectecl turn out to be int imately
connected. Perhaps, for al l  we know, there is some
lamil iar good outweighing the lawn's sufferin.g to
which that suffering is connected in a way we do not
see. Furthermore, there may well  be unlamil iar
goods, qoods we haven't dreamed of, to which the
lawn's sufl 'er ing is inextr icably connected. Indeed, i t
would seem to require somethins l ike omniscience
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on our part belore we could lay claim to knowing that
there is no greater good connected to the fawn's
suffer ing in such a manner than an omnipotent,
omniscient being could not have achieved that good
without permitt ing that suffering or some evi l
equally bad or worse. So the case of the fawn's
su{Iering surely does not enable us to eslabl ish the
truthol i r ) .

The truth is that we are not in a posit ion to prove
that (r )  is true. We cannot know with certainty that
instances of suffering o[ the sort described in ( r )  do
occur in our world. But i t  is one thing to knou or proue
that ( t )  is  t rue and qui te another th ing to have
ral ional grounds lor bel ieving (r) to be true. We are
olten in the posit ion where in the l ight of our
experience and knowledge i t  is rat ional to bel ieve
that a certain statement is true, even though we are
not in a posit ion to prove or to know with certainty
that the statement is t rue.  In the l ight  of  our past
experience and knowledge i t  is, for example, very
reasonable to bel ieve that neither Goldwatcr nor
N{cGovern wil l  ever be elected President, but we are
scarcely in the posi t ion ol  knowing with certaint l '
that neither wil l  ever be elected President. So, too,
wi th (r) ,  a l though we cannot know with certainty
that i t  is true, i t  perhaps can be rat ional ly supported,
shown to be a rat ional bel ief.

Consider again the case ol ' the fawn's su{Iering. Is
i t  reasonable to bel ieve that there is some greater
good so int imately connected to that suffering that
even an omnipotent,  omniscient being could not
have obtained that good without permitt ing that
suffering or some evi l  at least as bad? It  certainly
does not appear reasonable to bel ieve this. Nor does
it seem reasonable to bel ieve that there is some evi l  at
least as bad as the fawn's suflbring such that an
omnipotent being simply could not have prevented
it without permitt ing the tawn's su{tering. But even i f
i t  should somehow be reasonable to bel ieve either of
t lrese things of the lawn's suffering, we must then ask
whether i t  is reasonable to bel icve either of these I
things of al l  the instances of seemingly point lessr
human and animal suffering that occur clai ly in our;
r.r 'or ld. And surely the answer to this more general]
question must be no. I t  serms quite unl ikely that al l
the instances o{- intensc suffer ing occurr ing dai ly in
our world are int imately rclated to the occurrence of
greater goods or the Prevention of evi ls at least as
bad; and even more unl ikely, should they somehow
al l  be so related, than an omnipotent,  omniscient
being could not have achieved at least some of those
goods (or prevented some of those evi ls) without
permitt ing the instances of intense suflering that are

THE PROBLEM OF EVIL AND SOME VARIETIES OF ATHEISM
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supposedly related to them, In the l ight of our
experience and knowledge of the varicty and scale of
human and aninral suffering in our rvorld, the idea
that none ofthis suffering could have been prevented
by an omnipotent being without thereby losing a
greater good or perrnit t ing an evi l  at least as bad
seems an extraordinary 'absurd idea, qui te beyond
our bel ief.  I t  seems then that although we cannot
proue thzt (r) is truc, i t  is, nevertheless, altogether
reasonable to bel ievc that  ( r )  is  t ruc,  that  ( r )  is  a
ral ional bel ief.s

Returning now to our argument for atheism,
we've seen that the second premise exprcsses a basic
bel icf common to man-v theists and nontheists.. |  
W.' lr .  also seen t l ' rat our experience and knowledge

I of the variety and prolusion of sul ler ing in our world
' provides rational support for the first prcnrise. Secing

that the conclusion. " ' Ihere does not exist an
omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being" fol lows
from these two premiscs, i t  does seem that we have

ryti-gnalsuppo,1t&f.g-thgtj.l1 that it is rcasonable for us
to bel ieve that the theist ic God does not exist .

I I

Can theism be rat ional ly dcfended against the
argument lor atheism r+'e havc just exarnined? If  i t
can, horv might the thcist bcst rcspond to that
argument? Since the argument l ror i l  ( r )  and (z)  to
(3) is val id, and since the theist,  no less than the
nontheist ,  is  more than l ikc ly conrmit tcd to (z) ,  i t 's
c lear that  the theist  can reject  th is atheist ic argu-
mcnt only by reject ing i ts f i rst premise, the premise
that states that there are instances of intense
suffering which an omnipotent, onrniscient being
could have prevented without thereby losing sonrc
greater good or pernri t t ing some evi l  equally bad or
worse. How, then, can the theist best respond to this

premise and the conside rat ions advanced in i ts

support  ?
There are basical ly,  three responses a theist  can

. make. First ,  he might argue not that  ( r )  is  k lse or

AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

probably false, but only that the reasoning given in

support o[ i t  is in sonre way deJecl i t ,e. He may do this

either by areuing that the reasons given in support of

(r) are in themselaes insuff icient to just i fy accepting
(r) ,  or  by arguing that thcre arc other th ings we

know which, wl ten takcn in conjunct ion wi th these
reasons, do not just i [y us in acceptinC ( I  ) .  I  suppose

some theists would be contcnt with this rather

modest response to thc basic argument for atheism.

But give n thc val id i ty of  thc basic argument and the

theist 's  l ike ly acce ptance of  (z) ,  he is thereby

commit ted to the v iew that (r )  is  fa lse,  not just  that

we have no good reasons lor accepting (t) as true.

Thc second two responses are aitncd at showing that

i t  is  reasonable to bcl icve that ( r )  is  fa lse.  Since the

theist is comrnitted to this view I shal l  focus the

discussion on thcse two attempts, attempts which we

can dist inguish as " thc dircct  at tack" and " the

indirect  at tack."
By a direct  at tack,  I  mean an at tcrnpt to reject  ( t )2

by point ing out goods, for exanrple, to which-
suflering nrav rvel l  be contrected, goods which an
omnipotcnt, onrniscient being cc-,uld not achieve
without permitt ing su{I 'cr ing. I t  is doubtful,  how-
evcr, that the direct attack can succeed. The theist
rnay point out that somc sulTering leads to moral and
spir i tual devclopnre nt irnpossible w' i thout sulnering.
But i t 's reasonabll 'c lcar t l rat sul ler ing oftcn occurs in
a degrcc frar beyond what is rcquired f ior character
dcvclopmcnt. The thcist may say that some suffering
rcsults frorn free__cho-ices ol-hurnan bcings and might
be prevcntable only by preventing some measure of

human freedom. But, again, i t 's clcar that much
intense suffering occurs not as a result of human free
choices.  The gencral  d i f f icul ty wi th th is direct  at tack

fon prcmise ( I  )  is twofold. First,  i t  cannot succeed, for

, the theist does not know what greate r goods rnight be
served, or evi ls prevented, by each instance of
intense human or animal sul ler ine. S,egond, the
theist 's own rel igious tradit ion usually maintains
that in this l i fe i t  is not given to us to know God's

purpose ln
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5 One might object  that  the conclusion of th is paragraph is strongcr than the reasons given warrant.  For i t  is  one thing to argue that i t
is  unreasonable to th ink that  (  r  )  is  fa lse and ano(her th ing to conclude that we are thereforejust i f ied in accept ing (  I  )  as t rue.  There are
propositions such that believing them is much more reasonable than disbelieving them, and yet are such that withholdingjudgment aboul
them is more reasonable than bel ieving them. To take an example of  Chisholnr 's:  i t  is  more reasonable to bel ieve that the Pope wi l l  be in
Rome (on some arbi t rar i lv  p icked future date;  than to bel ieve that he won' t ;  but  i t  is  perhaps more reasonablc to suspendjudgment on
the quest ion of the Pope's whereabouts on that part icular date,  than to bel ieve that he wi l l  be in Romc. Thus, i t  nr ight  be objected, that
whi le we'r 'e shown that bel ieving (r) is more reasonable than disbel ieving (r) ,  wc haven' t  shown that bcl ievin.g ( l )  is  more reasonablc
than withholding be l ief .  My answer to th is object ion is that  there are th ings wc know which render (r  )  probable to the degree that i t  is
morereasonabletobel iete(r) thantosuspendjudgmenton(r) . \ !hatarethesethingsweknow?l ' i rst , l th ink, ist l rcfact that thereisan
enormous l  ar iety and profusion of intense hunran and animal suf fer ing in our wor ld.  Second, is the fact  that  much of th is sul ler ing seems
quite unrelated to any greater goods (or the absence ofequal  or  greater evi ls)  that  might just i$ i t .  And, f inal ly,  there is the fact  that  such
suffer ing as is relatcd to greatcr goods (or the absence ofcqual  or  grcatcr evi ls)  does not.  in manl cascs.  sccnr so int imately related as to
require i ts permission by an omnipotent being bent on secur ing those goods ( thc absence of those evi ls) . ' I 'hesc facts,  I  am clainr ing,
make i t  more reasonablc to accept (  r  )  than to u, i thhold judgment on (  r  ) .
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purpose in allowing particular instances of suffering.
Hence, the direct attack against premise (r ) cannot
succeed and violates basic beließ associated with
theism.

The best procedure for the theist to follow in
rejecting premise (r) is the indirect procedure. This
procedure I  shal l  cal l  " the C. E. Moore shi f t , "  so-
called in honor of the twentieth century philosopher,
C. E. Moore, who used it to great effect in dealing
with the arguments of the skeptics. Skeptical philo-
sophers such as David Hume have advanced inge-
nious arguments to prove that no one can know of
the existence of any material object. The premises of
their arguments employ plausible principles, prin-
ciples which many philosophers have tried to reject
directly, but only with questionable success.
Moore's procedure was altogether di{ferent. Instead
of arguing directly against the premises of the
skeptic's arguments, he simply noted that the pre-
mises implied, for example, that he (Moore) did not
know of the existence of a pencil. Moore then
proceeded indirectly against the skeptic's premises
by arguing:

I do know that this pencil exists.
I f  the skept ic 's pr inciples arc correct  I  cannot know of
the existence ol  th is penci l .

, ' . The skeptic's principles (at least one) must be
incorrect.

Moore ther.r noted that his argument is just as valid
as the skept ic 's,  that  both of  their  arguments contain
the premise "If the ske ptic's principles are correct
Moore cannot know of the existence of this pencil,"
and concluded that the only way to choose between
the two arguments (Moore's and the skeptic's) is by
deciding which of the first premises it is more
rational to believe-Moore's premise "I do know
that this pencil exists" or the skeptic's premise
asserting that his skeptical principles are correct.
Moore concluded that his own first premise was the
more rational of the two.6

Be lore we see how the theist may apply the G. E.
Moore shift to the basic argument for atheism, we
shoulcl note the general stratesy of the shift. We 're
given an argument I p, q, therefore, r. Instead o[
arguing directly against p, another arsument is
constructed-not-/, q, therefore, not-/r-which be-
gins with the denial of the conclusion of the first
argument, keeps its second premise, and ends with
the denial of the first premise as its conclusion.

Compare,

I ,P
q

for exanrple, these two:

I I .  not-r
q

t, i. utt.rtr, of logic that If L, 
"^,Jr', 

must be valid
as well. Since the arguments are the same so lar as
the second premise is concerned, any choice between
them must concern their respective {irst premises. To
argue against the first premise (P) by constructing
the counter argument I I  is  to emplol '  the G. E.
Moore shift.

Applying the C. E. Moore shift against the first
premise of the basic argument for atheism, the theist
can argue as fbllows:

not-3. There exists an omnipotent, omniscient,
wholly good being.

z. An omniscient, wholly good being would pre-
vent the occurrence ol 'any intense suffer ing i t
could, unless it could not do so without thereby
losing some greater sood or permitting some
evil equally bad or worse.

therefore,
not-r .  I t  is  not  the case that there exist  instances

of intense suffering which an onlnipotent,
omniscient being could have prevented with-
out thereby losing some greater good or
permitting some evil equally bad or worse.

We now have two arguments: the basic argument
for atheism from (r)  and (z)  to (3),  and the theist 's
best response, the argunrent frorn (not-3) and (e) to
(not-  r  ) .  What the theist  then says about ( l  )  is  that  he
has rational pJrounds for believing in the existence of
the theist ic God (not-3),  accepts (r)  as t rue,  and sees
that (not-  r  )  fo l lows from (not-3) and (z) .  He
concludes, therefiore, that he has rational grounds
lbr rejecting ( I ). Having rational grounds lor reject-
ing ( r ), the theist conclude s that the basic argument
for atheism is mistaken.

I I I

We've had a look at a forceful argument for
atheism and what seems to be the theist 's best
response to that argument. I fone is persuaded by the
argument for atheism. as I f ind myself to be, how
mi.qht one best vicw the posit ion ol thc theist.  Of
course, he wil l  view the theist as having a false bel iel,

oSee, for example, the two chapters on Hume in C. E. Moore, Sorna lllain Problcns oJ Philosoplry (London, r953).
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just as the theist wil l view the atheist as having a false to justify his belief by appealing to one or more of the
belief. But what position should thc atheist take traditional arguments: Ontological, Cosmological,
concerning the rationality of the theist's belief? There 'feleological, Moral, e tc. Sccond, he might appeal to
arelüieil major positions an atheist might take , certain aspects of religious expcrience, perhaps even
positions which we may think of as some varieties of his own religious experience. Third, he might try to.
atheism. First, thc atheist may believe that no one is justify theism as a plausible theory in terms of which
rationally justified in believing that the theistic God we can Lq._c,g.unt lbr a varicty of phenomena.
exists. Let us call this position "unfriendly atheism." Although an atheist must hold that the theistic God
Second, the atheist may hold no belief concerning does not exist, can he not also believe, and be
whether any theist is or isn't rationally justif ied in justif ied in so bclieving, that some of these 'Justif i-
believing that the theistic God cxists. Le t us call this cations of theism" do actually rationally justify some
view "indi{ferent atheism." Finally, the atheist may theists in their belief that there exists a supremely
believe that söme theists are rationally justif ied in good, omnipotent, omniscicnt bcing? It seems to me
believing that the theistic God exists. This view we that he can.
shall call "friendly atheism." In this final part of the IIwe think of the long history of theistic beliefand
paper I propose to discuss and defend thc position of the special situations in which people are sometimes
friendly atheism. placed, it is perhaps as absurd to think that no one

If no one can be rationallyjustif ied in believing a was ever rationally justif ied in believing that the
false proposition then friendly atheism is a paradoxi- theistic God exists as it is to think that no one was
cal, if not incoherent position. But surely the truth of e ver justif ied in believing that human being would
a belief is not a necessary condition of someone 's never walk on the moon. But in suggesting that
being rationally justif ied in having that belief. So in friendly atheism is preferable to unfriendly atheism,
holding that someone is rationallyjustif ied in believ- I don't mean to rest the case on what some human
ing that the theistic Cod exists, the friendly atheist is beings might reasonably have believed in the elev-
not committed to thinking that the theist has a true enth or thirteenth century. The more interesting
belief. What he is committed to is that the theist has question is whether somc pcople in modern society,
rational ground.s for his belicf, a belicf the atheist people who arc aware of the usual grounds for belief
rejects and is convinced he is rationally justif ied in and disbelief and arc acquaintcd to some degree
rejecting. But is this possible? Can someone, l ike our with modern science, are yet rationally justif ied in
friendly atheist, hold a beliel, be convinced that he is accepting theism. Friendly athcism is a significant
rationally justif ied in holding that belief, and yet position only if i t answers this question in the
belicve that someonc clse is cclually . justif ied in be- affirmative .
l icving the opposite ? Surcly' this is possiblc. Suppose I t is not diff icult for an atheist to be friendly when
your friends see you offon a fl ight to Hawaii. Hours he has reason to believe that the theist could not
after take-off they learn that your plane has gone reasonably bc cxpected to be acquainted with the
down at sea. After a twenty-four hour search, no grounds ficr disbelief that he (thc atheist) possesses.
survivors have been found. Under these circum- For then the athcist may takc the view that some
stances they are rationallyjustif ied in believing that theists are rationally justif ied in holding to theism,
you have perished. But it is hardly rational for you to but would not be so were thcy to bc acquainted with
be lieve this, as you bob up and down in your l i fe vcst, the grounds for disbe l iellthose grounds being suf-
wondcring why the search planes ha"'e failed to spot f icient to tip the scalc in favor of atheism when
you. Indeed, to amuse yourself whilc awaiting your balanccd against the reasons thc theist has in support
fate, you might very well reflect on the fact that your of his belief.
fr iends are rat ional ly just i f ied in bel ieving that you Friendly athcism trccomcs paradoxical,  however,

are now dead, a proposition you disbclieve and are when thc atheist contemplatcs believing that the
rationally justif ied in disbelievir.rg. So, too, perhaps theist has all the grounds for atheism that he, the

!an atheist may be rationally justif ied in his atheistic atheist, has, and ye t is rationally justif ied in main-
, belief and ye t hold that some theists are rationally taining his theistic belief. But cven so excessively
justif ied in believing just the oppositc of what he triendly a view as this perhaps can be hcld by the
believes. atheist i f  hc also has some reason to think that the

What sort of grounds might a theist have fior grounds for theism are not as rell ing as the theist is
bel ier , ing that Cod exists.  Wel l ,  hc might cndeavor just i f ied in taking them to be.7 
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In this paper I 've presented what I take to be a
strong argument lor atheism, pointed out what I
th ink is the theist 's  best response to that  argument,
distinguished three positions an atheist might take

'concerning the rationality of theistic belief, and
made some remarks in defense of the position called
"fr iendly atheism." I 'm aware that the central
points of the paper are not l ikely to be warmly

Purdue Uniuersiht
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received by many philosophers. Philosophers who
are atheists tend to be tough minded-holding that
there are no good reasons for supposing that theism is
true. And theists tend either to reject the view that
the existence of evil provides rational grounds lor
atheism or to hold that religious belief has nothing to
do with reason and evidence at all. But such is the
way of philosophv.8
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evi t lcnce I  have l i r r  the c la im t l rat  t l re sum ol ' the numbers is r .  You then use 1'orrr  calcrr lator rh i (  e over arrd arr ive at  resul ty.  You, then.
arejust i f ied in bcl ieving that the strm of t l te numbers is nol  r .  However,  knowing that your calculator has been damaged and is therefore
unrel iable,  and that you have no reason to th ink that  i t  is  damaged, . /  may reasonably bel ieve not only that  the sum ofthe numbers is r ,
but  a lso that you arejusr i f ied in bel ieving that the sum is not x.  Here is a case, then, where you have al l  ofmy evidence forp,  and yet I  can
reasonably believe that yotr are-iustified in believing not-p-fur I have reason to believe that 1'our grounds for not-y' are not as telling as
1'ou arejust i f ied in taking them to be.

E I  am inde bted to my col leagues at  Purdue Universi ty,  part icular ly to f 'ed Ulr ich and Li l ly  Russow, and to phi losophers ar The
Universi ty of  Nebraska, Indiana State Universi ty,  and The Universi ty of  Wisconsin at  Nt i lwaukee for helpful  cr i t ic isms of  ear l ier
versions of  th is paper.


