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CHAPTER 2 Philosophy of Religion

Religion plays an important role in the lives of the vast
majority of human beings. Adherents of religion are aptly
called “believers” because their commitment to their doc-
trines is based on faith. But could one’s faith be misplaced and
mistaken? Is it reasonable to accept doctrines on faith? Can
some religious beliefs, most of all the belief that God exists,
be supported—or even proved—by strictly rational argumen-
tation? These are some of the questions addressed by the
branch of philosophy called the philosophy of religion.

Because the fundamental doctrine of practically every religion
is that there is a God (there are exceptions, such as Theravada
Buddhism), the central question of the philosophy of religion
is whether God’s existence can be proved. Relying on reason
and experience rather than faith, can we show that there must
be a Supreme Being? Can we show that this Supreme Being is
(in some sense of the word) a person? A second major topic in
the philosophy of religion is the “problem of evil.” Let us sup-
pose that there is a personal God (whether or not this can be
proved) and that God is all-good and all-powerful. How then
do we account for the existence of evil? If God is all-good,
God would presumably want to eliminate all evils in the
world, such as human and animal suffering. If God is all-
powerful, God would presumably be able to eliminate all
evils. Yet there is abundant evil in the world. This problem of
evil has led some philosophers to claim that we can prove that
God does not exist. A third major topic in the philosophy of
religion is the connection of faith to reason. Is it reasonable to
accept religious beliefs, or does faith lie wholly outside the
realm of reason? Can there be legitimate nonrational grounds
for accepting claims that cannot be decided rationally?
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32 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

Our readings present a diversity of views on each of these
three topics. The first group of readings, “The Existence of
God,” includes arguments both for and against God’s exis-
tence. Anselm presents what is now known as the “onto-
logical argument” for the existence of God. He defines God
as “something than which nothing greater can be thought”
and claims that once we admit that such a being exists in
our understanding, we must also admit that it exists in
reality—for if it existed only in our understanding, it would
not be something than which nothing greater can be
thought because a being that also existed in reality would
be greater. Thomas Aquinas rejects Anselm’s ontological
argument and formulates five succinct proofs of his own.
He argues that there must be a first mover, a first cause of
change, a necessary being that is its own source of neces-
sity, a being that causes the perfections in all other beings,
and a being that directs natural beings toward their goals—
and he concludes that God is each of these five things.
David Hume presents a fictional dialogue in which three
characters discuss the validity of various proofs for the exis-
tence of God. In the next reading, William Paley sets forth
the “argument from design”: Just as the existence of a watch
indicates the existence of an intelligent artisan, so the exis-
tence of the infinitely more complex works of nature
implies the existence of an intelligent Creator. In the final
reading in this section, Richard Dawkins argues that the
scientific theory of cumulative natural selection can explain
the origin of complex organisms without recourse to an
intelligent designer.

The second section, “The Problem of Evil,” contains three
readings. Augustine contends that the evil that we suffer is
God’s just punishment for our evildoing, and that evil-
doing consists in our freely choosing to misuse our free
will. J. L. Mackie argues that the various attempts made by
theists to reconcile the existence of evil with the power and
goodness of God are unsuccessful because they end up
limiting either God’s power or God’s goodness. John Hick
argues that the existence of evil is necessary if human
beings are to fulfill their potential to love God freely and to
achieve the most valuable kind of moral goodness.

The final section, “Faith and Reason,” has two readings that
discuss religious belief. In Plato’s Euthyphro, Socrates uses

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 32



Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion 33

his method of questioning (the dialectical, “Socratic”
method) to lead the priest Euthyphro to reexamine his
notion of what piety is. Blaise Pascal contends that since we
are unable, in this life, to know whether God exists, we
must make a “wager” and either believe or not believe—
and that it is more reasonable to lay down our wager on the
side of belief.
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A. The Existence of God

READING 3 Proslogion and Exchange
with Gaunilo
Anselm

Anselm was born in Aosta, Italy, around 1033. Despite objections from his father, who
wanted him to pursue a career in politics, Anselm joined the Benedictine order, entering the
monastery at Bec in Normandy, France, in 1060. He became prior of Bec in 1063 and abbot
in 1078. As abbot he made several trips to England to inspect the lands that William the
Conqueror had given to the monastery. Anselm made many friends in England and in 1093
was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury by William Rufus (son and successor of William
the Conqueror). Anselm subsequently became involved in a series of controversies about the
authority of secular rulers in ecclesiastical matters, strongly defending the autonomy of
the Church. He died at Canterbury in 1109.

Anselm’s major works are the Monologion (“Soliloquy,” originally entitled “An
Example of Meditation on the Meaning of Faith”), the Proslogion (“Discourse,” originally
entitled “Faith Seeking Understanding”), and Cur Deus Homo (“Why God Became a
Human Being”). Our readings consist of (1) the section from the Proslogion in which
Anselm presents his “ontological argument” for the existence of God, (2) an excerpt from a
short work by Gaunilo (a monk contemporary with Anselm) that criticizes the ontological
argument, and (3) a section from Anselm’s reply to Gaunilo. (The term “ontological argu-
ment” is not Anselm’s; it seems to have been coined in the 18th century by Immanuel Kant.)

Our reading from the Proslogion begins with Anselm’s declaration that he believes that
God is “something than which nothing greater can be thought.” But does this God exist? Not
everyone thinks so; the fool in the Book of Psalms, for example, says in his heart that there
is no God. Anselm observes that the fool nonetheless understands what it is whose existence
he or she is denying. And since whatever someone understands exists in the understanding,
God exists in the fool’s understanding. To exist in the understanding, of course, is different
from existing in reality. Anselm then points out that to exist in reality is greater than to exist
only in the understanding. But this means that it is self-contradictory to deny that God exists
in reality: A person cannot consistently say that “something than which nothing greater can
be thought” does not exist in reality, because if this being did not exist in reality, the person
could conceive a greater being—namely, one that exists not only in the understanding but
also in reality. And then the being that, by definition, is that than which nothing greater can
be conceived, is one than which a greater can be conceived—an obvious contradiction.

Gaunilo, in his brief work “On Behalf of the Fool” (namely, the fool in the Book of
Psalms who says that there is no God), contends that the ontological argument is invalid
because this type of reasoning leads to obviously false conclusions. One could prove, for
example, that a perfect island exists because it wouldn’t be perfect if it existed only in our
understanding. Anselm responds to Gaunilo’s objection by denying that the ontological
argument can be applied to an island or to any other finite being. For the only being whose

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 34



Proslogion and Exchange with Gaunilo Anselm 35

nonexistence cannot be thought is the being than which nothing greater can be thought,
and only God fits this description.

PROSLOGION

Chapter 2. That God Truly Exists

Lord, you who grant understanding to faith, grant that, insofar as you know it
is useful for me, I may understand that you exist as we believe you exist, and
that you are what we believe you to be. Now we believe that you are something
than which nothing greater can be thought. So can it be that no such being exists,
since “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God’”?1 But when this same fool
hears me say “something than which nothing greater can be thought,” he surely
understands what he hears; and what he understands exists in his understand-
ing, even if he does not understand that it exists [in reality]. For it is one thing for
an object to exist in the understanding and quite another to understand that the
object exists [in reality]. When a painter, for example, thinks out in advance what
he is going to paint, he has it in his understanding, but he does not yet under-
stand that it exists, since he has not yet painted it. But once he has painted it, he
both has it in his understanding and understands that it exists because he has
now painted it. So even the fool must admit that something than which nothing
greater can be thought exists at least in his understanding, since he understands
this when he hears it, and whatever is understood exists in the understanding.
And surely that than which a greater cannot be thought cannot exist only in the
understanding. For if it exists only in the understanding, it can be thought to
exist in reality as well, which is greater. So if that than which a greater cannot be
thought exists only in the understanding, then that than which a greater cannot
be thought is that than which a greater can be thought. But that is clearly impos-
sible. Therefore, there is no doubt that something than which a greater cannot be
thought exists both in the understanding and in reality.

Chapter 3. That He Cannot Be Thought Not to Exist

This [being] exists so truly that it cannot be thought not to exist. For it is possible to
think that something exists that cannot be thought not to exist, and such a being is
greater than one that can be thought not to exist. Therefore, if that than which
a greater cannot be thought can be thought not to exist, then that than which a
greater cannot be thought is not that than which a greater cannot be thought;
and this is a contradiction. So that than which a greater cannot be thought exists
so truly that it cannot be thought not to exist.

And this is you, O Lord our God. You exist so truly, O Lord my God, that you
cannot be thought not to exist. And rightly so, for if some mind could think some-
thing better than you, a creature would rise above the Creator and sit in judgment
upon him, which is completely absurd. Indeed, everything that exists, except for

1Psalms 15:1 (14:1 in some versions); Psalms 53:1 (52:1). [D. C. ABEL]
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36 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

you alone, can be thought not to exist. So you alone among all things have exis-
tence most truly, and therefore most greatly. Whatever else exists has existence
less truly, and therefore less greatly. So then why did “the fool say in his heart,
‘There is no God,’” when it is so evident to the rational mind that you of all beings
exist most greatly? Why indeed, except because he is stupid and a fool?

Chapter 4. How the Fool Said in His Heart What Cannot
Be Thought

But how has he said in his heart what he could not think? Or how could he not
think what he said in his heart, since to say in one’s heart is the same as to think?
But if he really—or rather, since he really—thought this, because he said it in his
heart, and did not say it in his heart, because he could not think it, there must be
more than one way in which something is “said in one’s heart” or “thought.” In
one sense of the word, to think a thing is to think the word that signifies that
thing. But in another sense, it is to understand what exactly the thing is. God can
be thought not to exist in the first sense, but not at all in the second sense. No
one who understands what God is can think that God does not exist, although
he may say these words in his heart with no signification at all, or with some
peculiar signification. For God is that than which a greater cannot be thought.
Whoever understands this properly, understands that this being exists in such a
way that he cannot, even in thought, fail to exist. So whoever understands that
God exists in this way cannot think that he does not exist.

Thanks be to you, my good Lord, thanks be to you. For what I once
believed through your grace, I now understand through your illumination, so
that even if I did not want to believe that you exist, I could not fail to understand
that you exist.

Chapter 5. That God Is Whatever It Is Better to Be Than Not
to Be; and That He Alone Exists Through Himself, and Makes
All Other Things from Nothing

Then what are you, Lord God, than whom nothing greater can be thought?
What are you, if not the greatest of all beings, who alone exists through himself
and made all other things from nothing? For whatever is not this is less than the
greatest than can be thought, but this cannot be thought of you. What good is
missing from the highest good, through which every good thing exists? And so
you are just, truthful, happy, and whatever it is better to be than not to be. For it
is better to be just than unjust, and better to be happy than unhappy.

GAUNILO’S REPLY ON BEHALF OF THE FOOL

. . . I am offered the . . . argument that [something than which nothing greater can
be thought] necessarily exists in reality, since if it did not, everything that exists in
reality would be greater than it. And so this thing, which of course has been proved
to exist in the understanding, would not be greater than everything else. To that
argument I reply that if we are to say that something exists in the understanding
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that cannot even be thought on the basis of the true nature of anything whatever,
then I shall not deny that even this thing exists in my understanding. But since
there is no way to derive from this the conclusion that this thing also exists in real-
ity, there is simply no reason for me to concede to him that this thing exists in real-
ity until it is proved to me by some unassailable argument.

And when he says that this thing exists because otherwise that which is
greater than everything else would not be greater than everything else, he does
not fully realize whom he is addressing. For I do not yet admit—indeed, I actu-
ally deny, or at least doubt—that this greater being is greater than any real thing.
Nor do I concede that it exists at all, except in the sense that something exists (if
you want to call it “existence”) when my mind tries to imagine some completely
unknown thing solely on the basis of a word that it has heard. How, then, is the
fact that this being has been proved to be greater than everything else supposed
to show me that it exists in actual fact? For I continue to deny, or at least doubt,
that this has been proved, so that I do not admit that this thing exists in my
understanding or thought even in the way that many doubtful and uncertain
things exist there. First I must become certain that this thing truly exists some-
where, and only then will the fact that it is greater than everything else show
clearly that it also subsists in itself.

For example, there are those who say that somewhere in the ocean is an island
that, because of the difficulty—or rather, impossibility—of finding what does not
exist, some call “the Lost Island.” This island (so the story goes) is more plentifully
endowed than even the Isles of the Blessed with an indescribable abundance of all
sorts of riches and delights. And because it has neither owner nor inhabitant, it is
everywhere superior in its abundant riches to all the other lands that human
beings inhabit. Suppose that someone tells me all this. The story is easily told and
involves no difficulty, and so I understand it. But if this person went on to draw a
conclusion, and say, “You cannot any longer doubt that this island, more excellent
than all others on earth, truly exists somewhere in reality. For you do not doubt
that this island exists in your understanding, and since it is more excellent to exist
not merely in the understanding, but also in reality, this island must also exist in
reality. For if it did not, any land that exists in reality would be greater than it. And
so this more excellent thing that you have understood would not in fact be more
excellent.”—If, I say, he should try to convince me by this argument that I should
no longer doubt whether the island truly exists, either I would think he was
joking, or I would not know whom I ought to think more foolish: myself, if I grant
him his conclusion, or him, if he thinks he can establish the existence of that island
with any degree of certainty, without first showing that its excellence exists in my
understanding [precisely] as a thing that truly and undoubtedly exists, and not in
any way like something false or uncertain.

ANSELM’S REPLY TO GAUNILO

. . . I said that if [something than which nothing greater can be thought] exists
only in the understanding, it can be thought to exist in reality as well, which is
greater. Therefore, if it exists only in the understanding, the very same thing is
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38 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

both that than which a greater cannot be thought and that than which a greater
can be thought. Now I ask you, what could be more logical? For if it exists only
in the understanding, can it not be thought to exist in reality as well? And if it
can, does not the one who thinks it, think something greater than that thing is if
it exists only in the understanding? So if that than which a greater cannot be
thought exists only in the understanding, it is that than which a greater can be
thought: What more logical conclusion could there be? But of course that than
which a greater cannot be thought is not the same in anyone’s understanding
as that than which a greater can be thought. Does it not follow, therefore, that
if that than which a greater cannot be thought exists in any understanding at
all, it does not exist only in the understanding? For if it exists only in the
understanding, it is that than which a greater can be thought, which is absurd.

But, you say, this is just the same as if someone were to claim that it cannot
be doubted that a certain island in the ocean, surpassing all other lands in its fer-
tility (which, from the difficulty—or rather, impossibility—of finding what does
not exist, is called “the Lost Island”), exists in reality, because someone can eas-
ily understand it when it is described to him in words. I say quite confidently
that if anyone can find for me something existing either in reality or only in
thought to which he can apply this inference in my argument, besides that than
which a greater cannot be thought, I will find and give to him that Lost Island,
never to be lost again. In fact, however, it has already become quite clear that
that than which a greater cannot be thought cannot be thought not to exist, since
its existence is a matter of such certain truth. For otherwise it would not exist at
all. Finally, if someone says that he thinks it does not exist, I say that when he
thinks this, either he is thinking something than which a greater cannot be
thought, or he is not. If he is not, then he is not thinking that it does not exist,
since he is not thinking it at all. But if he is, he is surely thinking something that
cannot be thought not to exist. For if it could be thought not to exist, it could be
thought to have a beginning and an end, which is impossible. Therefore, some-
one who is thinking it, is thinking something that cannot be thought not to
exist. And of course someone who is thinking this, does not think that that very
thing does not exist. Otherwise he would be thinking something that cannot be
thought. Therefore, that than which a greater cannot be thought cannot be
thought not to exist.
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READING 4 Treatise on God
Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas was born in Roccasecca, Italy, around 1224. After receiving his initial
education from the Benedictine monks at Monte Cassino, he studied at the University of
Naples, where he encountered members of the Dominican order. Attracted to the Dominicans,
he joined the order despite opposition from his family. He was trained in philosophy and the-
ology in Paris and in Cologne, Germany, under the Dominican Albert (later known as Albert
the Great). After being ordained a priest, Aquinas pursued advanced studies in theology at the
University of Paris, receiving his degree in 1256. He taught for a few years at the University of
Paris and was then assigned to teach at various Dominican schools in Italy. Aquinas returned
to the University of Paris in 1268, but four years later he went back to Italy to establish a new
Dominican house of study at the University of Naples. He died in 1274 at Fossanova, Italy,
while traveling to Lyons to serve as a papal consultant at the Second Council of Lyons.

Aquinas’s major works include Summa Contra Gentiles (“Comprehensive Treatise against
the Gentiles”), Summa Theologiae (“Comprehensive Treatise on Theology”), Disputed Ques-
tions (summaries of debates he conducted on various topics as a professor of theology), and
detailed commentaries on the principal works of Aristotle.

Our reading is from the section of Part One of the Summa Theologiae known as the
“Treatise on God.” More specifically, the reading is the second “question” (topic) of this
section, “On the Existence of God.” This question consists of three “articles” (subdivisions).
The first article asks whether the existence of God is self-evident. (If God’s existence is self-
evident, there would seem to be no need to formulate a proof that God exists.) Aquinas
contends that God’s existence is self-evident in itself but not to us. A proposition is self-
evident in itself if the subject implies the predicate. Since God is existence (as Aquinas
argues elsewhere), the term “God” implies “existence” and God’s existence is therefore
self-evident in itself. But God’s existence is not self-evident to us because our limited
human minds are incapable of grasping the full meaning of the term “God.”

Since God’s existence is not self-evident to us, Aquinas proceeds to ask, in the second
article, whether the existence of God can be demonstrated (proved). He explains that God’s
existence can be demonstrated by reasoning from effects that we experience, back to God
as their cause. In the third article, Aquinas presents five proofs that God exists, based on five
kinds of facts that we experience. (1) The fact that there are things in motion implies that
there is a first mover that is not itself in motion—and this first mover is God. (2) The fact that
there are series of efficient causes (agents that bring things into existence or impart change)
implies that there is a first efficient cause—and this first cause is God. (3) The fact that there
are possible beings (beings that can not-exist) implies that there must be a necessary being
(a being that cannot not-exist) that is its own source of necessity—and this being is God.
(4) The fact that there are beings with different degrees of various perfections (for example,
of goodness) implies that there is a being that is the cause of all these perfections—and this
being is God. (5) Finally, the fact that natural beings without intelligence act for goals
(for example, plants act to grow and reproduce) implies that there is an intelligent being that
directs natural beings toward their goals—and this being is God.

Note that Aquinas begins each article by formulating objections against his own view.
Then, after setting forth his own position, he responds to the objections he raised.

39
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40 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

QUESTION 2. ON THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

First Article. Is the Existence of God Self-Evident?

I proceed in this way to the first article: It seems that the existence of God is
self-evident.

Objection 1. Things of which we possess knowledge by nature, are said to be self-
evident to us, as is manifest in the case of first principles. But, as Damascene
says in the beginning of his book, “All are by nature endowed with knowledge
of God’s existence.”1 Therefore, the existence of God is self-evident.

Objection 2. Things that we know as soon as we know terms, are said to be
self-evident, and the Philosopher in the Posterior Analytics attributes this to the
first principles of demonstration;2 when one knows what a whole is, and what
a part is, one immediately knows that every whole is greater than one of its
parts. But when one understands what the term “God” means, one immediately
grasps that God exists, for the term “God” means that than which nothing
greater can be signified. What exists in fact as well as in the intellect, however,
is greater than what exists in the intellect alone. And so, since God exists in the
intellect as soon as we understand the term “God,” it also follows that God
exists in fact. Therefore, the existence of God is self-evident.3

Objection 3. The existence of truth is self-evident, because one who denies the
existence of truth admits its existence: If there is indeed no truth, it is true that
truth does not exist; if, on the other hand, something is true, it is necessary that
truth exists. But God is truth itself, as John says: “I am the way, the truth, and the
life.”4 Therefore, the existence of God is self-evident.

On the contrary, no one can think the opposite of what is self-evident, as the
Philosopher makes clear in the Metaphysics5 and the Posterior Analytics6 con-
cerning the first principles of demonstration. But one can think the opposite of
the proposition that God exists, as the Psalm says: “The fool has said in his heart,
‘God does not exist.’”7 Therefore, the existence of God is not self-evident.

I answer that something may be self-evident in two ways: in one way, in
itself but not to us; in the second way, in itself and to us. For a proposition
is self-evident because its predicate is contained in its subject’s essence, as

1John Damascene, On the Orthodox Faith (a Latin translation of Pe-ge- Gno-seo-s [“The Fountain of
Wisdom”]), Book I, Chapter 1, Section 3. Damascene (about 675–749) was a Greek theologian.
[D. C. ABEL]
2Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, Book 1, Chapter 3. Aquinas regularly refers to Aristotle as simply “the
Philosopher.” For a biography of Aristotle, see p. 331. [D. C. ABEL]
3This argument, now known as the “ontological argument,” was first formulated by Anselm in his
Proslogion. Anselm (about 1033–1109) was an Italian theologian and philosopher. For a biography of
Anselm and the text of his argument, see pp. 34–38. [D. C. ABEL]
4John 14:6. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN, TRANSLATORS]
5Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book III, Chapter 3. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
6Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, Book I, Chapter 10. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
7Psalms 15:1 (14:1 in some versions); Psalms 53:1 (51:1). [D. C. ABEL]

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 40



in the proposition “Human beings are animals,” for “animal” belongs to the
nature of “human being.” Therefore, if all know the proposition’s predicate
and its subject’s essence, the proposition will be self-evident to all. This is
evident, for example, in the case of the first principles of demonstration,
whose terms are general notions that everyone knows: being and nonbeing,
whole and part, and the like. If, however, some persons happen not to know
the predicate and the subject’s essence, the proposition will indeed be self-
evident in itself but not to those who do not know the predicate and the
subject. And so it happens, as Boethius says in his book De Hebdomatibus,
that only the wise have certain general and self-evident notions, such as
“Incorporeal things do not exist in a place.”8

I say, therefore, that the proposition “God exists” is in itself self-evident,
because its predicate is the same as its subject; God is indeed his existence. . . .
But because we do not know what God is, the proposition is not self-evident to
us but needs to be demonstrated by things more known to us and less known as
regards their nature—namely, by effects.

Reply to Objection 1. We are by nature endowed with knowledge of God’s exis-
tence in a general way, with a certain confusion—namely, insofar as God is the
happiness of human beings, for human beings by nature desire happiness, and
they by nature know what they by nature desire. But this is not to know uncon-
ditionally that God exists, just as to know that someone is approaching, is not to
know Peter, although Peter is the one who is approaching. For many deem
riches to be the perfect human good, which is happiness, but certain others
deem sensual pleasures the perfect human good, while still others deem some-
thing else the perfect human good.

Reply to Objection 2. Perhaps someone who hears the term “God,” does not
understand that it means that than which nothing greater can be thought, since
some believe that God is a material substance. Even supposing that someone
understands that the term “God” means what we assert (namely, that than which
nothing greater can be thought), yet it does not thereby follow that such a one
would understand that what the term means, exists in the real world, but only
that it exists in the intellect’s apprehension. Nor can it be proved that God really
exists unless one grants that there really exists something than which no greater
can be thought, and this is not granted by those who hold that God does not exist.

Reply to Objection 3. The existence of truth in general is self-evident, but it is
not self-evident to us that a First Truth exists.

Second Article. Can We Demonstrate the Existence of God?

I proceed in this way to the second article: It seems that we cannot demonstrate
the existence of God.

Treatise on God Thomas Aquinas 41

8Boethius, De Hebdomatibus (“On Groups of Seven,” also known as How Substances Can Be Good in
Virtue of Their Existence without Being Absolute Goods), Point 1. Boethius (about 480–524) was a Roman
politician, philosopher, and theologian. [D. C. ABEL]
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Objection 1. The existence of God is an article of faith. But we cannot
demonstrate what belongs to faith, since demonstration causes knowledge,
while faith concerns things that are not evident, as the Apostle [Paul] makes
clear in the Letter to the Hebrews.9 Therefore, we cannot demonstrate the
existence of God.

Objection 2. The means of a demonstration is something’s essence. But we
cannot know what God is, but only what he is not, as Damascene says.10 There-
fore, we cannot demonstrate that God exists.

Objection 3. If one were to demonstrate the existence of God, this would be only
by his effects. But his effects are not proportioned to him, since he himself is infinite,
and the effects are finite, while there is no proportion of the finite to the infinite.
Therefore, since we cannot demonstrate a cause by an effect that is not proportioned
to its cause, it seems that we cannot demonstrate the existence of God.

On the contrary, the Apostle says in the Letter to the Romans, “The invisible
things of God are visible when understood through the things that have been
made.”11 But this would only be the case if we could demonstrate the existence
of God through what he has made, for the first thing that we need to understand
about something, is whether or not it exists.

I answer that we demonstrate in two ways. One is by means of a cause, and we
call this a “demonstration why” something is so, and it is by means of what is
first without qualification. The other is by means of an effect, and we call this a
“demonstration that” something is, and this demonstration is by what is first as
to us, for we proceed to knowledge of a cause through its effect, because the
effect is more manifest to us than its cause is. But we can demonstrate the exis-
tence of a particular cause from any of its effects—provided that the cause’s
effects are nonetheless more known in relation to us—because effects depend on
their cause, and so a cause necessarily preexists whenever an effect is posited.
Therefore, since God’s existence is not self-evident in relation to us, we can
demonstrate his existence by means of the effects known to us.

Reply to Objection 1. God’s existence and other such matters that natural reason
can know about God, as the Letter to the Romans says,12 are not articles of faith
but preambles to the articles, for faith in this way presupposes natural knowl-
edge, as grace presupposes nature, and as perfecting presupposes something
perfectible. Nothing, however, prevents someone who does not undertake a
demonstration, from accepting as an object of faith something that in itself can
be demonstrated and known.

Reply to Objection 2. When a cause is demonstrated by means of its effect,
we need to use the effect instead of the cause’s definition to prove that the cause
exists, and this happens especially in the case of God. This is so because, in
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9Hebrews 11:1. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
10John Damascene, On the Orthodox Faith, Book I, Chapter 4. [D. C. ABEL]
11Romans 1:20. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
12Romans 1:19. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
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order to prove the existence of something, we need to take as the means of
demonstration what the term means, not what the object is, since the question
“What is it?” logically follows the question “Does it exist?” We posit names of
God, however, from his effects. . . . Therefore, when we demonstrate the exis-
tence of God from effects, we can take as the means of demonstration what the
name “God” means.

Reply to Objection 3. We cannot have perfect knowledge about a cause by
means of effects unproportioned to their cause, but we can nonetheless clearly
demonstrate the existence of such a cause by any one of the cause’s effects, as
I have said. And so we can demonstrate God’s existence by means of his effects,
although we cannot perfectly know him according to his essence by the effects.

Third Article. Does God Exist?

I proceed in this way to the third article: It seems that God does not exist.

Objection 1. It seems that God does not exist: If one of two contraries is infinite,
the other would be completely destroyed. But we understand by the term
“God” something infinite—namely, something good without limit. Therefore, if
God were to exist, we would not find anything bad. But we do find bad things
in the world. Therefore, God does not exist.

Objection 2. More sources do not accomplish what fewer sources can. But,
supposing that God does not exist, other sources seem capable of accomplish-
ing everything evident in the world, since we trace things of nature back to
nature as their source, and we trace things of free choice back to human reason
or will as their source. Therefore, we do not need to posit that God exists.

On the contrary, the Book of Exodus says in the person of God: “I am who am.”13

I answer that we can prove in five ways that God exists.
The FIRST and more evident WAY, moreover, is the one we take from

motion,14 for it is sure and evident to the senses that some things in this world
are moved. But everything moved is moved by something else. For an object is
only moved insofar as it has potentiality for that to which it is moved, while
something produces motion only insofar as it is actual. To move something, cer-
tainly, is only to bring it from potentiality to actuality, and only an actual being
can bring something to actuality. For example, something actually hot, like fire,
causes wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and
changes the wood. The same object, however, cannot at the same time be actual
and potential in the same respect but only in different respects; for example,
something actually hot cannot at the same time be potentially hot, although it is

13Exodus 3:14. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
14motion: a change from a state of potentiality to a state of actuality. A being has a potentiality for receiv-
ing a new quality if it can receive it but has not actually done so; it is brought from potentiality to
actuality when it receives the new quality. In Aquinas’s terminology, motion includes not only
change in location (locomotion) but other kinds of change as well (such as a qualitative change from
cold to hot, to use Aquinas’s example). [D. C. ABEL]
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at the same time potentially cold. Nothing, therefore, can produce and undergo
motion, or move itself, in the same respect and in the same way. Everything that
is moved, therefore, needs to be moved by something else. Therefore, if the
cause of a motion is moved, the cause itself needs to be moved by another, and
that other by another. But this regress ought not to be endless, because there
would thus be no first cause of motion and so no other cause of motion, since
second causes produce motion only because the first cause moves them. A stick,
for example, only causes motion because a hand moves it. Therefore, we need
to arrive at a first cause of motion, one that is moved by nothing else, and all
understand this first cause of motion to be God.

The SECOND WAY is by considering efficient causes. For we find that there is
an order of efficient causes in the case of those sensible15 objects, and yet we do
not find, nor can we, that anything is the efficient cause of its very self, because
such a thing would thus pre-exist itself, and this is impossible. But we cannot
regress endlessly in the matter of efficient causes. This is so because, in all
ordered efficient causes, something first causes something intermediate, and
something intermediate causes something last, whether the intermediate things
be several or only one. But the effect is taken away if its cause is taken away.
Therefore, there will be nothing intermediate or last if there be nothing first in
the case of efficient causes. But if we should regress endlessly in the case of effi-
cient causes, there will be no first efficient cause, and there will thus be neither
a final effect nor intermediate efficient causes, and this is clearly false. Therefore,
we need to posit a first efficient cause, and all call this cause God.

We take the THIRD WAY from the possible and the necessary, and the argu-
ment proceeds as follows. We certainly find in reality kinds of things that can
exist and can not-exist, since we find that certain things come to be and pass
away, and so can exist and can not-exist. But it is impossible that all such things
always exist, because what can not-exist, at some point of time does not exist.
Therefore, if everything can not-exist, there was a time when nothing really
existed. But if this is so, nothing would also now exist, because something non-
existent begins to exist only through the agency of something that does exist.
Therefore, if nothing existed, nothing could begin to exist, and so nothing
would now exist, and this conclusion is obviously false. Therefore, not every
being is something that can not-exist, but there needs to be something necessary
in reality. But everything necessary either has or does not have the ground of its
necessity from another source. There cannot, however, be an endless regress in
the case of necessary things that have the ground of their necessity in another
source, just as there cannot be an endless regress in the case of efficient causes,
as I have shown. We need, therefore, to posit something that is intrinsically nec-
essary, that does not have the ground of its necessity from another source, but
that causes other things to be necessary, and all call this intrinsically necessary
being God.

We take the FOURTH WAY from the gradations that we find in reality. For we
find in reality things that are more good and less good, more true and less true,
more excellent and less excellent, and similarly in the case of other such things.
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15sensible: able to be sensed. [D. C. ABEL]
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But we say “more” and “less” about different things as they in various ways
approximate what is most; for example, an object is hotter if it more approxi-
mates what is hottest. Therefore, there is something that is most true and most
good and most excellent, and so being in the highest degree, for things that are
most true, are beings in the highest degree, as the Metaphysics says.16 What we
call most in a genus,17 moreover, causes everything belonging to that genus; for
example, fire, which is hottest, causes everything hot, as the same work says.18

Therefore, there exists something that causes the existing and the goodness and
whatever perfection of every being, and we call this cause God.

We take the FIFTH WAY from the governance of things. For we see that cer-
tain things that lack knowledge—namely, natural material substances—act for
the sake of an end.19 And this is evident because they always or more frequently
act in the same way in order to achieve what is best, and hence it is evident that
they reach their goal by striving, not by chance. But things that lack knowledge,
do not strive for goals unless a being with knowledge and intelligence directs
them, as, for example, an archer aims an arrow. Therefore, there is a being with
intelligence who orders all the things of nature to their ends, and we call this
being God.

Reply to Objection 1. As Augustine says in his Enchiridion, “Because God is the
highest good, he would in no way allow anything bad to exist in his works were
he not so all-powerful and good as to act well even with respect to what is bad.”20

It belongs to the infinite goodness of God, therefore, to permit bad things and to
bring forth good things from them.

Reply to Objection 2. We also need to trace things produced by nature back to
God as their first cause, because nature, by reason of its fixed end, acts at the
direction of a higher efficient cause. Likewise, we need to trace even things done
by free choice back to a higher cause that is not the reason and will of human
beings, since things done by free choice can change and fall short. We indeed
need to trace everything that can change and fall short, back to a first source that
cannot change and is intrinsically necessary, as I have shown.

16Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book II, Chapter 1. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
17genus: category. [D. C. ABEL]
18Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book II, Chapter 1. [W. P. BAUMGARTH AND R. J. REGAN]
19end: goal. [D. C. ABEL]
20Augustine, Enchiridion, Chapter 11. Augustine (354–430) was a North African theologian and
philosopher; for a biography, see p. 74. [D. C. ABEL]
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READING 5 Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion
David Hume

David Hume was born in 1711 in Edinburgh, Scotland. His family wanted him to become
a lawyer, but he found himself more interested in liberal arts than law. After three years at
the University of Edinburgh (1723–1725), Hume withdrew to study literature, history, and
philosophy privately at home. His intensive study took its toll on his health, and in 1729 he
nearly had a nervous breakdown. In 1734 Hume went to Bristol, England, to take a job as
a clerk for a sugar company. But he disliked the life of commerce and soon resigned his job.
Hume then lived in France for three years, studying philosophy. In 1744 he applied for a
position in moral philosophy at the University of Edinburgh. Not chosen for the post, he
spent the next several years in various occupations in England and abroad. Hume lived in
Edinburgh from 1751 to 1763 and then went to Paris, where he served as secretary to the
British Embassy for three years. Upon his return, he first lived in London but then moved
back to Edinburgh, where he died in 1776.

Hume’s major works are A Treatise of Human Nature (three volumes, 1739–1740), An
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748; originally entitled Philosophical Essays
Concerning Human Understanding, but renamed in the 1758 edition), An Enquiry Con-
cerning the Principles of Morals (1751), History of England (six volumes, 1754–1762), and
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (published posthumously, 1779).

Our reading is from the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. “Natural religion”
refers to truths about God that can be known by reflecting on the phenomena in nature; it
is contrasted with “revealed religion,” which derives its doctrines from divine revelation.
The three participants in Hume’s fictional discussion about natural religion are Cleanthes,
Demea, and Philo.

Our selection begins with Cleanthes defending natural religion. He argues that the
world is an intricate machine, composed of many lesser machines, and that just as artificial
machines are produced by intelligent agents (human beings), so the natural world must be
the product of an intelligent being (God). Demea rejects this argument because it is a pos-
teriori (based on experience); he thinks that only an a priori argument (one in which the
conclusion is deduced from abstract principles and does not depend on experience) can
indubitably establish God’s existence. Philo proceeds to give his reason for rejecting Clean-
thes’ argument: The argument is based on the questionable analogy between the world and
an artifact. Conscious design plays a role in human production, but it is rash to conclude
that the universe as a whole is the product of conscious design. Knowledge comes from
experience, and while we have seen the manufacture of artifacts, no one has witnessed the
origin of the world.

Demea then presents an a priori argument for God’s existence. He asserts that what-
ever exists must have either a cause or a reason for its existence. But since no series of
causes can extend back infinitely, there must exist a being that has its reason for existence
in itself. This being, which necessarily exists, is God. Our selection concludes with Cleanthes’
objections to Demea’s argument.
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PART II

. . . [Cleanthes:] Look round the world; contemplate the whole and every part of
it. You will find it to be nothing but one great machine subdivided into an infi-
nite number of lesser machines, which again admit of subdivisions, to a degree
beyond what human senses and faculties can trace and explain. All these vari-
ous machines, and even their most minute parts, are adjusted to each other with
an accuracy which ravishes into admiration all men who have ever contem-
plated them. The curious adapting of means to ends, throughout all nature,
resembles exactly, though it much exceeds, the productions of human contriv-
ance, of human designs, thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since therefore
the effects resemble each other, we are led to infer by all the rules of analogy
that the causes also resemble; and that the Author of Nature is somewhat
similar to the mind of man, though possessed of much larger faculties, propor-
tioned to the grandeur of the work which he has executed. By this argument
a posteriori,1 and by this argument alone, do we prove at once the existence of
a Deity and his similarity to human mind and intelligence.

I shall be so free, Cleanthes, said Demea, as to tell you that from the begin-
ning I could not approve of your conclusion concerning the similarity of the
Deity to men. Still less can I approve of the mediums by which you endeavor to
establish it. What! No demonstration of the Being of a God? No abstract argu-
ments? No proofs a priori?2 Are these, which have hitherto been so much insisted
on by philosophers, all fallacy, all sophism? Can we reach no farther in this sub-
ject than experience and probability? I will not say that this is betraying the cause
of a Deity. But surely, by this affected candor, you give advantage to atheists
which they never could obtain by the mere dint of argument and reasoning.

What I chiefly scruple in this subject, said Philo, is not so much that all reli-
gious arguments are by Cleanthes reduced to experience, as that they appear
not to be even the most certain and irrefragable3 of that inferior kind. That a
stone will fall, that fire will burn, that the earth has solidity, we have observed a
thousand and a thousand times; and when any new instance of this nature is
presented, we draw without hesitation the accustomed inference. The exact sim-
ilarity of the cases gives us a perfect assurance of a similar event and a stronger
evidence is never desired nor sought after. But wherever you depart, in the least,
from the similarity of the cases, you diminish proportionably the evidence; and
may at last bring it to a very weak analogy, which is confessedly liable to error
and uncertainty. After having experienced the circulation of the blood in human
creatures, we make no doubt that it takes place in Titius and Maevius. But from
its circulation in frogs and fishes, it is only a presumption, though a strong one,
from analogy, that it takes place in men and other animals. The analogical rea-
soning is much weaker when we infer the circulation of the sap in vegetables
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1argument a posteriori: an argument based on experience (literally, in Latin, “from what comes later”).
[D. C. ABEL]
2proofs a priori: arguments in which the conclusion is deduced from abstract principles (literally, in
Latin, “from what comes earlier”); contrasted with a posteriori proofs (see footnote 1). [D. C. ABEL]
3irrefragable: irrefutable. [D. C. ABEL]
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from our experience that the blood circulates in animals; and those who hastily
followed that imperfect analogy are found, by more accurate experiments,4 to
have been mistaken.

If we see a house, Cleanthes, we conclude with the greatest certainty that it
had an architect or builder, because this is precisely that species of effect which
we have experienced to proceed from that species of cause. But surely you will
not affirm that the universe bears such a resemblance to a house, that we can
with the same certainty infer a similar cause, or that the analogy is here entire
and perfect. The dissimilitude is so striking that the utmost you can here pre-
tend to is a guess, a conjecture, a presumption concerning a similar cause. And
how that pretension will be received in the world, I leave you to consider.

It would surely be very ill received, replied Cleanthes, and I should be
deservedly blamed and detested, did I allow that the proofs of a Deity
amounted to no more than a guess or conjecture. But is the whole adjustment of
means to ends in a house and in the universe so slight a resemblance? The econ-
omy of final causes?5 The order, proportion, and arrangement of every part?
Steps of a stair are plainly contrived that human legs may use them in mount-
ing: and this inference is certain and infallible. Human legs are also contrived
for walking and mounting; and this inference, I allow, is not altogether so cer-
tain, because of the dissimilarity which you remark. But does it, therefore,
deserve the name only of presumption or conjecture?

Good God! cried Demea, interrupting him; where are we? Zealous defend-
ers of religion allow that the proofs of a Deity fall short of perfect evidence! And
you, Philo . . . do you assent to all these extravagant opinions of Cleanthes? For
what other name can I give them? . . .

You seem not to apprehend, replied Philo, that I argue with Cleanthes in
his own way; and by showing him the dangerous consequences of his tenets,
hope at last to reduce him to our opinion. But what sticks most with you,
I observe, is the representation which Cleanthes has made of the argument
a posteriori; and finding that that argument is likely to escape your hold and
vanish into air, you think it so disguised that you can scarcely believe it to be
set in its true light. Now, however much I may dissent in other respects from
the dangerous principles of Cleanthes, I must allow that he has fairly repre-
sented that argument; and I shall endeavor so to state the matter to you, that
you will entertain no farther scruples with regard to it.

Were a man to abstract from everything which he knows or has seen, he
would be altogether incapable, merely from his own ideas, to determine what
kind of scene the universe must be, or to give the preference to one state or situ-
ation of things above another. For as nothing which he clearly conceives could be
esteemed6 impossible or implying a contradiction, every chimera7 of his fancy
would be upon an equal footing; nor could he assign any just reason why he
adheres to one idea or system and rejects the others, which are equally possible.
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4experiments: experiences. [D. C. ABEL]
5final causes: the purposes of things, as reasons for their existence. [D. C. ABEL]
6esteemed: regarded. [D. C. ABEL]
7chimera: mental fabrication. [D. C. ABEL]
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Again, after he opens his eyes and contemplates the world as it really is, it
would be impossible for him, at first, to assign the cause of any one event—much
less of the whole of things or of the universe. He might set his fancy a-rambling,
and [it] might bring him in an infinite variety of reports and representations.
These would all be possible; but being all equally possible, he would never, of
himself, give a satisfactory account for his preferring one of them to the rest.
Experience alone can point out to him the true cause of any phenomenon.

Now according to this method of reasoning, Demea, it follows (and is,
indeed, tacitly allowed by Cleanthes himself) that order, arrangement, or the
adjustment of final causes is not, of itself, any proof of design—but only so far
as it has been experienced to proceed from that principle. For aught we can
know a priori, matter may contain the source or spring of order originally,
within itself, as well as mind does; and there is no more difficulty in conceiving
that the several elements, from an internal unknown cause, may fall into the
most exquisite arrangement, than to conceive that their ideas, in the great uni-
versal mind, from a like internal, unknown cause, fall into that arrangement.
The equal possibility of both these suppositions is allowed. But by experience
we find (according to Cleanthes) that there is a difference between them. Throw
several pieces of steel together, without shape or form; they will never arrange
themselves so as to compose a watch. Stone and mortar and wood, without an
architect, never erect a house. But the ideas in a human mind, we see, by an
unknown, inexplicable economy, arrange themselves so as to form the plan of a
watch or house. Experience, therefore, proves that there is an original principle
of order in mind, not in matter. From similar effects we infer similar causes. The
adjustment of means to ends is alike in the universe, as in a machine of human
contrivance. The causes therefore must be resembling.

I was from the beginning scandalized, I must own,8 with this resemblance
which is asserted between the Deity and human creatures, and must conceive it
to imply such a degradation of the Supreme Being as no sound theist could
endure. With your assistance therefore, Demea, I shall endeavor to defend what
you justly called the adorable mysteriousness of the divine nature and shall
refute this reasoning of Cleanthes, provided he allows that I have made a fair
representation of it.

When Cleanthes had assented, Philo, after a short pause, proceeded in the
following manner.

That all inferences, Cleanthes, concerning fact are founded on experience,
and that all experimental9 reasonings are founded on the supposition that sim-
ilar causes prove similar effects, and similar effects similar causes; I shall not, at
present, much dispute with you. But observe, I entreat you, with what extreme
caution all just reasoners proceed in the transferring of experiments to similar
cases. Unless the cases be exactly similar, they repose no perfect confidence in
applying their past observation to any particular phenomenon. Every alteration
of circumstances occasions a doubt concerning the event, and it requires new

8own: admit. [D. C. ABEL]
9experimental: based on experience. [D. C. ABEL]
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experiments to prove certainly that the new circumstances are of no moment or
importance. A change in bulk, situation, arrangement, age, disposition of the air,
or surrounding bodies—any of these particulars may be attended with the most
unexpected consequences. And unless the objects be quite familiar to us, it is the
highest temerity to expect with assurance, after any of these changes, an event
similar to that which before fell under our observation. The slow and deliberate
steps of philosophers, here if anywhere, are distinguished from the precipitate
march of the vulgar, who, hurried on by the smallest similitudes, are incapable
of all discernment or consideration.

But can you think, Cleanthes, that your usual phlegm10 and philosophy have
been preserved in so wide a step as you have taken, when you compared to the
universe houses, ships, furniture, machines; and from their similarity in some
circumstances inferred a similarity in their causes? Thought, design, intelligence,
such as we discover in men and other animals, is no more than one of the springs
and principles of the universe, as well as heat or cold, attraction or repulsion, and
a hundred others which fall under daily observation. It is an active cause, by
which some particular parts of nature, we find, produce alterations on other
parts. But can a conclusion with any propriety be transferred from parts to the
whole? Does not the great disproportion bar all comparison and inference? From
observing the growth of a hair, can we learn anything concerning the generation
of a man? Would the manner of a leaf’s blowing, even though perfectly known,
afford us any instruction concerning the vegetation of a tree?

But allowing that we were to take the operations of one part of nature upon
another for the foundation of our judgment concerning the origin of the whole
(which never can be admitted), yet why select so minute, so weak, so bounded
a principle as the reason and design of animals is found to be upon this planet?
What peculiar privilege has this little agitation of the brain which we call
thought, that we must thus make it the model of the whole universe? Our
partiality in our own favor does indeed present it on all occasions, but sound
philosophy ought carefully to guard against so natural an illusion.

So far from admitting, continued Philo, that the operations of a part can
afford us any just conclusion concerning the origin of the whole, I will not allow
any one part to form a rule for another part, if the latter be very remote from the
former. Is there any reasonable ground to conclude that the inhabitants of other
planets possess thought, intelligence, reason, or anything similar to these facul-
ties in men? When Nature has so extremely diversified her manner of operation
in this small globe, can we imagine that she incessantly copies herself through-
out so immense a universe? And if thought, as we may well suppose, be con-
fined merely to this narrow corner, and has even there so limited a sphere of
action, with what propriety can we assign it for the original cause of all things?
The narrow views of a peasant, who makes his domestic economy the rule for
the government of kingdoms, is in comparison a pardonable sophism.

But were we ever so much assured that a thought and reason, resembling
the human, were to be found throughout the whole universe, and were its
activity elsewhere vastly greater and more commanding than it appears in this
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10phlegm: calm self-possession. [D. C. ABEL]
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globe; yet I cannot see why the operations of a world constituted, arranged,
adjusted, can with any propriety be extended to a world which is in its
embryo-state and is advancing towards that constitution and arrangement. By
observation we know somewhat of the economy, action, and nourishment of a
finished animal. But we must transfer with great caution that observation to
the growth of a fetus in the womb, and still more, in the formation of an
animalcule11 in the loins of its male parent. Nature, we find, even from our lim-
ited experience, possesses an infinite number of springs and principles, which
incessantly discover themselves on every change of her position and situation.
And what new and unknown principles would actuate her in so new and
unknown a situation as that of the formation of a universe, we cannot, without
the utmost temerity, pretend to determine.

A very small part of this great system, during a very short time, is very
imperfectly discovered to us. And do we then pronounce decisively concerning
the origin of the whole?

Admirable conclusion! Stone, wood, brick, iron, brass, have not, at this time,
in this minute globe of earth, an order or arrangement without human art and
contrivance. Therefore the universe could not originally attain its order and
arrangement without something similar to human art. But is a part of nature a
rule for another part very wide of the former? Is it a rule for the whole? Is a very
small part a rule for the universe? Is nature in one situation, a certain rule for
nature in another situation, vastly different from the former?

And can you blame me, Cleanthes, if I here imitate the prudent reserve of
Simonides12 who, according to the noted story, being asked by Hiero13 what God
was, desired a day to think of it, and then two days more; and after that manner
continually prolonged the term, without ever bringing in his definition or
description? Could you even blame me, if I had answered at first that I did not
know and was sensible14 that this subject lay vastly beyond the reach of my fac-
ulties? You might cry out skeptic and rallier as much as you pleased; but having
found in so many other subjects, much more familiar, the imperfections and
even contradictions of human reason, I never should expect any success from its
feeble conjectures in a subject so sublime and so remote from the sphere of our
observation. When two species of objects have always been observed to be con-
joined together, I can infer, by custom, the existence of one wherever I see the
existence of the other; and this I call an argument from experience. But how this
argument can have place where the objects, as in the present case, are single,
individual, without parallel or specific resemblance, may be difficult to explain.
And will any man tell me with a serious countenance that an orderly universe
must arise from some thought and art like the human, because we have experi-
ence of it? To ascertain this reasoning, it were requisite that we had experience
of the origin of worlds; and it is not sufficient, surely, that we have seen ships
and cities arise from human art and contrivance. . . .

11animalcule: a minute organism. [D. C. ABEL]
12Simonides: a Greek poet who lived from about 556 to about 468 B.C.E. [D. C. ABEL]
13Hiero: a ruler of Syracuse, Sicily, who died about 467 B.C.E. [D. C. ABEL]
14sensible: aware. [D. C. ABEL]
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PART IX

But if so many difficulties attend the argument a posteriori, said Demea, had we
not better adhere to that simple and sublime argument a priori, which, by offer-
ing to us infallible demonstration, cuts off at once all doubt and difficulty? By this
argument, too, we may prove the infinity of the divine attributes, which, I am
afraid, can never be ascertained with certainty from any other topic. For how can
an effect, which either is finite or, for aught we know, may be so—how can such
an effect, I say, prove an infinite cause? The unity too of the divine nature it is very
difficult, if not absolutely impossible, to deduce merely from contemplating the
works of nature. Nor will the uniformity alone of the plan, even were it allowed,
give us any assurance of that attribute. Whereas the argument a priori . . .15

You seem to reason, Demea, interposed Cleanthes, as if those advantages
and conveniencies in the abstract argument were full proofs of its solidity. But it
is first proper, in my opinion, to determine what argument of this nature you
choose to insist on; and we shall afterwards, from itself, better than from its use-
ful consequences, endeavor to determine what value we ought to put upon it.

The argument, replied Demea, which I would insist on is the common one.
Whatever exists must have a cause or reason of its existence, it being absolutely
impossible for anything to produce itself, or be the cause of its own existence. In
mounting up, therefore, from effects to causes, we must either go on in tracing
an infinite succession, without any ultimate cause at all; or must at last have
recourse to some ultimate cause that is necessarily existent. Now, that the first
supposition is absurd may be thus proved. In the infinite chain or succession of
causes and effects, each single effect is determined to exist by the power and effi-
cacy of that cause which immediately preceded. But the whole eternal chain or
succession, taken together, is not determined or caused by anything; and yet it
is evident that it requires a cause or reason, as much as any particular object
which begins to exist in time. The question is still reasonable, why this particu-
lar succession of causes existed from eternity, and not any other succession, or
no succession at all. If there be no necessarily-existent being, any supposition
which can be formed is equally possible; nor is there any more absurdity in
Nothing’s having existed from eternity, than there is in that succession of causes
which constitutes the universe. What was it, then, which determined something
to exist rather than nothing, and bestowed being on a particular possibility,
exclusive of the rest? External causes, there are supposed to be none. Chance is a
word without a meaning. Was it Nothing? But that can never produce anything.
We must, therefore, have recourse to a necessarily-existent Being, who carries
the reason of his existence in himself and who cannot be supposed not to exist
without an express contradiction. There is consequently such a Being—that is,
there is a Deity.

I shall not leave it to Philo, said Cleanthes (though I know that starting
objections is his chief delight) to point out the weakness of this metaphysical16
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15This ellipsis is Hume’s; no text has been deleted. [D. C. ABEL]
16metaphysical: relating to metaphysics, the study of the nature and kinds of reality. [D. C. ABEL]
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reasoning. It seems to me so obviously ill-grounded and at the same time of so
little consequence to the cause of true piety and religion, that I shall myself ven-
ture to show the fallacy of it.

I shall begin with observing that there is an evident absurdity in pretending
to demonstrate a matter of fact or to prove it by any arguments a priori. Noth-
ing is demonstrable unless the contrary implies a contradiction. Nothing that is
distinctly conceivable implies a contradiction. Whatever we conceive as exis-
tent, we can also conceive as nonexistent. There is no being, therefore, whose
nonexistence implies a contradiction. Consequently there is no being whose
existence is demonstrable. I propose this argument as entirely decisive and am
willing to rest the whole controversy upon it.

It is pretended17 that the Deity is a necessarily-existent being; and this neces-
sity of his existence is attempted to be explained by asserting that, if we knew
his whole essence or nature, we should perceive it to be as impossible for him
not to exist as for twice two not to be four. But it is evident that this can never
happen while our faculties remain the same as at present. It will still be possible
for us, at any time, to conceive the nonexistence of what we formerly conceived
to exist; nor can the mind ever lie under a necessity of supposing any object to
remain always in being, in the same manner as we lie under a necessity of
always conceiving twice two to be four. The words, therefore, necessary existence
have no meaning; or, which is the same thing, none that is consistent.

But farther: Why may not the material universe be the necessarily-existent
Being, according to this pretended explication of necessity? We dare not affirm
that we know all the qualities of matter; and for aught we can determine, it may
contain some qualities which, were they known, would make its nonexistence
appear as great a contradiction as that twice two is five. I find only one argu-
ment employed to prove that the material world is not the necessarily-existent
Being and this argument is derived from the contingency18 both of the matter
and the form of the world. “Any particle of matter,” it is said, “may be conceived
to be annihilated, and any form may be conceived to be altered. Such an annihi-
lation or alteration, therefore, is not impossible.”19 But it seems a great partiality
not to perceive that the same argument extends equally to the Deity, so far as we
have any conception of him; and that the mind can at least imagine him to be
nonexistent, or his attributes to be altered. It must be some unknown, incon-
ceivable qualities which can make his nonexistence appear impossible or his
attributes unalterable. And no reason can be assigned why these qualities may
not belong to matter. As they are altogether unknown and inconceivable, they
can never be proved incompatible with it.

Add to this, that in tracing an eternal succession of objects, it seems absurd
to inquire for a general cause or first author. How can anything that exists
from eternity have a cause, since that relation implies a priority in time and a
beginning of existence?

17pretended: claimed. [D. C. Abel]
18contingency: the condition of being able to exist or not to exist; contrasted with necessary existence.
[D. C. ABEL]
19This quotation is from English philosopher Samuel Clarke (1675–1729). [D. C. ABEL]
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In such a chain too, or succession of objects, each part is caused by that
which preceded it and causes that which succeeds it. Where then is the diffi-
culty? But the whole, you say, wants a cause. I answer that the uniting of these
parts into a whole, like the uniting of several distinct counties into one kingdom,
or several distinct members into one body, is performed merely by an arbitrary
act of the mind and has no influence on the nature of things. Did I show you the
particular causes of each individual in a collection of twenty particles of matter,
I should think it very unreasonable, should you afterwards ask me, what was
the cause of the whole twenty. This is sufficiently explained in explaining the
cause of the parts.
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READING 6 Natural Theology
William Paley

William Paley was born in 1743 in Peterborough, England. In 1759 he entered Cambridge
University, where he studied mathematics. He graduated from Cambridge in 1763 and
three years later was elected a fellow there. He was ordained to the Anglican priesthood in
1767 and became a tutor at Cambridge the following year. In 1776 Paley ended his teach-
ing career to take an ecclesiastical position, the rectorship of Musgrave. He was subse-
quently appointed to various offices in the Church. He became Archdeacon of Carlisle in
1782, but despite his great ability, he rose no higher in the Church—apparently because he
held liberal political views. In 1785 Paley published The Principles of Moral and Political
Philosophy, based on his lectures at Cambridge. He strongly defended the rationality of
Christian belief in his two most influential works, A View of the Evidence of Christianity
(1794) and Natural Theology; or, Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity,
Collected from the Appearances of Nature (1802). He died in Lincoln in 1805.

Our selection is from Natural Theology. As Paley’s subtitle indicates, “natural theology”
refers to truths about God that can be known by reflecting on nature. “Revealed theology,”
by contrast, denotes doctrines made known through divine revelation. Paley contends that
the design evident in living organisms proves that God exists. He begins his treatise by ask-
ing us to imagine that, when crossing a heath, we find a watch lying on the ground. We
notice that all its parts work together for the purpose of measuring time. We would hardly
conclude that the watch came to exist by chance; rather, we would infer that it was made
by an intelligent artisan “who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer,
who comprehended its construction and designed its use.” If we were to find that the watch,
in addition to measuring time, could produce another watch like itself, we would admire
the skill of the artisan even more; for even though the watch we encounter may have been
produced by a previous watch, there must have been an intelligent agent who designed
watches in such a way that they could reproduce.

The kind of design evident in artificial objects like watches, Paley argues, is also pres-
ent in the works of nature, “with the difference, on the side of nature, of being greater and
more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation.” For example, the design of the
eye is much more complex than that of the telescope. Anticipating an objection, Paley
argues that the presence of imperfections in nature no more disproves the existence of an
intelligent Creator than defects in watches disprove the existence of intelligent watchmak-
ers. Furthermore, we should judge the skill of artists by their best works, not by their least
perfect ones. Imperfections in the works of accomplished artists should be attributed not
to personal failings but rather to “some intractableness and imperfection in the materials,
or . . . some invincible difficulty in the execution.”

CHAPTER I. THE STATE OF THE ARGUMENT

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone and were asked
how the stone came to be there. I might possibly answer that, for anything
I knew to the contrary, it had lain there forever; nor would it perhaps be very
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easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But suppose I had found a watch upon
the ground and it should be inquired how the watch happened to be in that
place. I should hardly think of the answer which I had given before, that, for
anything I knew, the watch might have always been there. Yet why should not
this answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone? Why is it not as admis-
sible in the second case, as in the first? For this reason, and for no other, namely,
that when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not
discover in the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together for a
purpose—for example, that they are so formed and adjusted as to produce
motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; that, if
the different parts had been differently shaped from what they are, of a differ-
ent size from what they are, or placed after any other manner or in any other
order than that in which they are placed, either no motion at all would have
been carried on in the machine, or none which would have answered the use
that is now served by it. To reckon up a few of the plainest of these parts and of
their offices,1 all tending to one result: We see a cylindrical box containing a
coiled elastic spring which, by its endeavor to relax itself, turns round the box.
We next observe a flexible chain (artificially wrought for the sake of flexure)
communicating the action of the spring from the box to the fusee.2 We then find
a series of wheels, the teeth of which catch in and apply to each other, conducting
the motion from the fusee to the balance, and from the balance to the pointer; and
at the same time, by the size and shape of those wheels, so regulating that motion
as to terminate in causing an index,3 by an equable and measured progression, to
pass over a given space in a given time. We take notice that the wheels are made
of brass in order to keep them from rust; the springs of steel, no other metal being
so elastic; that over the face of the watch there is placed a glass, a material
employed in no other part of the work, but in the room4 of which, if there had been
any other than a transparent substance, the hour could not be seen without open-
ing the case. This mechanism being observed (it requires indeed an examination
of the instrument, and perhaps some previous knowledge of the subject, to per-
ceive and understand it; but being once, as we have said, observed and under-
stood), the inference, we think, is inevitable—that the watch must have had a
maker, that there must have existed, at some time and at some place or other, an
artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to
answer, who comprehended its construction and designed its use.

1. Nor would it, I apprehend, weaken the conclusion, that we had never
seen a watch made; that we had never known an artist capable of making one;
that we were altogether incapable of executing such a piece of workmanship
ourselves or of understanding in what manner it was performed—all this being
no more than what is true of some exquisite remains of ancient art, of some lost
arts, and, to the generality of mankind, of the more curious productions of mod-
ern manufacture. Does one man in a million know how oval frames are turned?
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2fusee: the cone-shaped pulley in a mechanical watch. [D. C. ABEL]
3index: indicator. [D. C. ABEL]
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Ignorance of this kind exalts our opinion of the unseen and unknown artist’s
skill, if he be unseen and unknown, but raises no doubt in our minds of the exis-
tence and agency of such an artist at some former time and in some place or
other. Nor can I perceive that it varies at all the inference, whether the question
arise concerning a human agent, or concerning an agent of a different species,
or an agent possessing, in some respects, a different nature.

2. Neither, secondly, would it invalidate our conclusion, that the watch
sometimes went wrong or that it seldom went exactly right. The purpose of the
machinery, the design, and the designer might be evident, and in the case sup-
posed would be evident, in whatever way we accounted for the irregularity of
the movement, or whether we could account for it or not. It is not necessary
that a machine be perfect in order to show with what design it was made. Still
less necessary, where the only question is whether it were made with any
design at all.

3. Nor, thirdly, would it bring any uncertainty into the argument if there
were a few parts of the watch concerning which we could not discover, or had
not yet discovered, in what manner they conduced to the general effect; or even
some parts concerning which we could not ascertain whether they conduced to
that effect in any manner whatever. For, as to the first branch of the case: If by
the loss or disorder or decay of the parts in question, the movement of the watch
were found in fact to be stopped or disturbed or retarded, no doubt would
remain in our minds as to the utility or intention of these parts, although we
should be unable to investigate the manner according to which, or the connec-
tion by which, the ultimate effect depended upon their action or assistance. And
the more complex is the machine, the more likely is this obscurity to arise. Then,
as to the second thing supposed, namely, that there were parts which might be
spared without prejudice5 to the movement of the watch, and that we had
proved this by experiment: These superfluous parts, even if we were completely
assured that they were such, would not vacate6 the reasoning which we had
instituted concerning other parts. The indication of contrivance remained, with
respect to them, nearly as it was before.

4. Nor, fourthly, would any man in his senses think the existence of the
watch, with its various machinery, accounted for, by being told that it was one
out of possible combinations of material forms; that whatever he had found in
the place where he found the watch, must have contained some internal con-
figuration or other; and that this configuration might be the structure now
exhibited, namely, of the works of a watch, as well as a different structure.

5. Nor, fifthly, would it yield his inquiry more satisfaction to be answered
that there existed in things a principle of order which had disposed the parts of
the watch into their present form and situation. He never knew a watch made
by the principle of order nor can he even form to himself an idea of what is
meant by a principle of order distinct from the intelligence of the watchmaker.

6. Sixthly, he would be surprised to hear that the mechanism of the watch
was no proof of contrivance, only a motive to induce the mind to think so—
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7. And not less surprised to be informed that the watch in his hand was
nothing more than the result of the laws of metallic nature. It is a perversion of
language to assign any law as the efficient, operative cause7 of any thing. A law
presupposes an agent, for it is only the mode according to which an agent pro-
ceeds. It implies a power, for it is the order according to which that power acts.
Without this agent, without this power, which are both distinct from itself, the
law does nothing, is nothing. The expression, “the law of metallic nature,” may
sound strange and harsh to a philosophic ear; but it seems quite as justifiable as
some others which are more familiar to him, such as “the law of vegetable
nature,” “the law of animal nature,” or indeed as “the law of nature” in general,
when assigned as the cause of phenomena in exclusion of agency and power, or
when it is substituted into the place of these.

8. Neither, lastly, would our observer be driven out of his conclusion or
from his confidence in its truth by being told that he knew nothing at all about
the matter. He knows enough for his argument: He knows the utility of the end;8

he knows the subserviency and adaptation of the means to the end. These points
being known, his ignorance of other points, his doubts concerning other points,
affect not the certainty of his reasoning. The consciousness of knowing little
need not beget a distrust of that which he does know.

CHAPTER II. THE STATE OF THE ARGUMENT CONTINUED

Suppose, in the next place, that the person who found the watch should, after
some time, discover that in addition to all the properties which he had hitherto
observed in it, it possessed the unexpected property of producing, in the course
of its movement, another watch like itself (the thing is conceivable); that it
contained within it a mechanism, a system of parts—a mold for instance, or a
complex adjustment of lathes, files, and other tools—evidently and separately cal-
culated for this purpose. Let us inquire what effect ought such a discovery to have
upon his former conclusion.

1. The first effect would be to increase his admiration of the contrivance and
his conviction of the consummate skill of the contriver. Whether he regarded the
object of the contrivance, the distinct apparatus, the intricate yet in many parts
intelligible mechanism by which it was carried on, he would perceive in this new
observation nothing but an additional reason for doing what he had already
done—for referring the construction of the watch to design and to supreme art.
If that construction without this property, or which is the same thing, before this
property had been noticed, proved intention and art to have been employed about
it; still more strong would the proof appear, when he came to the knowledge of
this further property, the crown and perfection of all the rest.

2. He would reflect that though the watch before him were in some sense the
maker of the watch which was fabricated in the course of its movements, yet it
was in a very different sense from that in which a carpenter, for instance, is the
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maker of a chair ([that is,] the author of its contrivance, the cause of the relation
of its parts to their use). With respect to these, the first watch was no cause at all
to the second: In no such sense as this was it the author of the constitution and
order either of the parts which the new watch contained, or of the parts by the
aid and instrumentality of which it was produced. We might possibly say, but
with great latitude of expression, that a stream of water ground corn. But no lat-
itude of expression would allow us to say, no stretch of conjecture could lead us
to think, that the stream of water built the mill, though it were too ancient for us
to know who the builder was. What the stream of water does in the affair, is nei-
ther more nor less than this: By the application of an unintelligent impulse to a
mechanism previously arranged, arranged independently of it and arranged by
intelligence, an effect is produced—namely, the corn is ground. But the effect
results from the arrangement. The force of the stream cannot be said to be the
cause or author of the effect, still less of the arrangement. Understanding and
plan in the formation of the mill were not the less necessary, for any share which
the water has in grinding the corn. Yet is this share the same as that which the
watch would have contributed to the production of the new watch, upon the
supposition assumed in the last section. Therefore,

3. Though it be now no longer probable that the individual watch which
our observer had found was made immediately by the hand of an artificer,
yet . . . this alteration [does not] in any wise affect the inference that an artif-
icer had been originally employed and concerned in the production. The argu-
ment from design remains as it was. Marks of design and contrivance are no
more accounted for now than they were before. In the same thing, we may ask
for the cause of different properties. We may ask for the cause of the color of a
body, of its hardness, of its head; and these causes may be all different. We are
now asking for the cause of that subserviency to a use, that relation to an end,
which we have remarked in the watch before us. No answer is given to this
question by telling us that a preceding watch produced it. There cannot be
design without a designer; contrivance without a contriver; order without
choice; arrangement without anything capable of arranging; subserviency and
relation to a purpose, without that which could intend a purpose; means suit-
able to an end and executing their office in accomplishing that end, without the
end ever having been contemplated or the means accommodated to it. Arrange-
ment, disposition of parts, subserviency of means to an end, relation of instru-
ments to a use, imply the presence of intelligence and mind. No one therefore
can rationally believe that the insensible,9 inanimate watch from which the
watch before us issued was the proper cause of the mechanism we so much
admire in it—could be truly said to have constructed the instrument, disposed
its parts, assigned their office, determined their order, action, and mutual
dependency, combined their several motions into one result, and that also a
result connected with the utilities of other beings. All these properties, therefore,
are as much unaccounted for as they were before.

4. Nor is anything gained by running the difficulty farther back, that is, by
supposing the watch before us to have been produced from another watch, that

9insensible: having no sensation. [D. C. ABEL]
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from a former, and so on indefinitely. Our going back ever so far, brings us no
nearer to the least degree of satisfaction upon the subject. Contrivance is still
unaccounted for. We still want a contriver. A designing mind is neither supplied
by this supposition nor dispensed with. If the difficulty were diminished the
further we went back, by going back indefinitely we might exhaust it. And this
is the only case to which this sort of reasoning applies. Where there is a tendency
or, as we increase the number of terms, a continual approach towards a limit,
there, by supposing the number of terms to be what is called infinite, we may
conceive the limit to be attained. But where there is no such tendency or
approach, nothing is effected by lengthening the series. There is no difference as
to the point in question (whatever there may be as to many points) between one
series and another, between a series which is finite and a series which is infinite.
A chain composed of an infinite number of links can no more support itself than
a chain composed of a finite number of links. And of this we are assured (though
we never can have tried the experiment) because, by increasing the number of
links, from ten for instance to a hundred, from a hundred to a thousand, and so
on, we make not the smallest approach, we observe not the smallest tendency,
towards self-support. There is no difference in this respect (yet there may be a
great difference in several respects) between a chain of a greater or less length,
between one chain and another, between one that is finite and one that is infi-
nite. This very much resembles the case before us. The machine which we are
inspecting demonstrates, by its construction, contrivance and design. Contriv-
ance must have had a contriver; design, a designer—whether the machine
immediately proceeded from another machine or not. That circumstance alters
not the case. That other machine may, in like manner, have proceeded from a
former machine—nor does that alter the case; contrivance must have had a con-
triver. That former one from one preceding it—no alteration still, a contriver is
still necessary. No tendency is perceived, no approach towards a diminution of
this necessity. It is the same with any and every succession of these machines; a
succession of ten, of a hundred, of a thousand; with one series, as with another;
a series which is finite, as with a series which is infinite. In whatever other
respects they may differ, in this they do not. In all equally, contrivance and
design are unaccounted for. . . .

CHAPTER III. APPLICATION OF THE ARGUMENT

. . . Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design which existed
in the watch, exists in the works of nature—with the difference, on the side of
nature, of being greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all com-
putation. I mean that the contrivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art
in the complexity, subtlety, and curiosity of the mechanism; and still more, if
possible, do they go beyond them in number and variety; yet, in a multitude of
cases, are not less evidently mechanical, not less evidently contrivances, not less
evidently accommodated to their end or suited to their office, than are the most
perfect productions of human ingenuity.
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I know no better method of introducing so large a subject, than that of
comparing a single thing with a single thing—an eye, for example, with a tele-
scope. As far as the examination of the instrument goes, there is precisely the
same proof that the eye was made for vision, as there is that the telescope was
made for assisting it. They are made upon the same principles, both being
adjusted to the laws by which the transmission and refraction of rays of light are
regulated. I speak not of the origin of the laws themselves; but, such laws being
fixed, the construction in both cases is adapted to them. For instance, these laws
require, in order to produce the same effect, that the rays of light, in passing
from water into the eye, should be refracted by a more convex surface than
when it passes out of air into the eye. Accordingly we find that the eye of a fish,
in that part of it called the crystalline lens, is much rounder than the eye of ter-
restrial animals. What plainer manifestation of design can there be than this dif-
ference? What could a mathematical instrument maker have done more, to
show his knowledge of his principle, his application of that knowledge, his
suiting of his means to his end? I will not say to display the compass or excel-
lence of his skill and art, for in these all comparison is indecorous, but to testify
counsel, choice, consideration, purpose. . . .

CHAPTER V. APPLICATION OF THE ARGUMENT CONTINUED

. . . When we are inquiring simply after the existence of an intelligent Creator,
imperfection, inaccuracy, liability to disorder, occasional irregularities, may
subsist in a considerable degree without inducing any doubt into the question—
just as a watch may frequently go wrong, seldom perhaps exactly right, may be
faulty in some parts, defective in some, without the smallest ground of suspi-
cion from thence arising that it was not a watch, not made, or not made for the
purpose ascribed to it. When faults are pointed out and when a question is
started concerning the skill of the artist or dexterity with which the work is exe-
cuted, then indeed, in order to defend these qualities from accusation, we must
be able either to expose some intractableness and imperfection in the materials
or point out some invincible difficulty in the execution, into which imperfection
and difficulty the matter of complaint may be resolved; or if we cannot do this,
we must adduce such specimens of consummate art and contrivance, proceed-
ing from the same hand, as may convince the inquirer of the existence, in the
case before him, of impediments like those which we have mentioned,
although, what from the nature of the case is very likely to happen, they be
unknown and unperceived by him. This we must do in order to vindicate the
artist’s skill, or at least the perfection of it—as we must also judge of his inten-
tion, and of the provisions employed in fulfilling that intention, not from an
instance in which they fail, but from the great plurality of instances in which
they succeed. But after all, these are different questions from the question of the
artist’s existence, or (which is the same) whether the thing before us be a work
of art or not. And the questions ought always to be kept separate in the mind.
So likewise it is in the works of nature. Irregularities and imperfections are of
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little or no weight in the consideration, when that consideration relates simply
to the existence of a Creator. When the argument respects his attributes, they are
of weight; but are then to be taken in conjunction (the attention is not to rest
upon them, but they are to be taken in conjunction) with the unexceptionable
evidences which we possess of skill, power, and benevolence displayed in other
instances—which evidences may, in strength, number, and variety, be such, and
may so overpower apparent blemishes, as to induce us, upon the most reason-
able ground, to believe that these last ought to be referred to some cause, though
we be ignorant of it, other than defect of knowledge or of benevolence in
the author.
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READING 7 The Blind Watchmaker
Richard Dawkins

Richard Dawkins was born in 1941 in Nairobi, Kenya, where his father worked for the
British Colonial Service. In 1949 his family returned to England, where he was educated at
boarding schools and then at Oxford University. He chose to study zoology mainly as a way
to explore the philosophical implications of evolution and the negative impact of evolu-
tionary theory on religion. He pursued graduate studies in zoology at Oxford under Nobel
Prize–winning ethologist Niko Tinbergen and received his doctorate in 1966. Dawkins then
accepted a position at the University of California at Berkeley, where he taught from 1967
to 1969. The following year he returned to Oxford to become a lecturer in zoology and a
fellow of New College. He was appointed a reader in zoology at Oxford in 1991, and
Charles Simonyi Professor of Public Understanding of Science in 1995. He retired in 2008.
Among his awards are the Royal Society of Literature Award (1987), the Los Angeles Times
Literary Prize (1987), the Zoological Society of London Silver Medal (1989), the Royal
Society of London’s Michael Faraday Award (1990), appointment to the Royal Society of
Literature (1997), and the Lewis Thomas Prize for Writing about Science (2006).

Dawkins’s books include The Selfish Gene (1976, translated into fifteen languages),
The Extended Phenotype: The Gene as the Unit of Selection (1982), The Blind Watchmaker:
Why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe without Design (1986, translated into
thirteen languages); River out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (1995), Unweaving the
Rainbow: Science, Delusion, and the Appetite for Wonder (1998), The God Delusion
(2006), and The Greatest Show on Earth: The Evidence for Evolution (2009).

Our selection is from The Blind Watchmaker. As Dawkins explains, the title alludes to
a famous argument advanced by William Paley in his book Natural Theology (1802). Paley
asks us to imagine walking across a field and finding a watch lying on the ground. The
fact that all its parts work together for the purpose of measuring time would lead us to con-
clude that it was made by an intelligent artisan. Since living organisms are much more
complex than any artificial objects, the natural world must be the product of a supremely
intelligent designer—namely, God. (Paley’s argument appears on pp. 55–62 of this book.)
Dawkins agrees with Paley that organisms are entirely too complex to have arisen all at
once by some chance occurrence, but he believes that the complexity can be fully
explained by the theory of evolution. He argues that although Paley’s argument was plau-
sible in his own day, the discoveries of modern biological science have made an appeal to
a conscious designer unnecessary.

Dawkins explains that the theory of evolution does not contend that any organism
arose through some single chance event; each organism is the end product of a long
sequence of minor transformations, each one of which was small enough to have happened
by chance. Species of organisms evolve through a gradual process of “natural selection”—
if an organism acquires a trait that enables it to adapt to its environment, it will survive and
transmit this trait to its offspring. Natural selection is cumulative selection; the new traits
that occur randomly in organisms are slight variations on traits already possessed by the
previous generation. Cumulative selection differs from single-step selection, which does not
build on previous variations. If natural selection were single-step selection, it admittedly
would be unable to account for the complexity of organisms. Dawkins argues that the
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cumulative nature of natural selection adequately explains the origin of species: The
“designer” of species is natural selection, and natural selection is blind.

CHAPTER 1. EXPLAINING THE VERY IMPROBABLE

We animals are the most complicated things in the known universe. The universe
that we know, of course, is a tiny fragment of the actual universe. There may be
yet more complicated objects than us on other planets, and some of them may
already know about us. But this doesn’t alter the point that I want to make. Com-
plicated things, everywhere, deserve a very special kind of explanation. We want
to know how they came into existence and why they are so complicated. . . .

The process by which an airliner came into existence is not fundamentally
mysterious to us, because humans built it. The systematic putting together of
parts to a purposeful design is something we know and understand, for we
have experienced it at first hand, even if only with our childhood Meccano or
Erector set.

What about our own bodies? Each one of us is a machine, like an airliner only
much more complicated. Were we designed on a drawing board too, and were
our parts assembled by a skilled engineer? The answer is no. It is a surprising
answer, and we have known and understood it for only a century or so. When
Charles Darwin1 first explained the matter, many people either wouldn’t or
couldn’t grasp it. I myself flatly refused to believe Darwin’s theory when I first
heard about it as a child. Almost everybody throughout history, up to the second
half of the nineteenth century, has firmly believed in the opposite—the conscious
designer theory. Many people still do, perhaps because the true, Darwinian
explanation of our own existence is still, remarkably, not a routine part of the
curriculum of a general education. It is certainly very widely misunderstood.

The watchmaker of my title is borrowed from a famous treatise by the
eighteenth-century theologian William Paley. His Natural Theology; or, Evidences
of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity, Collected from the Appearances of
Nature, published in 1802, is the best-known exposition of the “Argument from
Design,” always the most influential of the arguments for the existence of a God.
It is a book that I greatly admire, for in his own time its author succeeded in
doing what I am struggling to do now. He had a point to make, he passionately
believed in it, and he spared no effort to ram it home clearly. He had a proper
reverence for the complexity of the living world, and he saw that it demands a
very special kind of explanation. The only thing he got wrong—admittedly
quite a big thing!—was the explanation itself. He gave the traditional religious
answer to the riddle, but he articulated it more clearly and convincingly than
anybody had before. The true explanation is utterly different, and it had to wait
for one of the most revolutionary thinkers of all time, Charles Darwin.
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1Darwin (1809–1892) was an English naturalist. He formulated the theory of natural selection, which
states that if an organism develops traits that enable it to adapt to its environment, it will survive
and transmit these traits to its offspring, and that if the organism fails to develop adaptive traits, it
will perish. [D. C. ABEL]
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Paley begins Natural Theology with a famous passage:

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone and were asked
how the stone came to be there. I might possibly answer, that, for anything I knew
to the contrary, it had lain there forever; nor would it perhaps be very easy to
show the absurdity of this answer. But suppose I had found a watch upon the
ground and it should be inquired how the watch happened to be in that place.
I should hardly think of the answer which I had given before, that, for anything
I knew, the watch might have always been there.2

Paley here appreciates the difference between natural physical objects like
stones, and designed and manufactured objects like watches. He goes on to
expound the precision with which the cogs and springs of a watch are fash-
ioned, and the intricacy with which they are put together. If we found an object
such as a watch upon a heath, even if we didn’t know how it had come into
existence, its own precision and intricacy of design would force us to conclude:

that the watch must have had a maker that there must have existed, at some time
and at some place or other, an artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose
which we find it actually to answer, who comprehended its construction and
designed its use.

Nobody could reasonably dissent from this conclusion, Paley insists, yet that
is just what the atheist, in effect, does when he contemplates the works of
nature, for:

every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, which existed in
the watch, exists in the works of nature—with the difference, on the side of nature,
of being greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation.

Paley drives his point home with beautiful and reverent descriptions of the dis-
sected machinery of life, beginning with the human eye, a favorite example that
Darwin was later to use. . . . Paley compares the eye with a designed instrument
such as a telescope, and concludes that “there is precisely the same proof that
the eye was made for vision, as there is that the telescope was made for
assisting it.” The eye must have had a designer, just as the telescope had.

Paley’s argument is made with passionate sincerity and is informed by the
best biological scholarship of his day, but it is wrong, gloriously and utterly
wrong. The analogy between telescope and eye, between watch and living
organism, is false. All appearances to the contrary, the only watchmaker in
nature is the blind forces of physics, albeit deployed in a very special way. A true
watchmaker has foresight: He designs his cogs and springs, and plans their
interconnections, with a future purpose in his mind’s eye. Natural selection, the
blind, unconscious, automatic process that Darwin discovered, and that we now
know is the explanation for the existence and apparently purposeful form of all
life, has no purpose in mind. It has no mind and no mind’s eye. It does not plan
for the future. It has no vision, no foresight, no sight at all. If it can be said to play
the role of watchmaker in nature, it is the blind watchmaker.
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I shall explain all this, and much else besides. But one thing I shall not do
is belittle the wonder of the living “watches” that so inspired Paley. On the
contrary, I shall try to illustrate my feeling that here Paley could have gone
even further. When it comes to feeling awe over living “watches” I yield to
nobody. I feel more in common with the Reverend William Paley than I do
with the distinguished modern philosopher, a well-known atheist, with whom
I once discussed the matter at dinner. I said that I could not imagine being an
atheist at any time before 1859, when Darwin’s Origin of Species was pub-
lished. “What about Hume?”3 replied the philosopher. “How did Hume
explain the organized complexity of the living world?” I asked. “He didn’t,”
said the philosopher. “Why does it need any special explanation?”

Paley knew that it needed a special explanation; Darwin knew it, and I sus-
pect that in his heart of hearts my philosopher companion knew it too. In any
case it will be my business to show it here. As for David Hume himself, it is
sometimes said that that great Scottish philosopher disposed of the argument
from design a century before Darwin. But what Hume did was criticize the logic
of using apparent design in nature as positive evidence for the existence of a God.
He did not offer any alternative explanation for apparent design, but left the
question open. An atheist before Darwin could have said, following Hume:
“I have no explanation for complex biological design. All I know is that God
isn’t a good explanation, so we must wait and hope that somebody comes up
with a better one.” I can’t help feeling that such a position, though logically
sound, would have left one feeling pretty unsatisfied, and that although athe-
ism might have been logically tenable before Darwin, Darwin made it possible
to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist. I like to think that Hume would agree, but
some of his writings suggest that he underestimated the complexity and beauty
of biological design. The boy naturalist Charles Darwin could have shown him
a thing or two about that, but Hume had been dead 40 years when Darwin
enrolled in Hume’s University of Edinburgh. . . .

CHAPTER 3. ACCUMULATING SMALL CHANGE

. . . Living things are too improbable and too beautifully “designed” to have
come into existence by chance. How, then, did they come into existence? The
answer, Darwin’s answer, is by gradual, step-by-step transformations from
simple beginnings, from primordial entities sufficiently simple to have come
into existence by chance. Each successive change in the gradual evolutionary
process was simple enough, relative to its predecessor, to have arisen by chance.
But the whole sequence of cumulative steps constitutes anything but a chance
process, when you consider the complexity of the final end-product relative to
the original starting point. The cumulative process is directed by nonrandom
survival. The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the power of this
cumulative selection as a fundamentally nonrandom process.
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If you walk up and down a pebbly beach, you will notice that the pebbles
are not arranged at random. The smaller pebbles typically tend to be found in
segregated zones running along the length of the beach, the larger ones in
different zones or stripes. The pebbles have been sorted, arranged, selected.
A tribe living near the shore might wonder at this evidence of sorting or
arrangement in the world, and might develop a myth to account for it, perhaps
attributing it to a Great Spirit in the sky with a tidy mind and a sense of order.
We might give a superior smile at such a superstitious notion, and explain that
the arranging was really done by the blind forces of physics, in this case the
action of waves. The waves have no purposes and no intentions, no tidy mind,
no mind at all. They just energetically throw the pebbles around, and big
pebbles and small pebbles respond differently to this treatment so they end up
at different levels of the beach. A small amount of order has come out of
disorder, and no mind planned it.

The waves and the pebbles together constitute a simple example of a system
that automatically generates nonrandomness. The world is full of such systems.
The simplest example I can think of is a hole. Only objects smaller than the hole
can pass through it. This means that if you start with a random collection of
objects above the hole, and some force shakes and jostles them about at random,
after a while the objects above and below the hole will come to be nonrandomly
sorted. The space below the hole will tend to contain objects smaller than the
hole, and the space above will tend to contain objects larger than the hole.
Mankind has, of course, long exploited this simple principle for generating
nonrandomness, in the useful device known as the sieve.

The solar system is a stable arrangement of planets, comets, and debris
orbiting the sun, and it is presumably one of many such orbiting systems in the
universe. The nearer a satellite is to its sun, the faster it has to travel if it is to
counter the sun’s gravity and remain in stable orbit. For any given orbit, there is
only one speed at which a satellite can travel and remain in that orbit. If it were
travelling at any other velocity, it would either move out into deep space, or
crash into the sun, or move into another orbit. And if we look at the planets of
our solar system, lo and behold, every single one of them is travelling at exactly
the right velocity to keep it in its stable orbit around the sun. A blessed miracle
of provident design? No, just another natural “sieve.” Obviously all the planets
that we see orbiting the sun must be travelling at exactly the right speed to keep
them in their orbits, or we wouldn’t see them there because they wouldn’t be
there! But equally obviously this is not evidence for conscious design. It is just
another kind of sieve.

Sieving of this order of simplicity is not, on its own, enough to account for
the massive amounts of nonrandom order that we see in living things. Nowhere
near enough. . . . The kind of nonrandomness that can be generated by simple
sieving is roughly equivalent to opening a combination lock with only one dial:
It is easy to open it by sheer luck. The kind of nonrandomness that we see in
living systems, on the other hand, is equivalent to a gigantic combination lock
with an almost uncountable number of dials. To generate a biological molecule
like hemoglobin, the red pigment in blood, by simple sieving would be equiva-
lent to taking all the amino-acid building blocks of hemoglobin, jumbling them
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up at random, and hoping that the hemoglobin molecule would reconstitute
itself by sheer luck. The amount of luck that would be required for this feat is
unthinkable, and has been used as a telling mind-boggler by Isaac Asimov4

and others.
A hemoglobin molecule consists of four chains of amino acids twisted

together. Let us think about just one of these four chains. It consists of 146 amino
acids. There are 20 different kinds of amino acids commonly found in living
things. The number of possible ways of arranging 20 kinds of thing in chains
146 links long is an inconceivably large number, which Asimov calls the “hemo-
globin number.” It is easy to calculate, but impossible to visualize the answer.
The first link in the 146-long chain could be any one of the 20, so the number of
possible 2-link chains is 20 � 20, or 400. The number of possible 3-link chains is
20 � 20 � 20, or 8000. The number of possible 146-link chains is 20 times itself
146 times. This is a staggeringly large number. A million is a 1 with 6 naughts
after it. A billion (1000 million) is a 1 with 9 naughts after it. The number we
seek, the “hemoglobin number,” is (near enough) a 1 with 190 naughts after it!
This is the chance against happening to hit upon hemoglobin by luck. And a
hemoglobin molecule has only a minute fraction of the complexity of a living
body. Simple sieving, on its own, is obviously nowhere near capable of generat-
ing the amount of order in a living thing. Sieving is an essential ingredient in the
generation of living order, but it is very far from being the whole story. Some-
thing else is needed. To explain the point, I shall need to make a distinction
between “single-step” selection and “cumulative” selection. The simple sieves
we have been considering so far in this chapter are all examples of single-step
selection. Living organization is the product of cumulative selection.

The essential difference between single-step selection and cumulative selec-
tion is this. In single-step selection the entities selected or sorted, pebbles or what-
ever they are, are sorted once and for all. In cumulative selection, on the other
hand, they “reproduce”; or in some other way the results of one sieving process
are fed into a subsequent sieving, which is fed into . . . , and so on. The entities are
subjected to selection or sorting over many “generations” in succession. The end-
product of one generation of selection is the starting point for the next generation
of selection, and so on for many generations. It is natural to borrow such words as
“reproduce” and “generation,” which have associations with living things,
because living things are the main examples we know of things that participate in
cumulative selection. They may in practice be the only things that do. But for the
moment I don’t want to beg that question by saying so outright.

Sometimes clouds, through the random kneading and carving of the winds,
come to look like familiar objects. There is a much published photograph, taken
by the pilot of a small airplane, of what looks a bit like the face of Jesus, staring
out of the sky. We have all seen clouds that reminded us of something—a sea
horse, say, or a smiling face. These resemblances come about by single-step
selection, that is to say by a single coincidence. They are, consequently, not very
impressive. The resemblance of the signs of the zodiac to the animals after
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which they are named, Scorpio, Leo, and so on, is as unimpressive as the
predictions of astrologers. We don’t feel overwhelmed by the resemblance, as
we are by biological adaptations—the products of cumulative selection. We
describe as weird, uncanny or spectacular, the resemblance of, say, a leaf insect
to a leaf or a praying mantis to a cluster of pink flowers. The resemblance of a
cloud to a weasel is only mildly diverting, barely worth calling to the attention
of our companion. Moreover, we are quite likely to change our mind about
exactly what the cloud most resembles.

Hamlet. Do you see yonder cloud that’s almost in shape of a camel?
Polonius. By the mass, and ‘tis like a camel, indeed.
Hamlet. Methinks it is like a weasel.
Polonius. It is backed like a weasel.
Hamlet. Or like a whale?
Polonius. Very like a whale.5

I don’t know who it was first pointed out that, given enough time, a mon-
key bashing away at random on a typewriter could produce all the works of
Shakespeare. The operative phrase is, of course, given enough time. Let us limit
the task facing our monkey somewhat. Suppose that he has to produce, not the
complete works of Shakespeare but just the short sentence “Methinks it is like a
weasel,” and we shall make it relatively easy by giving him a typewriter with a
restricted keyboard, one with just the 26 (capital) letters and a space bar. How
long will he take to write this one little sentence?

The sentence has 28 characters in it, so let us assume that the monkey has a
series of discrete “tries,” each consisting of 28 bashes at the keyboard. If he types
the phrase correctly, that is the end of the experiment. If not, we allow him
another “try” of 28 characters. I don’t know any monkeys, but fortunately my
11-month-old daughter is an experienced randomizing device, and she proved
only too eager to step into the role of monkey typist. Here is what she typed on
the computer:

UMMK JK CDZZ F ZD DSDSKSM
S SS FMCV PU I DDRGLKDXRRDO
RDTE QDWFDVIOY UDSKZWDCCVYT
H CHVY NMGNBAYTDFCCVD D
RCDFYYYRM N DFSKD LD K WDWK
JJKAUIZMZI UXDKIDISFUMDKUDXI

She has other important calls on her time, so I was obliged to program the
computer to simulate a randomly typing baby or monkey:

WDLDMNLT DTJBKWIRZREZLMQCO P
Y YVMQKZPGJXWVHGLAWFVCHQYOPY
MWR SWTNUXMLCDLEUBXTQHNZVJQF
FU OVAODVYKDGXDEKYVMOGGS VT
HZQZDSFZIHIVPHZPETPWVOVPMZGF
GEWRGZRPBCTPGQMCKHFDBGW ZCCF

5William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, Scene 2, lines 384–390. [D. C. ABEL]

The Blind Watchmaker Richard Dawkins 69

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 69



And so on and on. It isn’t difficult to calculate how long we should reasonably
expect to wait for the random computer (or baby or monkey) to type
METHINKS IT IS LIKE A WEASEL. Think about the total number of possible
phrases of the right length that the monkey or baby or random computer could
type. It is the same kind of calculation as we did for hemoglobin, and it produces
a similarly large result. There are 27 possible letters (counting “space” as one
letter) in the first position. The chance of the monkey happening to get the first
letter—M—right is therefore 1 in 27. The chance of it getting the first two
letters—ME—right is the chance of it getting the second letter—E—right (1 in 27)
given that it has also got the first letter—M—right, therefore 1/27 � 1/27,
which equals 1/729. The chance of it getting the first word—METHINKS—
right is 1/27 for each of the 8 letters, therefore (1/27) � (1/27) � (1/27) �
(1/27) . . . , and so on, 8 times, or (1/27) to the power 8. The chance of it
getting the entire phrase of 28 characters right is (1/27) to the power 28—
that is, (1/27) multiplied by itself 28 times. These are very small odds,
about 1 in 10,000 million million million million million million. To put it
mildly, the phrase we seek would be a long time coming, to say nothing of
the complete works of Shakespeare.

So much for single-step selection of random variation. What about cumula-
tive selection; how much more effective should this be? Very, very much more
effective, perhaps more so than we at first realize, although it is almost obvious
when we reflect further. We again use our computer monkey, but with a crucial
difference in its program. It again begins by choosing a random sequence of
28 letters, just as before:

WDLMNLT DTJBKWIRZREZLMQCO P

It now “breeds from” this random phrase. It duplicates it repeatedly, but with a
certain chance of random error—”mutation”—in the copying. The computer
examines the mutant nonsense phrases, the “progeny” of the original phrase,
and chooses the one that, however slightly, most resembles the target phrase,
METHINKS IT IS LIKE A WEASEL. In this instance the winning phrase of the
next “generation” happened to be:

WDLTMNLT DTJBSWIRZREZLMQCO P

Not an obvious improvement! But the procedure is repeated, again mutant
“progeny” are “bred from” the phrase, and a new “winner” is chosen. This goes
on, generation after generation. After 10 generations, the phrase chosen for
“breeding” was:

MDLDMNLS ITJISWHRZREZ MECS P

After 20 generations it was:

MELDINLS IT ISWPRKE Z WECSEL

By now, the eye of faith fancies that it can see a resemblance to the target phrase.
By 30 generations there can be no doubt:

METHINGS IT ISWLIKE B WECSEL
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Generation 40 takes us to within one letter of the target:

METHINKS IT IS LIKE I WEASEL

And the target was finally reached in generation 43. A second run of the computer
began with the phrase:

Y YVMQKZPFJXWVHGLAWFVCHQXYOPY,

passed through (again reporting only every tenth generation):

Y YVMQKSPFTXWSHLIKEFV HQYSPY
YETHINKSPITXISHLIKEFA WQYSEY
METHINKS IT ISSLIKE A WEFSEY
METHINKS IT ISBLIKE A WEASES
METHINKS IT ISJLIKE A WEASEO
METHINKS IT IS LIKE A WEASEP

and reached the target phrase in generation 64. In a third run the computer
started with:

GEWRGZRPBCTPGQMCKHFDBGW ZCCF

and reached METHINKS IT IS LIKE A WEASEL in 41 generations of selective
“breeding.”

The exact time taken by the computer to reach the target doesn’t matter. If
you want to know, it completed the whole exercise for me, the first time, while
I was out to lunch. It took about half an hour. (Computer enthusiasts may think
this unduly slow. The reason is that the program was written in BASIC, a sort
of computer baby-talk. When I rewrote it in Pascal, it took 11 seconds.) Com-
puters are a bit faster at this kind of thing than monkeys, but the difference
really isn’t significant. What matters is the difference between the time taken
by cumulative selection, and the time that the same computer, working flat out
at the same rate, would take to reach the target phrase if it were forced to use
the other procedure of single-step selection: about a million million million mil-
lion million years. This is more than a million million million times as long as
the universe has so far existed. Actually it would be fairer just to say that, in
comparison with the time it would take either a monkey or a randomly pro-
grammed computer to type our target phrase, the total age of the universe so
far is a negligibly small quantity, so small as to be well within the margin of
error for this sort of back-of-an-envelope calculation. Whereas the time taken
for a computer working randomly but with the constraint of cumulative selec-
tion to perform the same task is of the same order as humans ordinarily can
understand, between 11 seconds and the time it takes to have lunch.

There is a big difference, then, between cumulative selection (in which each
improvement, however slight, is used as a basis for future building) and single-
step selection (in which each new “try” is a fresh one). If evolutionary progress
had had to rely on single-step selection, it would never have got anywhere. If,
however, there was any way in which the necessary conditions for cumulative
selection could have been set up by the blind forces of nature, strange and won-
derful might have been the consequences. As a matter of fact that is exactly what
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happened on this planet, and we ourselves are among the most recent, if not the
strangest and most wonderful, of those consequences.

It is amazing that you can still read calculations like my hemoglobin calcu-
lation, used as though they constituted arguments against Darwin’s theory. The
people who do this, often expert in their own field, astronomy or whatever it
may be, seem sincerely to believe that Darwinism explains living organization
in terms of chance—”single-step selection”—alone. This belief, that Darwinian
evolution is “random,” is not merely false. It is the exact opposite of the truth.
Chance is a minor ingredient in the Darwinian recipe, but the most important
ingredient is cumulative selection that is quintessentially nonrandom. . . .

CHAPTER 11. DOOMED RIVALS

. . . We have dealt with all the alleged alternatives to the theory of natural selec-
tion except the oldest one. This is the theory that life was created, or its evolu-
tion master-minded, by a conscious designer. It would obviously be unfairly
easy to demolish some particular version of this theory such as the one (or it
may be two) spelled out in Genesis. Nearly all peoples have developed their
own creation myth, and the Genesis story is just the one that happened to have
been adopted by one particular tribe of Middle Eastern herders. It has no more
special status than the belief of a particular West African tribe that the world was
created from the excrement of ants. All these myths have in common that they
depend upon the deliberate intentions of some kind of supernatural being.

At first sight there is an important distinction to be made between what
might be called “instantaneous creation” and “guided evolution.” Modern
theologians of any sophistication have given up believing in instantaneous cre-
ation. The evidence for some sort of evolution has become too overwhelming.
But many theologians who call themselves evolutionists . . . smuggle God in by
the back door: They allow him some sort of supervisory role over the course that
evolution has taken, either influencing key moments in evolutionary history
(especially, of course, human evolutionary history), or even meddling more
comprehensively in the day-to-day events that add up to evolutionary change.

We cannot disprove beliefs like these, especially if it is assumed that God
took care that his interventions always closely mimicked what would be
expected from evolution by natural selection. All that we can say about such
beliefs is, firstly, that they are superfluous and, secondly, that they assume the
existence of the main thing we want to explain, namely organized complexity.
The one thing that makes evolution such a neat theory is that it explains how
organized complexity can arise out of primeval simplicity.

If we want to postulate a deity capable of engineering all the organized
complexity in the world, either instantaneously or by guiding evolution, that
deity must already have been vastly complex in the first place. The creationist,
whether a naive Bible-thumper or an educated bishop, simply postulates an
already existing being of prodigious intelligence and complexity. If we are going
to allow ourselves the luxury of postulating organized complexity without
offering an explanation, we might as well make a job of it and simply postulate
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the existence of life as we know it! . . . The theory of evolution by cumulative
natural selection is the only theory we know of that is in principle capable of
explaining the existence of organized complexity. Even if the evidence did not
favor it, it would still be the best theory available! In fact the evidence does favor
it. But that is another story.

Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter. The essence of life is
statistical improbability on a colossal scale. Whatever is the explanation for
life, therefore, it cannot be chance. The true explanation for the existence of
life must embody the very antithesis of chance. The antithesis of chance is
nonrandom survival, properly understood. Nonrandom survival, improp-
erly understood, is not the antithesis of chance, it is chance itself. There is a
continuum connecting these two extremes, and it is the continuum from
single-step selection to cumulative selection. Single-step selection is just
another way of saying pure chance. This is what I mean by nonrandom sur-
vival improperly understood. Cumulative selection, by slow and gradual
degrees, is the explanation, the only workable explanation that has ever
been proposed, for the existence of life’s complex design.

The whole book has been dominated by the idea of chance, by the astro-
nomically long odds against the spontaneous arising of order, complexity
and apparent design. We have sought a way of taming chance, of drawing its
fangs. “Untamed chance,” pure, naked chance, means ordered design spring-
ing into existence from nothing, in a single leap. It would be untamed chance
if once there was no eye, and then, suddenly, in the twinkling of a generation,
an eye appeared, fully fashioned, perfect and whole. This is possible, but the
odds against it will keep us busy writing naughts till the end of time. The
same applies to the odds against the spontaneous existence of any fully fash-
ioned, perfect and whole beings, including—I see no way of avoiding the
conclusion—deities.

To “tame” chance means to break down the very improbable into less
improbable small components arranged in series. No matter how improbable
it is that an X could have arisen from a Y in a single step, it is always possible
to conceive of a series of infinitesimally graded intermediates between them.
However improbable a large-scale change may be, smaller changes are less
improbable. And provided we postulate a sufficiently large series of suffi-
ciently finely graded intermediates, we shall be able to derive anything from
anything else, without invoking astronomical improbabilities. We are
allowed to do this only if there has been sufficient time to fit all the interme-
diates in. And also only if there is a mechanism for guiding each step in some
particular direction—otherwise the sequence of steps will career off in an
endless random walk.

It is the contention of the Darwinian worldview that both these provisos are
met, and that slow, gradual, cumulative natural selection is the ultimate expla-
nation for our existence. If there are versions of the evolution theory that deny
slow gradualism, and deny the central role of natural selection, they may be true
in particular cases. But they cannot be the whole truth, for they deny the very
heart of the evolution theory, which gives it the power to dissolve astronomical
improbabilities and explain prodigies of apparent miracle.
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B. The Problem of Evil

READING 8 On Free Choice of the Will
Augustine

Augustine was born in 354 in the town of Tagaste in northern Africa (now Souk-Ahras,
Algeria). As a youth he received instruction in Christianity but was not baptized. At 17,
he went to Carthage to study rhetoric, which he later taught at Tagaste, Carthage, Rome,
and Milan. In 373 Augustine became a member of the Manichaean religion, which held
that the equally powerful forces of Light (goodness) and Darkness (evil) govern the uni-
verse. Ten years later he abandoned Manichaeism and became attracted to skepticism, the
view that it is impossible to attain truth. Augustine then became deeply influenced by the
works of Plotinus, an Egyptian-born Roman philosopher who saw himself carrying forward
the theories of Plato. When teaching in Milan, Augustine went to hear the sermons of the
Catholic bishop Ambrose to study their rhetorical style, but he ended up paying attention
to their content. After a dramatic conversion experience, he was baptized by Ambrose in
387. Augustine returned to Tagaste, where he and some friends set up a sort of monastery.
In 391 he was ordained a priest at Hippo (now Annaba, Algeria) and four years later became
bishop. He remained bishop until his death in 430. Augustine’s works include On Free
Choice of the Will (begun in 388, finished in 395), the Confessions (his autobiography,
written between 397 and 401), On the Trinity (399–419), and The City of God (413–426).

Our reading is from Book I of On Free Choice of the Will, a work cast as a dialogue
between Augustine and his friend Evodius. The topic of the conversation is stated by Evodius
in the opening line: “Please tell me: Isn’t God the cause of evil?” Augustine begins his answer
to Evodius’s question by distinguishing the evil that people suffer from the evil that they do.
He argues that God causes the former kind of evil as just punishment for people’s sins, but
that God does not cause the latter kind. Evildoers themselves are the cause of the evil they
commit because they choose evil by their own free will (hence the title of the dialogue).
Augustine holds that the essence of all evildoing is inordinate desire, and that inordinate
desire consists of pursuing temporal and changeable things, which can be lost against our
will, at the expense of eternal and unchangeable things, which cannot be lost against our
will. Because the mind is stronger than desire, if we yield to temptation and choose the tem-
poral and changeable over the eternal and unchangeable, we do so through our own free
choice. And because our evildoing is voluntary, it is just for God to punish us for it.

BOOK ONE

Chapter 1

EVODIUS: Please tell me: Isn’t God the cause of evil?
AUGUSTINE: I will tell you once you have made clear what kind of evil you

are asking about. For we use the word “evil” in two senses: first, when
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we say that someone has done evil; and second, when we say that
someone has suffered evil.

EVODIUS: I want to know about both.
AUGUSTINE: But if you know or believe that God is good—and it is not

right to believe otherwise—then he does no evil. On the other hand, if
we acknowledge that God is just—and it is impious to deny it—then he
rewards the good and punishes the wicked. Those punishments are
certainly evils for those who suffer them. Therefore, if no one is punished
unjustly—and we must believe this, since we believe that this universe
is governed by divine providence—it follows that God is a cause of the
second kind of evil, but in no way causes the first kind.

EVODIUS: Then is there some other cause of the evil that God does not cause?
AUGUSTINE: There certainly is. Such evil could not occur unless someone

caused it. But if you ask who that someone is, it is impossible to say. For
there is no single cause of evil; rather, everyone who does evil is the
cause of his own evildoing. If you doubt this, recall what I said earlier:
Evil deeds are punished by the justice of God. They would not be
punished unjustly if they had not been performed voluntarily.

EVODIUS: It seems that no one could sin unless he had first learned how to sin.
And if that is the case, I must ask this: From whom did we learn to sin?

AUGUSTINE: Do you think learning is a good thing?
EVODIUS: Who would dare to say that learning is a bad thing?
AUGUSTINE: What if it is neither good nor bad?
EVODIUS: I think it is good.
AUGUSTINE: Indeed it is, since knowledge is given or awakened through

learning, and no one comes to know anything except through learning.
Don’t you agree?

EVODIUS: I think that we come to know only good things through learning.
AUGUSTINE: Then we do not come to know evil things; for the word

“learning” is correctly applied only when we come to know something.
EVODIUS: But if we do not come to know evil things, how is it that human

beings perform evil acts?
AUGUSTINE: Perhaps because they turn away from learning and become

strangers to it. But whether that is the correct explanation or not, one
thing is certainly clear: Since learning is good, and the word “learning”
is correctly applied only when we come to know something, we simply
cannot come to know evil things. If we could, then they would be part
of learning, and so learning would not be a good thing. But it is a good
thing, as you said yourself. Therefore, we do not come to know evil
things, and there is no point in your asking from whom we learn to do
evil things. Or else we do come to know them, but only as things to be
avoided, not as things to be done. It follows that doing evil is nothing
but running away from learning.

EVODIUS: I rather think that there are two sorts of learning: one by means of
which we learn to do right, and another by means of which we learn to
do evil. But when you asked whether learning was good, the love of
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good itself caught my attention, and I saw only the sort of learning by
which we learn to do right. That is why I answered that it is good. But
now I remember that there is another sort of learning. I have no doubt
that it is evil, and I would like to know its cause.

AUGUSTINE: Do you at least consider understanding good?
EVODIUS: Certainly. I consider it so good that I cannot see how any human

trait could be better. And I would in no way say that any understand-
ing can be bad.

AUGUSTINE: When someone is being taught but does not understand, would
you think that he has learned?

EVODIUS: Of course not.
AUGUSTINE: Well then, if all understanding is good, and no one who does

not understand learns, then everyone who learns is doing good. For
everyone who learns, understands; and everyone who understands is
doing good. So someone who wants to know the cause of our learning
something really wants to know the cause of our doing good. So let’s
have no more of your wanting to hunt down this mysterious evil
teacher. If he is evil, he is no teacher; and if he is a teacher, he is not evil.

Chapter 2

EVODIUS: Now that you have convinced me that we do not learn to do evil,
please explain to me what is the source of our evildoing.

AUGUSTINE: You have hit upon the very question that worried me greatly
when I was still young, a question that wore me out, drove me into the
company of heretics,1 and knocked me flat on my face. I was so hurt by
this fall, buried under a mountain of silly fairy tales, that if my love of
finding the truth had not secured divine help, I would not have been able
to get out from under them to breathe freely and begin to seek the truth.
And since such pains were taken to free me from this difficulty, I will
lead you on the same path that I followed in making my escape. God will
be with us, and he will make us understand what we have believed. For
we are well aware that we are at the stage described by the prophet,
who says, “Unless you believe, you will not understand.”2 We believe
that everything that exists comes from the one God, and yet we
believe that God is not the cause of sins. What is troubling is that if you
admit that sins come from the souls that God created, and those souls
come from God, pretty soon you’ll be tracing those sins back to God.

EVODIUS: You have stated plainly what bothers me in thinking about this
question. That is the problem that has compelled me and drawn me into
this inquiry.

76 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

1Augustine refers to the Manichaeans, who held that the source of evil is the principle of Darkness,
which is in eternal combat with the principle of Light (goodness). [D. C. ABEL]
2Isaiah 7:9. The text of the Hebrew Scriptures that Augustine used was a Latin translation of the
Greek Septuagint version. Sometimes, as here, the Septuagint rendering of the original Hebrew is
inaccurate. The Hebrew of Isaiah 7:9 means “Have faith, or you will not stand firm” (New English
Bible). [D. C. ABEL]
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AUGUSTINE: Be courageous and go on believing what you believe. There is no
better belief, even if you do not yet see the explanation for why it is true.
The truest beginning of piety is to think as highly of God as possible; and
doing so means that one must believe that he is omnipotent, and not
changeable in the smallest respect; that he is the creator of all good things,
but is himself more excellent than all of them; that he is the supremely just
ruler of everything that he created; and that he was not aided in creating
by any other being, as if he were not sufficiently powerful by himself.
It follows that he created all things from nothing. He did not create from
himself, but generated one who is equal to himself, whom we call the
only Son of God. In trying to describe the Son more clearly we call him
“the power of God and the wisdom of God,”3 through whom God made
all the things that were made from nothing. On that basis let us try, with
God’s help, to achieve an understanding of the problem you have raised.

Chapter 3

AUGUSTINE: You want to know the source of our evildoing. So we must first
discuss what evildoing is. State your view on the matter. If you cannot
explain the whole thing at once in a few words, you can at least show
me your view by naming particular evil deeds.

EVODIUS: Adultery, murder, and sacrilege, not to mention others that time
and memory do not permit me to enumerate. Who could fail to recog-
nize these as evil deeds?

AUGUSTINE: Tell me first, why do you think adultery is evil? Because the law
forbids it?

EVODIUS: On the contrary. Clearly, it is not evil because the law forbids it;
rather, the law forbids it because it is evil.

AUGUSTINE: But suppose someone were to make things difficult for us by
extolling the pleasures of adultery and asking why we think adultery
evil and deserving of condemnation. Surely you do not think that
people who want to understand, and not merely to believe, would have
to take refuge in an appeal to the authority of the law? Now like you
I do believe, and believe most firmly, and cry out that all peoples and
nations should believe, that adultery is evil. But now we are attempting
to know and hold firmly by understanding what we have already
accepted by faith. So think this over as carefully as you can, and tell me
what reason you have by which you know that adultery is evil.

EVODIUS: I know that it is evil because I would not tolerate it if someone
tried to commit adultery with my own wife. Anyone who does to
another what he does not want done to himself does evil.

AUGUSTINE: What if someone’s lust is so great that he offers his wife to
another and willingly allows him to commit adultery with her, and is
eager to enjoy the same freedom with the other man’s wife? Do you
think that this man has done nothing evil?

31 Corinthians 1:24. [T. WILLIAMS, TRANSLATOR]
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EVODIUS: Far from it!
AUGUSTINE: But by your rule he does not sin, since he is not doing anything

that he is unwilling to have done to himself. You must therefore look for
some other argument to show that adultery is evil.

EVODIUS: The reason that I think it is evil is that I have often seen people
condemned for this crime.

AUGUSTINE: But haven’t people often been condemned for good deeds?
Not to refer you to any other books, recall the story that is superior to
all others by virtue of its divine authority. There you will find that we
must think very poorly of the apostles and martyrs if we intend to
make condemnation a sure sign of wrongdoing. All of them were
judged worthy of condemnation because of their confession of faith.
It follows that if everything that is condemned is evil, it was evil in
those days to believe in Christ and to confess that faith. But if not
everything that is condemned is evil, find some other way to show
why adultery is evil.

EVODIUS: I can’t think how to respond.
AUGUSTINE: Then perhaps what makes adultery evil is inordinate desire,

whereas so long as you look for the evil in the external, visible act, you
are bound to encounter difficulties. In order to understand that inordi-
nate desire is what makes adultery evil, consider this: If a man is unable
to sleep with someone else’s wife, but it is somehow clear that he would
like to, and would do so if he had the chance, he is no less guilty than if
he were caught in the act.

EVODIUS: Nothing could be clearer. Now I see that there is no need for a long
discussion to persuade me that this is the case with murder and sacri-
lege and every sin whatsoever. For it is clear now that inordinate desire
is what drives every kind of evildoing.

Chapter 4

AUGUSTINE: Do you know that inordinate desire is also called “cupidity”?
EVODIUS: Yes.
AUGUSTINE: Do you think there is any difference between cupidity and fear?

Or are they quite the same?
EVODIUS: Indeed, I think there is a huge difference between the two.
AUGUSTINE: I suppose you think so because cupidity desires its object, and

fear flees from it.
EVODIUS: You’re quite right.
AUGUSTINE: Then suppose a man kills someone, not out of cupidity for

something that he desires to gain, but because he fears that some harm
will come to himself. Would he be a murderer?

EVODIUS: Yes, he would. But even in this deed, cupidity is the driving
force—for a man who kills someone out of fear surely desires to live
without fear.

AUGUSTINE: Do you think that living without fear is a small good?
EVODIUS: It is a great good, but that murderer cannot achieve it by his action.
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AUGUSTINE: I am not asking what he can achieve, but what he desires.
Someone who desires a life free from fear certainly desires a good thing,
so his desire is not blameworthy; otherwise we will have to blame
everyone who loves the good. Consequently, we will have to say that
there is an instance of murder in which cupidity is not the driving force;
and it will be false that inordinate desire is what drives all sins, to the
extent that they are evil. Either that, or there will be an instance of
murder that is not sinful.

EVODIUS: If murder is just killing a human being, then there can be mur-
der that is not sinful. When a soldier kills the enemy, when a judge
or his representative puts a criminal to death, or when a weapon
accidentally slips out of someone’s hand without his willing or
noticing it—these people do not seem to me to be sinning when they
kill someone.

AUGUSTINE: I agree, but such people are not usually called murderers. So
consider someone who kills his master because he fears severe torture.
Do you think that he should be classed among those who kill a human
being but do not deserve to be called murderers?

EVODIUS: I think this case is entirely different. In the earlier examples, those
men are acting in accordance with the law, or at least not contrary to the
law; but no law approves of the deed in your example.

AUGUSTINE: Again you refer me to authority. You must remember that we
took up this discussion in order to understand what we believe. We
believe the laws, and so we must try to understand, if we can, whether
the law that punishes this deed does so unjustly.

EVODIUS: It is in no way unjust to punish someone who knowingly and
willingly kills his master. None of the men in my earlier examples
did that.

AUGUSTINE: But do you not remember that a little while ago you said that
inordinate desire is what drives every evil deed, and that this is the very
reason why the deed is evil?

EVODIUS: Of course I remember.
AUGUSTINE: And did you not also grant that someone who desires to live

without fear does not have an evil desire?
EVODIUS: I remember that too.
AUGUSTINE: It follows that, since the master is killed by the slave as a result

of this desire, he is not killed as a result of a blameworthy desire. And
so we have not yet figured out why this deed is evil. For we are agreed
that all wrongdoing is evil only because it results from inordinate
desire, that is, from blameworthy cupidity.

EVODIUS: At this point it seems to me that the slave is unjustly con-
demned, which I would not dream of saying if I could think of some
other response.

AUGUSTINE: You have let yourself be persuaded that this great crime should
go unpunished, without considering whether the slave wanted to be
free of the fear of his master in order to satisfy his own inordinate
desires. All wicked people, just like good people, desire to live without
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fear. The difference is that the good, in desiring this, turn their love
away from things that cannot be possessed without the fear of losing
them. The wicked, on the other hand, try to get rid of anything that
prevents them from enjoying such things securely. Thus they lead a
wicked and criminal life, which would better be called death.

EVODIUS: Now I’ve come to my senses. I am glad that I understand so clearly
the nature of that blameworthy cupidity that is called inordinate desire.
Obviously it is the love of those things that one can lose against one’s
will. . . .

Chapter 10

. . . AUGUSTINE: Do you think that inordinate desire is more powerful than
the mind, which we know is granted control over inordinate desires by
the eternal law? I do not think so at all, for it would violate perfect order
if the weaker controlled the stronger. Therefore, I think the mind must
be more powerful than cupidity, precisely because it is right and just for
the mind to rule over cupidity.

EVODIUS: I think so too.
AUGUSTINE: And surely we do not doubt that every virtue is superior to

every vice, so that the better and more sublime the virtue, the stronger
and more invincible it is.

EVODIUS: Who could doubt that?
AUGUSTINE: Then no vicious spirit defeats a spirit armed with virtue.
EVODIUS: Quite correct.
AUGUSTINE: And I don’t think you will deny that any sort of spirit is better

and more powerful than any material object.
EVODIUS: No one will deny it who sees (as is easy to do) that a living

substance is better than a nonliving one, and one that gives life is better
than one that receives life.

AUGUSTINE: Much less, then, can a material object of any sort overpower a
spirit endowed with virtue.

EVODIUS: That is quite obvious.
AUGUSTINE: Can a just spirit (a mind that is preserving its proper right

and authority) take another mind that is ruling with the same equity
and virtue, drive it from its stronghold, and subject it to inordinate
desire?

EVODIUS: Not at all, for two reasons. First, each mind possesses the same degree
of excellence. And second, any mind that would attempt such a thing must
have already fallen from justice and become vicious, and therefore weaker.

AUGUSTINE: Very sharp. It remains for you to say, if you can, whether you
think anything is superior to a rational and wise mind.

EVODIUS: Nothing but God, I think.
AUGUSTINE: That is my view as well. But it is a difficult matter, and this is

not the time to attempt to come to understand it, although we hold it
most firmly by faith. We must complete our careful and deliberate
investigation of the question at hand.
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Chapter 11

AUGUSTINE: In the present case we can be sure that whatever nature is by
right superior to a mind empowered by virtue, it cannot be an unjust
one. Therefore, even if it has the power to do so, it will not force the
mind to be a slave to inordinate desire.

EVODIUS: Thus far there is nothing that anyone would have the smallest
hesitation about accepting.

AUGUSTINE: The conclusions that we have reached thus far indicate that a
mind that is in control (one that possesses virtue) cannot be made a
slave to inordinate desire by anything equal or superior to it, because
such a thing would be just, or by anything inferior to it, because such a
thing would be too weak. Just one possibility remains: Only its own will
and free choice can make the mind a companion of cupidity.

EVODIUS: I can’t see any other alternative.
AUGUSTINE: Then you must also think that the mind justly suffers punish-

ment for so great a sin.
EVODIUS: I cannot deny it.
AUGUSTINE: Surely the very fact that inordinate desire rules the mind is itself

no small punishment. Stripped by opposing forces of the splendid wealth
of virtue, the mind is dragged by inordinate desire into ruin and poverty;
now taking false things for true, and even defending those falsehoods
repeatedly; now repudiating what it had once believed and nonetheless
rushing headlong into still other falsehoods; now withholding assent and
often shying away from clear arguments; now despairing completely of
finding the truth and lingering in the shadows of folly; now trying to
enter the light of understanding but reeling back in exhaustion.

In the meantime cupidity carries out a reign of terror, buffeting the
whole human soul and life with storms coming from every direction.
Fear attacks from one side and desire from the other; from one side, anx-
iety; from the other, an empty and deceptive happiness; from one side,
the agony of losing what one loved; from the other, the passion to
acquire what one did not have; from one side, the pain of an injury
received; from the other, the burning desire to avenge it. Wherever
you turn, avarice can pinch, extravagance squander, ambition destroy,
pride swell, envy torment, apathy crush, obstinacy incite, oppression
chafe, and countless other evils crowd the realm of inordinate desire
and run riot. In short, can we consider this punishment trivial—a pun-
ishment that, as you realize, all who do not cleave to wisdom must
suffer? . . .

Chapter 12

. . . AUGUSTINE: . . . Tell me this: Do we have a will?
EVODIUS: I don’t know.
AUGUSTINE: Do you want to know?
EVODIUS: I don’t know that either.

On Free Choice of the Will Augustine 81

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 81



AUGUSTINE: Then don’t ask me any more questions.
EVODIUS: Why not?
AUGUSTINE: First, because there’s no reason for me to answer your ques-

tions unless you want to know the answer. Second, because I should
not discuss these sorts of things with you unless you want to attain
wisdom. And finally, because you can’t be my friend unless you want
things to go well for me. But surely you have already seen whether you
will your own happiness.

EVODIUS: You’re right; it can’t be denied that we have a will. Do go on—let’s
see what you deduce from that fact.

AUGUSTINE: I shall. But first tell me whether you think you have a good will.
EVODIUS: What is a good will?
AUGUSTINE: It is a will by which we desire to live upright and honorable

lives and to attain the highest wisdom. So just ask yourself: Do you
desire an upright and honorable life and fervently will to be wise? And
is it indisputable that when we will these things, we have a good will?

EVODIUS: My answer to both questions is yes. I now admit that I have not
just a will, but a good will.

AUGUSTINE: How highly do you value this will? You surely do not think it
should be compared with wealth or honors or physical pleasures, or
even all of these together.

EVODIUS: God forbid such wicked madness!
AUGUSTINE: Then should we not rejoice a little that we have something in our

souls—this very thing that I call a good will—in comparison with which
those things we mentioned are utterly worthless, things that a great many
human beings will spare no effort and shirk no danger to obtain?

EVODIUS: Indeed, we should rejoice greatly.
AUGUSTINE: Then do you think that those who do not attain such joy suffer

a small loss by missing so great a good?
EVODIUS: It is a great loss.
AUGUSTINE: Then I believe you realize that it is up to our will whether we

enjoy or lack such a great and true good. For what is so much in the
power of the will as the will itself? To have a good will is to have some-
thing far more valuable than all earthly kingdoms and pleasures; to lack
it is to lack something that only the will itself can give, something that
is better than all the goods that are not in our power. Some people con-
sider themselves utterly miserable if they do not achieve a splendid rep-
utation, great wealth, and various goods of the body. But don’t you
consider them utterly miserable, even if they have all these things,
when they cleave to things that they can quite easily lose, things that
they do not have simply in virtue of willing them, while they lack a
good will, which is incomparably better than those things and yet, even
though it is such a great good, can be theirs if only they will to have it?

EVODIUS: I certainly do.
AUGUSTINE: Then fools, even if they were never wise (which is a doubtful

and obscure issue), are justly and deservedly afflicted with such misery.
EVODIUS: I agree. . . .
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Chapter 14

AUGUSTINE: . . . Do you think that there is anyone who does not in every way
will and desire a happy life?

EVODIUS: Clearly, every human being wills that.
AUGUSTINE: Then why doesn’t everyone attain it? We have found that it is

by the will that human beings deserve—and therefore receive—either a
happy or an unhappy life. There’s a sort of contradiction here; unless
we take great care to examine it, it will undermine our careful and
persuasive argument. How can anyone suffer an unhappy life by the
will, when absolutely no one wills to be unhappy? Or to put it another
way, how can we claim that it is by the will that human beings achieve
a happy life, when so many are unhappy despite the fact that everyone
wills to be happy?

Perhaps it is because it is one thing to will rightly or wrongly, and quite
another to deserve something because of a good or bad will. Those who
are happy, who must also be good, are not happy simply because they
will to be happy—even the wicked will that—but because they will it in
the right way, whereas the wicked do not. So it’s no surprise that
unhappy human beings do not attain the happy life that they will. For
they do not likewise will the one thing that goes along with the happy
life, without which no one attains it or is worthy to attain it—and that
is, to live rightly. For the eternal law (to which it is time for us to return)
has established with unshakable firmness that the will is rewarded with
happiness or punished with unhappiness depending on its merit. And
so when we say that it is by the will that human beings are unhappy, we
don’t mean that they will to be unhappy, but that their will is in such a
state that unhappiness must follow whether they will it or not. So it
does not contradict our earlier argument to say that everyone wills to be
happy but not everyone can be; for not everyone has the will to live
rightly, which must accompany the will to live happily. Or do you have
some objection to make?

EVODIUS: None at all. . . .

Chapter 16

AUGUSTINE: . . . We have clearly and carefully distinguished between two
sorts of things, eternal and temporal; and in turn between two sorts of
human beings, those who pursue and love eternal things and those who
pursue and love temporal things. We have determined that the choice to
follow and embrace one or the other lies with the will, and that only the
will can depose the mind from its stronghold of power and deprive it of
right order. And it has become clear that we should not blame anything
when someone uses the will wrongly; we should blame the one who uses
it wrongly. Given all of that, why don’t we return to the question we
posed at the beginning of this discussion and see whether it has been
answered.
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We set out to discover what evildoing is. This whole discussion was
aimed at answering that question. So we are now in a position to ask
whether evildoing is anything other than neglecting eternal things
(which the mind perceives and enjoys by means of itself and which it
cannot lose if it loves them) and instead pursuing temporal things
(which are perceived by means of the body, the least valuable part of a
human being, and which can never be certain) as if they were great and
marvelous things. It seems to me that all evil deeds—that is, all sins—
fall into this one category. But I want to know what you think about this.

EVODIUS: I agree; all sins come about when someone turns away from divine
things that truly persist and toward changeable and uncertain things.
These things do have their proper place, and they have a certain beauty
of their own; but when a perverse and disordered soul pursues them it
becomes enslaved to the very things that divine order and law command
it to rule over.

And I think that we have answered another question. After we asked
what evildoing is, we set out to discover the source of our evildoing.
Now unless I am mistaken, our argument showed that we do evil by
free choice of the will.
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READING 9 Evil and Omnipotence
J. L. Mackie

J. L. Mackie was born in 1917 in Sydney, Australia. He entered the University of Sydney in
1935 and received his bachelor’s degree in 1938. He then went to England to study at
Oxford University, where he won the Cromer Greek Essay Prize in 1941 for an essay on
Heraclitus. During World War II Mackie served in the British armed forces in the Middle
East and Italy, attaining the rank of captain. After the war, in 1946, he accepted a position
in philosophy at the University of Sydney. He taught there until 1963, except for his four
years as a faculty member at the University of Otago in New Zealand (1955–1959).
In 1963 he returned to England, where he became the first holder of the Chair of Philoso-
phy at the University of York. In 1967 he became a fellow and tutor in philosophy at Oxford
University. Mackie was elected a Fellow of the British Academy in 1974. He died in Oxford
in 1981.

Mackie’s books include Truth, Probability, and Paradox: Studies in Philosophical Logic
(1973), The Cement of the Universe: A Study of Causation (1974), Problems from Locke
(1976), Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (1977), Hume’s Moral Theory (1980), and
The Miracle of Theism: Arguments For and Against the Existence of God (published
posthumously, 1982).

Our reading here is Mackie’s 1955 article, “Evil and Omnipotence.” Mackie discusses
the “problem of evil,” the problem of how a theist can consistently hold all three of the fol-
lowing propositions: God is all-powerful, God is all-good, and evil exists. On the face of it,
it seems that if there were an omnipotent and completely benevolent God, this God would
not permit evil to exist.

Mackie distinguishes logically adequate and logically fallacious solutions to the prob-
lem of evil. A theist solves the problem of evil in a logically adequate way if he or she denies
one or more of the initial propositions: God has limited power (and therefore cannot pre-
vent all evil), God has limited goodness (and therefore does not want to prevent all evil), or
evil does not exist (it is merely an illusion). Although these solutions are logically adequate,
they require abandoning the traditional concept of God as an all-good and all-powerful
being or maintaining the highly implausible view that there really is no evil.

The fallacious solutions to the problem of evil say that all three of the initial propo-
sitions are true, but in the process of explaining how they are compatible, these theories
end up implicitly rejecting one or more of them. In other words, these theories appear to
defend all three propositions but in fact do not. Mackie examines in detail four such argu-
ments. The first two arguments are that good cannot exist without evil and that evil is a
necessary means to good. Both arguments end up denying God’s omnipotence. The third
solution, that the universe as a whole is better with some evil in it than it would be with
no evil, compromises God’s benevolence. The final solution states that the possibility of
evil is a necessary result of God’s endowing human beings with free will, which is a good.
Mackie argues that this solution denies the omnipotence and benevolence of God,
because God could have made human beings in such a way that they always freely
choose the good.
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INTRODUCTION

The traditional arguments for the existence of God have been fairly thoroughly
criticized by philosophers. But the theologian can, if he wishes, accept this crit-
icism. He can admit that no rational proof of God’s existence is possible. And he
can still retain all that is essential to his position, by holding that God’s existence
is known in some other, nonrational way. I think, however, that a more telling
criticism can be made by way of the traditional problem of evil. Here it can be
shown, not that religious beliefs lack rational support, but that they are posi-
tively irrational, that the several parts of the essential theological doctrine are
inconsistent with one another, so that the theologian can maintain his position
as a whole only by a much more extreme rejection of reason than in the former
case. He must now be prepared to believe, not merely what cannot be proved,
but what can be disproved from other beliefs that he also holds.

The problem of evil, in the sense in which I shall be using the phrase, is a
problem only for someone who believes that there is a God who is both omnipo-
tent and wholly good. And it is a logical problem, the problem of clarifying and
reconciling a number of beliefs. It is not a scientific problem that might be solved
by further observations, or a practical problem that might be solved by a deci-
sion or an action. These points are obvious; I mention them only because they
are sometimes ignored by theologians, who sometimes parry a statement of the
problem with such remarks as “Well, can you solve the problem yourself?” or
“This is a mystery that may be revealed to us later” or “Evil is something to be
faced and overcome, not to be merely discussed.”

In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; God is wholly
good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contradiction between these
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. (The problem does not arise only for theists, but I shall discuss it in the
form in which it presents itself for ordinary theism.)

However, the contradiction does not arise immediately; to show it we need
some additional premises, or perhaps some quasi-logical rules connecting the
terms “good,” “evil,” and “omnipotent.” These additional principles are that
good is opposed to evil, in such a way that a good thing always eliminates evil
as far as it can, and that there are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do.
From these it follows that a good omnipotent thing eliminates evil completely,
and then the propositions that a good omnipotent thing exists, and that evil
exists, are incompatible.

A. ADEQUATE SOLUTIONS

Now once the problem is fully stated it is clear that it can be solved, in the sense
that the problem will not arise if one gives up at least one of the propositions
that constitute it. If you are prepared to say that God is not wholly good, or not
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quite omnipotent, or that evil does not exist, or that good is not opposed to the
kind of evil that exists, or that there are limits to what an omnipotent thing can
do, then the problem of evil will not arise for you.

There are, then, quite a number of adequate solutions of the problem of
evil, and some of these have been adopted, or almost adopted, by various
thinkers. For example, a few have been prepared to deny God’s omnipotence,
and rather more have been prepared to keep the term “omnipotence” but
severely to restrict its meaning, recording quite a number of things that an
omnipotent being cannot do. Some have said that evil is an illusion, perhaps
because they held that the whole world of temporal, changing things is an illu-
sion, and that what we call evil belongs only to this world, or perhaps because
they held that although temporal things are much as we see them, those that we
call evil are not really evil. Some have said that what we call evil is merely the
privation of good, that evil in a positive sense, evil that would really be
opposed to good, does not exist. Many have agreed with Pope that discord is
harmony not understood, and that partial evil is universal good.1 Whether any
of these views is true is, of course, another question. But each of them gives an
adequate solution of the problem of evil in the sense that if you accept it this
problem does not arise for you, though you may, of course, have other problems
to face.

But often enough these adequate solutions are only almost adopted. The
thinkers who restrict God’s power, but keep the term “omnipotence,” may rea-
sonably be suspected of thinking, in other contexts, that his power is really
unlimited. Those who say that evil is an illusion may also be thinking, incon-
sistently, that this illusion is itself an evil. Those who say that “evil” is merely
privation of good may also be thinking, inconsistently, that privation of good
is an evil. (The fallacy here is akin to some forms of the “naturalistic fallacy”2

in ethics, where some think, for example, that “good” is just what contributes
to evolutionary progress, and that evolutionary progress is itself good.) If Pope
meant what he said in the first line of his couplet, that “discord” is only har-
mony not understood, the “partial evil” of the second line must, for consis-
tency, mean “that which, taken in isolation, falsely appears to be evil,” but it
would more naturally mean “that which, in isolation, really is evil.” The second
line, in fact, hesitates between two views, that “partial evil” isn’t really evil,
since only the universal quality is real, and that “partial evil” is really an evil,
but only a little one.

In addition, therefore, to adequate solutions, we must recognize unsatisfac-
tory inconsistent solutions, in which there is only a half-hearted or temporary
rejection of one of the propositions that together constitute the problem. In
these, one of the constituent propositions is explicitly rejected, but it is covertly
reasserted or assumed elsewhere in the system.
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B. FALLACIOUS SOLUTIONS

Besides these half-hearted solutions, which explicitly reject but implicitly
assert one of the constituent propositions, there are definitely fallacious solu-
tions that explicitly maintain all the constituent propositions, but implicitly
reject at least one of them in the course of the argument that explains away the
problem of evil.

There are, in fact, many so-called solutions that purport to remove the con-
tradiction without abandoning any of its constituent propositions. These must
be fallacious, as we can see from the very statement of the problem, but it is not
so easy to see in each case precisely where the fallacy lies. I suggest that in all
cases the fallacy has the general form suggested above: In order to solve the
problem one (or perhaps more) of its constituent propositions is given up, but
in such a way that it appears to have been retained, and can therefore be
asserted without qualification in other contexts. Sometimes there is a further
complication: The supposed solution moves to and fro between, say, two of the
constituent propositions, at one point asserting the first of these but covertly
abandoning the second, at another point asserting the second but covertly aban-
doning the first. These fallacious solutions often turn upon some equivocation3

with the words “good” and “evil,” or upon some vagueness about the way in
which good and evil are opposed to one another, or about how much is meant
by “omnipotence.” I propose to examine some of these so-called solutions, and
to exhibit their fallacies in detail. Incidentally, I shall also be considering
whether an adequate solution could be reached by a minor modification of one
or more of the constituent propositions, which would, however, still satisfy all
the essential requirements of ordinary theism.

1. “Good cannot exist without evil” or “Evil is necessary as a counterpart to
good.”

It is sometimes suggested that evil is necessary as a counterpart to good,
that if there were no evil there could be no good either, and that this solves the
problem of evil. It is true that it points to an answer to the question “Why should
there be evil?” But it does so only by qualifying some of the propositions that
constitute the problem.

First, it sets a limit to what God can do, saying that God cannot create
good without simultaneously creating evil, and this means either that God is
not omnipotent or that there are some limits to what an omnipotent thing can
do. It may be replied that these limits are always presupposed, that omnipo-
tence has never meant the power to do what is logically impossible, and on
the present view the existence of good without evil would be a logical impos-
sibility. This interpretation of omnipotence may, indeed, be accepted as a
modification of our original account that does not reject anything that
is essential to theism, and I shall in general assume it in the subsequent 
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discussion. It is, perhaps, the most common theistic view, but I think that
some theists at least have maintained that God can do what is logically
impossible. Many theists, at any rate, have held that logic itself is created or
laid down by God, that logic is the way in which God arbitrarily chooses to
think. (This is, of course, parallel to the ethical view that morally right actions
are those that God arbitrarily chooses to command, and the two views
encounter similar difficulties.) And this account of logic is clearly inconsistent
with the view that God is bound by logical necessities—unless it is possible
for an omnipotent being to bind himself, an issue that we shall consider later,
when we come to the paradox of omnipotence. This solution of the problem
of evil cannot, therefore, be consistently adopted along with the view that
logic is itself created by God.

But, secondly, this solution denies that evil is opposed to good in our origi-
nal sense. If good and evil are counterparts, a good thing will not “eliminate evil
as far as it can.” Indeed, this view suggests that good and evil are not strictly
qualities of things at all. Perhaps the suggestion is that good and evil are related
in much the same way as great and small. Certainly, when the term “great” is
used relatively as a condensation of “greater than so-and-so,” and “small” is
used correspondingly, greatness and smallness are counterparts and cannot
exist without each other. But in this sense greatness is not a quality, not an intrin-
sic feature of anything; and it would be absurd to think of a movement in favor
of greatness and against smallness in this sense. Such a movement would be
self-defeating, since relative greatness can be promoted only by a simultaneous
promotion of relative smallness. I feel sure that no theists would be content to
regard God’s goodness as analogous to this—as if what he supports were not
the good but the better, and as if he had the paradoxical aim that all things should
be better than other things.

This point is obscured by the fact that “great” and “small” seem to have an
absolute as well as a relative sense. I cannot discuss here whether there is
absolute magnitude or not, but if there is, there could be an absolute sense for
“great,” it could mean of at least a certain size, and it would make sense to speak
of all things getting bigger, of a universe that was expanding all over, and there-
fore it would make sense to speak of promoting greatness. But in this sense great
and small are not logically necessary counterparts: Either quality could exist
without the other. There would be no logical impossibility in everything’s being
small or in everything’s being great.

Neither in the absolute nor in the relative sense, then, of “great” and “small”
do these terms provide an analogy of the sort that would be needed to support
this solution of the problem of evil. In neither case are greatness and smallness
both necessary counterparts and mutually opposed forces or possible objects for
support and attack.

It may be replied that good and evil are necessary counterparts in the same
way as any quality and its logical opposite. Redness can occur, it is suggested,
only if nonredness also occurs. But unless evil is merely the privation of good,
they are not logical opposites, and some further argument would be needed to
show that they are counterparts in the same way as genuine logical opposites.
Let us assume that this could be given. There is still doubt of the correctness of
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the metaphysical4 principle that a quality must have a real opposite: I suggest
that it is not really impossible that everything should be, say, red, that the truth
is merely that if everything were red we should not notice redness, and so we
should have no word “red”; we observe and give names to qualities only if they
have real opposites. If so, the principle that a term must have an opposite would
belong only to our language or to our thought, and would not be an ontological5

principle, and, correspondingly, the rule that good cannot exist without evil
would not state a logical necessity of a sort that God would just have to put up
with. God might have made everything good, though we should not have
noticed it if he had.

But, finally, even if we concede that this is an ontological principle, it will
provide a solution for the problem of evil only if one is prepared to say, “Evil
exists, but only just enough evil to serve as the counterpart of good.” I doubt
whether any theist will accept this. After all, the ontological requirement that
nonredness should occur would be satisfied even if all the universe, except for
a minute speck, were red, and, if there were a corresponding requirement for
evil as a counterpart to good, a minute dose of evil would presumably do. But
theists are not usually willing to say, in all contexts, that all the evil that occurs
is a minute and necessary dose.

2. “Evil is necessary as a means to good.”

It is sometimes suggested that evil is necessary for good not as a counterpart
but as a means. In its simple form this has little plausibility as a solution of the
problem of evil, since it obviously implies a severe restriction of God’s power.
It would be a causal law that you cannot have a certain end without a certain
means, so that if God has to introduce evil as a means to good, he must be subject
to at least some causal laws. This certainly conflicts with what a theist normally
means by omnipotence. This view of God as limited by causal laws also conflicts
with the view that causal laws are themselves made by God, which is more
widely held than the corresponding view about the laws of logic. This conflict
would, indeed, be resolved if it were possible for an omnipotent being to bind
himself, and this possibility has still to be considered. Unless a favorable answer
can be given to this question, the suggestion that evil is necessary as a means to
good solves the problem of evil only by denying one of its constituent proposi-
tions, either that God is omnipotent or that “omnipotent” means what it says.

3. “The universe is better with some evil in it than it could be if there were
no evil.”

Much more important is a solution that at first seems to be a mere variant of
the previous one, that evil may contribute to the goodness of a whole in which it
is found, so that the universe as a whole is better as it is, with some evil in it, than
it would be if there were no evil. This solution may be developed in either of two
ways. It may be supported by an aesthetic analogy, by the fact that contrasts
heighten beauty, that in a musical work, for example, there may occur discords
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that somehow add to the beauty of the work as a whole. Alternatively, it may be
worked out in connection with the notion of progress, that the best possible
organization of the universe will not be static, but progressive, that the gradual
overcoming of evil by good is really a finer thing than would be the eternal
unchallenged supremacy of good.

In either case, this solution usually starts from the assumption that the evil
whose existence gives rise to the problem of evil is primarily what is called
physical evil, that is to say, pain. In Hume’s6 rather half-hearted presentation
of the problem of evil, the evils that he stresses are pain and disease, and those
who reply to him argue that the existence of pain and disease makes possible
the existence of sympathy, benevolence, heroism, and the gradually success-
ful struggle of doctors and reformers to overcome these evils. In fact, theists
often seize the opportunity to accuse those who stress the problem of evil of
taking a low, materialistic view of good and evil, equating these with pleasure
and pain, and of ignoring the more spiritual goods that can arise in the
struggle against evils.

But let us see exactly what is being done here. Let us call pain and misery
“first-order evil” or “evil (1).” What contrasts with this, namely pleasure and
happiness, will be called “first-order good” or “good (1).” Distinct from this is
“second-order good” or “good (2),” which somehow emerges in a complex sit-
uation in which evil (1) is a necessary component—logically, not merely
causally, necessary. (Exactly how it emerges does not matter: In the crudest ver-
sion of this solution, good (2) is simply the heightening of happiness by the con-
trast with misery; in other versions it includes sympathy with suffering,
heroism in facing danger, and the gradual decrease of first-order evil and
increase of first-order good.) It is also being assumed that second-order good is
more important than first-order good or evil, in particular that it more than
outweighs the first-order evil it involves.

Now this is a particularly subtle attempt to solve the problem of evil. It
defends God’s goodness and omnipotence on the ground that (on a sufficiently
long view) this is the best of all logically possible worlds, because it includes
the important second-order goods, and yet it admits that real evils—namely
first-order evils—exist. But does it still hold that good and evil are opposed?
Not, clearly, in the sense that we set out originally. Good does not tend to elim-
inate evil in general. Instead, we have a modified, a more complex pattern.
First-order good (for example, happiness) contrasts with first-order evil (for
example, misery): These two are opposed in a fairly mechanical way; some
second-order goods (for example, benevolence) try to maximize first-order
good and minimize first-order evil; but God’s goodness is not this, it is rather
the will to maximize second-order good. We might, therefore, call God’s good-
ness an example of a third-order goodness, or good (3). While this account is
different from our original one, it might well be held to be an improvement on
it, to give a more accurate description of the way in which good is opposed to
evil, and to be consistent with the essential theist position.

6David Hume (1711–1776) was a Scottish philosopher and historian; for a biography, see p. 46.
[D. C. ABEL]
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There might, however, be several objections to this solution.
First, some might argue that such qualities as benevolence—and a fortiori7

the third-order goodness that promotes benevolence—have a merely derivative
value, that they are not higher sorts of good, but merely means to good (1), that
is, to happiness, so that it would be absurd for God to keep misery in existence
in order to make possible the virtues of benevolence, heroism, and so on. The
theist who adopts the present solution must, of course, deny this, but he can do
so with some plausibility, so I should not press this objection.

Secondly, it follows from this solution that God is not in our sense benevo-
lent or sympathetic: He is not concerned to minimize evil (1), but only to pro-
mote good (2); and this might be a disturbing conclusion for some theists.

But, thirdly, the fatal objection is this. Our analysis shows clearly the possi-
bility of the existence of a second-order evil, an evil (2) contrasting with good
(2) as evil (1) contrasts with good (1). This would include malevolence, cruelty,
callousness, cowardice, and states in which good (1) is decreasing and evil
(1) increasing. And just as good (2) is held to be the important kind of good, the
kind that God is concerned to promote, so evil (2) will, by analogy, be the impor-
tant kind of evil, the kind that God, if he were wholly good and omnipotent,
would eliminate. And yet evil (2) plainly exists, and indeed most theists (in
other contexts) stress its existence more than that of evil (1). We should, there-
fore, state the problem of evil in terms of second-order evil, and against this
form of the problem the present solution is useless.

An attempt might be made to use this solution again, at a higher level, to
explain the occurrence of evil (2). Indeed, the next main solution that we shall
examine does just this, with the help of some new notions. Without any fresh
notions, such a solution would have little plausibility. For example, we could
hardly say that the really important good was a good (3), such as the increase of
benevolence in proportion to cruelty, which logically required for its occurrence
the occurrence of some second-order evil. But even if evil (2) could be explained
in this way, it is fairly clear that there would be third-order evils contrasting
with this third-order good—and we should be well on the way to an infinite
regress, where the solution of a problem of evil, stated in terms of evil (n),
indicated the existence of an evil (n � 1), and a further problem to be solved.

4. “Evil is due to human free will.”

Perhaps the most important proposed solution of the problem of evil is that
evil is not to be ascribed to God at all, but to the independent actions of human
beings, supposed to have been endowed by God with freedom of the will. This
solution may be combined with the preceding one: First-order evil (for example,
pain) may be justified as a logically necessary component in second-order good
(for example, sympathy), while second-order evil (for example, cruelty) is not
justified, but is so ascribed to human beings that God cannot be held responsible
for it. This combination evades my third criticism of the preceding solution.

The free will solution also involves the preceding solution at a higher level. To
explain why a wholly good God gave men free will although it would lead to

92 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

7a fortiori: (Latin, “from the stronger [argument]”) with all the more reason. [D. C. ABEL]

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 92



some important evils, it must be argued that it is better on the whole that men
should act freely, and sometimes err, than that they should be innocent automata,
acting rightly in a wholly determined way. Freedom, that is to say, is now treated
as a third-order good, and as being more valuable than second-order goods (such
as sympathy and heroism) would be if they were deterministically8 produced,
and it is being assumed that second-order evils, such as cruelty, are logically
necessary accompaniments of freedom, just as pain is a logically necessary
precondition of sympathy.

I think that this solution is unsatisfactory primarily because of the incoher-
ence of the notion of freedom of the will. But I cannot discuss this topic
adequately here, although some of my criticisms will touch upon it.

First, I should query the assumption that second-order evils are logically
necessary accompaniments of freedom. I should ask this: If God has made men
such that in their free choices they sometimes prefer what is good and some-
times what is evil, why could he not have made men such that they always
freely choose the good? If there is no logical impossibility in a man’s freely
choosing the good on one, or on several occasions, there cannot be a logical
impossibility in his freely choosing the good on every occasion. God was not,
then, faced with a choice between making innocent automata and making
beings who, in acting freely, would sometimes go wrong; there was open to him
the obviously better possibility of making beings who would act freely but
always go right. Clearly, his failure to avail himself of this possibility is incon-
sistent with his being both omnipotent and wholly good.

If it is replied that this objection is absurd, that the making of some wrong
choices is logically necessary for freedom, it would seem that “freedom” must
here mean complete randomness or indeterminacy, including randomness with
regard to the alternatives good and evil—in other words, that men’s choices and
consequent actions can be “free” only if they are not determined by their char-
acters. Only on this assumption can God escape the responsibility for men’s
actions; for if he made them as they are, but did not determine their wrong
choices, this can only be because the wrong choices are not determined by men
as they are. But then if freedom is randomness, how can it be a characteristic of
will? And, still more, how can it be the most important good? What value or
merit would there be in free choices if these were random actions that were not
determined by the nature of the agent?

I conclude that to make this solution plausible two different senses of “free-
dom” must be confused, one sense that will justify the view that freedom is a
third-order good, more valuable than other goods would be without it, and
another sense, sheer randomness, to prevent us from ascribing to God a deci-
sion to make men such that they sometimes go wrong when he might have
made them such that they would always freely go right.

This criticism is sufficient to dispose of this solution. But besides this there
is a fundamental difficulty in the notion of an omnipotent God creating men

8deterministically: in accordance with determinism, the doctrine that all events are determined by
preceding causes and that we can never act otherwise than we do. [D. C. ABEL]
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with free will, for if men’s wills are really free this must mean that even God
cannot control them—that is, that God is no longer omnipotent. It may be
objected that God’s gift of freedom to men does not mean that he cannot control
their wills, but that he always refrains from controlling their wills. But why, we
may ask, should God refrain from controlling evil wills? Why should he not
leave men free to will rightly, but intervene when he sees them beginning to will
wrongly? If God could do this, but does not, and if he is wholly good, the only
explanation could be that even a wrong free act of will is not really evil, that its
freedom is a value that outweighs its wrongness, so that there would be a loss
of value if God took away the wrongness and the freedom together. But this is
utterly opposed to what theists say about sin in other contexts. The present solu-
tion of the problem of evil, then, can be maintained only in the form that God
has made men so free that he cannot control their wills.

This leads us to what I call the paradox of omnipotence: Can an omnipotent
being make things that he cannot subsequently control? Or, what is practically
equivalent to this, can an omnipotent being make rules that then bind himself?
(These are practically equivalent because any such rules could be regarded as
setting certain things beyond his control, and vice versa.) The second of these
formulations is relevant to the suggestions that we have already met, that an
omnipotent God creates the rules of logic or causal laws, and is then bound
by them.

It is clear that this is a paradox: The questions cannot be answered satisfac-
torily either in the affirmative or in the negative. If we answer “Yes,” it follows
that if God actually makes things that he cannot control, or makes rules that bind
himself, he is not omnipotent once he has made them; there are then things that
he cannot do. But if we answer “No,” we are immediately asserting that there are
things that he cannot do—that is to say, that he is already not omnipotent.

It cannot be replied that the question that sets this paradox is not a proper
question. It would make perfectly good sense to say that a human mechanic has
made a machine that he cannot control. If there is any difficulty about the
question, it lies in the notion of omnipotence itself.

This, incidentally, shows that although we have approached this paradox
from the free will theory, it is equally a problem for a theological determinist.
No one thinks that machines have free will, yet they may well be beyond the
control of their makers. The determinist might reply that anyone who makes
anything determines its ways of acting, and so determines its subsequent
behavior. Even the human mechanic does this by his choice of materials and
structure for his machine, though he does not know all about either of these: The
Mechanic determines, though he may not foresee, his machine’s actions. And
since God is omniscient, and since his creation of things is total, he both deter-
mines and foresees the ways in which his creatures will act. We may grant this,
but it is beside the point. The question is not whether God originally determined
the future actions of his creatures, but whether he can subsequently control their
actions, or whether he was able in his original creation to put things beyond his
subsequent control. Even on determinist principles the answers “Yes” and “No”
are equally irreconcilable with God’s omnipotence.
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Before suggesting a solution of this paradox, I would point out that there is
a parallel paradox of sovereignty. Can a legal sovereign make a law restricting
its own future legislative power? For example, could the British parliament
make a law forbidding any future parliament to socialize banking, and also for-
bidding the future repeal of this law itself? Or could the British parliament,
which was legally sovereign in Australia in, say, 1899, pass a valid law, or series
of laws, which made it no longer sovereign in 1933? Again, neither the affirma-
tive nor the negative answer is really satisfactory. If we were to answer “Yes,”
we should be admitting the validity of a law that, if it were actually made,
would mean that parliament was no longer sovereign. If we were to answer
“No,” we should be admitting that there is a law, not logically absurd, which
parliament cannot validly make—that is, that parliament is not now a legal sov-
ereign. This paradox can be solved in the following way. We should distinguish
between first-order laws, that is, laws governing the actions of individuals and
bodies other than the legislature; and second-order laws, that is, laws about
laws, laws governing the actions of the legislature itself. Correspondingly, we
should distinguish two orders of sovereignty, first-order sovereignty (sover-
eignty (1)), which is unlimited authority to make first-order laws; and second-
order sovereignty (sovereignty (2)), which is unlimited authority to make
second-order laws. If we say that parliament is sovereign we might mean that
any parliament at any time has sovereignty (1), or we might mean that parlia-
ment has both sovereignty (1) and sovereignty (2) at present, but we cannot
without contradiction mean both that the present parliament has sovereignty
(2) and that every parliament at every time has sovereignty (1), for if the pres-
ent parliament has sovereignty (2) it may use it to take away the sovereignty
(1) of later parliaments. What the paradox shows is that we cannot ascribe to
any continuing institution legal sovereignty in an inclusive sense.

The analogy between omnipotence and sovereignty shows that the paradox
of omnipotence can be solved in a similar way. We must distinguish between
first-order omnipotence (omnipotence (1)), that is, unlimited power to act; and
second-order omnipotence (omnipotence (2)), that is, unlimited power to deter-
mine what powers to act things shall have. Then we could consistently say that
God all the time has omnipotence (1), but if so no beings at any time have pow-
ers to act independently of God. Or we could say that God at once time had
omnipotence (2), and used it to assign independent powers to act to certain
things, so that God thereafter did not have omnipotence (1). But what the para-
dox shows is that we cannot consistently ascribe to any continuing being
omnipotence in an inclusive sense.

An alternative solution of this paradox would be simply to deny that God
is a continuing being, that any times can be assigned to his actions at all. But on
this assumption (which also has difficulties of its own) no meaning can be given
to the assertion that God made men with wills so free that he could not control
them. The paradox of omnipotence can be avoided by putting God outside time,
but the free will solution of the problem of evil cannot be saved in this way, and
equally it remains impossible to hold that an omnipotent God binds himself by
causal or logical laws.
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CONCLUSION

Of the proposed solutions of the problem of evil that we have examined, none
has stood up to criticism. There may be other solutions that require examina-
tion, but this study strongly suggests that there is no valid solution of the
problem that does not modify at least one of the constituent propositions in a
way that would seriously affect the essential core of the theistic position.

Quite apart from the problem of evil, the paradox of omnipotence has
shown that God’s omnipotence must in any case be restricted in one way or
another, that unqualified omnipotence cannot be ascribed to any being that
continues through time. And if God and his actions are not in time, can
omnipotence, or power of any sort, be meaningfully ascribed to him?
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READING 10 An Irenaean Theodicy
John Hick

John Hick was born in 1922 in Scarborough, England. He received his master’s degree
from the University of Edinburgh in Scotland in 1948 and his doctorate from Oxford
University in 1950. He spent the next three years studying theology at Westminster
Theological College in Cambridge, England. Hick then served as a Presbyterian minister
in Northumberland, England. In 1956 he came to the United States, where he taught at
Cornell University for three years and at Princeton Theological Seminary for five years.
Returning to England in 1964, he taught at Cambridge University for three years and then
was named H. G. Wood Professor of Theology at the University of Birmingham. From
1982 until his retirement in 1992, Hick was Danforth Professor of the Philosophy of
Religion and director of the Blaisdell Programs in World Religions and Cultures at the
Claremont Graduate School in California. He currently lives in Birmingham, England,
where he is a Fellow of the Institute for Advanced Research in the Humanities at the
University of Birmingham.

Hick’s publications include Philosophy of Religion (1963; 4th ed., 1990); Evil and the
God of Love (1966; 2d ed., 1977); Arguments for the Existence of God (1971); An Interpreta-
tion of Religion: Human Responses to the Transcendent (1989; 2d ed., 2004); The Metaphor
of God Incarnate (1993; 2d ed., 2006); The Fifth Dimension: An Exploration of the Spiritual
Realm (1999); and The New Frontier of Religion and Science: Religious Experience,
Neuroscience, and the Transcendent (2006).

Our reading is from Hick’s 1981 article “An Irenaean Theodicy.” Theodicy is an attempt
to “justify God” in the sense of showing that the existence of evil in the world is compati-
ble with belief in an all-good and all-powerful God who created and governs the world.
(The word “theodicy” is formed from the Greek nouns theos [“God”] and dike- [“law,
right”].) Hick develops a theodicy based on the views of Irenaeus, as 2nd-century Christian
theologian. A tenable theodicy, Hick explains, must be internally coherent and must be
consistent with both the religious tradition on which it is based (in this case, the Christian
tradition) and the data of science. Hick argues that most widely accepted Christian theod-
icy, which is based on the thought of the theologian Augustine (354–430), is untenable
because it is inconsistent with the contemporary scientific account of the origin of the
human species. Hick proposes that we replace Augustinian theodicy with an Irenaean one.
Although Irenaeus himself did not develop a theodicy, his theological view that humankind
was created in two stages (the “image” of God and the “likeness” of God) can be developed
into a theodicy that integrates Christian belief with modern evolution theory. Hick argues
the existence of evil is necessary if human beings, at the present state of their growth toward
spiritual maturity, are to fulfill their potential to love God freely and to achieve the most
valuable kind of moral goodness. Hick concludes by noting that the ultimate plausibility of
his Irenaean theodicy requires belief in “a continuation of our lives in another sphere of
existence after bodily death.”
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[I. INTRODUCTION]

Can a world in which sadistic cruelty often has its way, in which selfish love-
lessness is so rife, in which there are debilitating diseases, crippling accidents,
bodily and mental decay, insanity, and all manner of natural disasters be
regarded as the expression of infinite creative goodness? Certainly all this could
never by itself lead anyone to believe in the existence of a limitlessly powerful
God. And yet even in a world that contains these things, innumerable men and
women have believed and do believe in the reality of an infinite creative good-
ness, which they call God. The theodicy project starts at this point, with an
already operating belief in God, embodied in human living, and attempts to
show that this belief is not rendered irrational by the fact of evil. It attempts to
explain how it is that the universe, assumed to be created and ultimately ruled
by a limitlessly good and limitlessly powerful Being, is as it is, including all the
pain and suffering and all the wickedness and folly that we find around us and
within us. The theodicy project is thus an exercise in metaphysical construction,
in the sense that it consists in the formation and criticism of large-scale
hypotheses concerning the nature and process of the universe.

Since a theodicy both starts from and tests belief in the reality of God, it nat-
urally takes different forms in relation to different concepts of God. In this paper
I shall be discussing the project of a specifically Christian theodicy; I shall not be
attempting the further and even more difficult work of comparative theodicy,
leading in turn to the question of a global theodicy.

The two main demands upon a theodicy hypothesis are (1) that it be inter-
nally coherent, and (2) that it be consistent with the data both of the religious
tradition on which it is based, and of the world, in respect both of the latter’s
general character as revealed by scientific inquiry and of the specific facts of
moral and natural evil. These two criteria demand, respectively, possibility
and plausibility.

Traditionally, Christian theology has centered upon the concept of God as
both limitlessly powerful and limitlessly good and loving; and it is this concept
of deity that gives rise to the problem of evil as a threat to theistic faith. The
threat was definitively expressed in Stendhal’s bombshell, “The only excuse for
God is that he does not exist!”1 The theodicy project is the attempt to offer a dif-
ferent view of the universe that is both possible and plausible and that does not
ignite Stendhal’s bombshell.

Christian thought has always included a certain range of variety, and in the
area of theodicy it offers two broad types of approach. The Augustinian
approach, representing until fairly recently the majority report of the Christian
mind, hinges upon the idea of the Fall [of the human race through the sin of
Adam and Eve], which has in turn brought about the disharmony of nature.
This type of theodicy is developed today as “the free will defense.” The Irenaean
approach, representing in the past a minority report, hinges upon the creation
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of humankind through the evolutionary process as an immature creature living
in a challenging and therefore person-making world. I shall indicate very briefly
why I do not find the first type of theodicy satisfactory, and then spend the
remainder of this paper in exploring the second type.

[II. AUGUSTINIAN THEODICY]

In recent years the philosophical discussion of the problem of evil has been
dominated by the free will defense. A major effort has been made by Alvin
Plantinga and a number of other Christian philosophers to show that it is log-
ically possible that a limitlessly powerful and limitlessly good God is respon-
sible for the existence of this world. For all evil may ultimately be due to
misuses of creaturely freedom. But it may nevertheless be better for God to
have created free than unfree beings; and it is logically possible that any and all
free beings whom God might create would, as a matter of contingent fact, mis-
use their freedom by falling into sin. In that case it would be logically impos-
sible for God to have created a world containing free beings and yet not
containing sin and the suffering that sin brings with it. Thus it is logically
possible, despite the fact of evil, that the existing universe is the work of a
limitlessly good Creator.

These writers are in effect arguing that the traditional Augustinian type of
theodicy, based upon the Fall from grace of free finite creatures—first angels
and then human beings—and a consequent going wrong of the physical world,
is not logically impossible. I am in fact doubtful whether their argument is
sound, and will return to the question later. But even if it should be sound, I sug-
gest that their argument wins only a Pyrrhic victory,2 since the logical possibil-
ity that it would establish is one that, for very many people today, is fatally
lacking in plausibility. For most educated inhabitants of the modern world
regard the biblical story of Adam and Eve, and their temptation by the devil, as
myth rather than as history; and they believe that so far from having been cre-
ated finitely perfect and then falling, humanity evolved out of lower forms of
life, emerging in a morally, spiritually, and culturally primitive state. Further,
they reject as incredible the idea that earthquake and flood, disease, decay, and
death are consequences either of a human fall, or of a prior fall of angelic beings
who are now exerting an evil influence upon the Earth. They see all this as part
of a prescientific world view, along with the stories of the world having been
created in six days and of the sun standing still for twenty-four hours at Joshua’s
command.3 One cannot, strictly speaking, disprove any of these ancient biblical
myths and sagas, or refute their confident elaboration in the medieval Christian
picture of the universe. But those of us for whom the resulting theodicy, even if
logically possible, is radically implausible, must look elsewhere for light on the
problem of evil.
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[III. AN IRENAEAN THEODICY]

I believe that we find the light that we need in the main alternative strand of
Christian thinking, which goes back to important constructive suggestions by the
early Hellenistic Fathers of the Church, particularly St. Irenaeus (120–202 B.C.E.).
Irenaeus himself did not develop a theodicy, but he did—together with other
Greek-speaking Christian writers of that period, such as Clement of
Alexandria—build a framework of thought within which a theodicy became
possible that does not depend upon the idea of the Fall, and that is consonant
with modern knowledge concerning the origins of the human race. . . .

The central theme out of which this Irenaean type of theodicy has arisen is
the two-stage conception of the creation of humankind, first in the “image” and
then in the “likeness” of God.4 Re-expressing this in modern terms, the first
stage was the gradual production of Homo sapiens, through the long evolu-
tionary process, as intelligent ethical and religious animals. The human being is
an animal, one of the varied forms of earthly life and continuous as such with
the whole realm of animal existence. But the human being is uniquely intelli-
gent, having evolved a large and immensely complex brain. Further, the human
being is ethical—that is, a gregarious as well as an intelligent animal, able to
realize and respond to the complex demands of social life. And the human being
is a religious animal, with an innate tendency to experience the world in terms
of the presence and activity of supernatural beings and powers. This then is
early Homo sapiens, the intelligent social animal capable of awareness of the
divine. But early Homo sapiens is not the Adam and Eve of Augustinian theol-
ogy, living in perfect harmony with self, with nature, and with God. On the con-
trary, the life of this being must have been a constant struggle against a hostile
environment, and capable of savage violence against one’s fellow human
beings, particularly outside one’s own immediate group; and this being’s con-
cepts of the divine were primitive and often bloodthirsty. Thus existence “in the
image of God” was a potentiality for knowledge of and relationship with one’s
Maker rather than such knowledge and relationship as a fully realized state. In
other words, people were created as spiritually and morally immature crea-
tures, at the beginning of a long process of further growth and development,
which constitutes the second stage of God’s creative work. In this second stage,
of which we are a part, the intelligent, ethical, and religious animal is being
brought through one’s own free responses into what Irenaeus called the divine
“likeness.” . . . His conception of a two-stage creation of the human, with per-
fection lying in the future rather than in the past, is of fundamental importance.
The notion of the Fall was not basic to this picture. . . . Irenaeus himself however
could not, in the historical knowledge of his time, question the fact of the Fall;
though he treated it as a relatively minor lapse, a youthful error, rather than as
the infinite crime and cosmic disaster that has ruined the whole creation. But
today we can acknowledge that there is no evidence at all of a period in the
distant past when humankind was in the ideal state of a fully realized “child
of God.” . . .
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Let us now try to formulate a contemporary version of the Irenaean type of
theodicy, based on this suggestion of the initial creation of humankind, not as a
finitely perfect, but as an immature creature at the beginning of a long process
of further growth and development. We may begin by asking why one should
have been created as an imperfect and developing creature rather than as
the perfect being whom God is presumably intending to create. The answer,
I think, consists in two considerations that converge in their practical
implications—one concerned with the human’s relationship to God and the
other with the relationship to other human beings. As to the first, we could have
the picture of God creating finite beings, whether angels or persons, directly in
his own presence, so that in being conscious of that which is other than one’s self
the creature is automatically conscious of God, the limitless divine reality and
power, goodness and love, knowledge and wisdom, towering above one’s self.
In such a situation the disproportion between Creator and creatures would be
so great that the latter would have no freedom in relation to God; they would
indeed not exist as independent autonomous persons. For what freedom could
finite beings have in an immediate consciousness of the presence of the one who
has created them, who knows them through and through, who is limitlessly
powerful as well as limitlessly loving and good, and who claims their total
obedience? In order to be a person, exercising some measure of genuine free-
dom, the creature must be brought into existence, not in the immediate divine
presence, but at a “distance” from God. This “distance” cannot of course be spa-
tial; for God is omnipresent. It must be an epistemic5 distance, a distance in the
cognitive dimension. And the Irenaean hypothesis is that this “distance” con-
sists, in the case of humans, in their existence within and as part of a world that
functions as an autonomous system and from within which God is not over-
whelmingly evident. . . . In such a world one can exist as a person over against
the Creator. One has space to exist as a finite being, a space created by the
epistemic distance from God and protected by one’s basic cognitive freedom,
one’s freedom to open or close oneself to the dawning awareness of God that is
experienced naturally by a religious animal.

This Irenaean picture corresponds, I suggest, to our actual human situation.
Emerging within the evolutionary process as part of the continuum of animal life,
in a universe that functions in accordance with its own laws and whose workings
can be investigated and described without reference to a Creator, the human
being has a genuine, even awesome, freedom in relation to one’s Maker. The
human being is free to acknowledge and worship God; and is free—particularly
since the emergence of human individuality and the beginnings of critical
consciousness during the first millennium B.C.E.—to doubt the reality of God.

Within such a situation there is the possibility of the human being coming
freely to know and love one’s Maker. Indeed, if the end-state that God is seeking
to bring about is one in which finite persons have come in their own freedom to
know and love him, this requires creating them initially in a state that is not that
of their already knowing and loving him. For it is logically impossible to create
beings already in a state of having come into that state by their own free choices.

5epistemic: relating to knowledge. [D. C. ABEL]
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The other consideration, which converges with this in pointing to some-
thing like the human situation as we experience it, concerns our human moral
nature. We can approach it by asking why humans should not have been created
at this epistemic distance from God, and yet at the same time as morally perfect
beings. . . .

Why was humanity not initially created in possession of all the virtues,
instead of having to acquire them through the long hard struggle of life as we
know it? The answer, I suggest, appeals to the principle that virtues that have been
formed within the agent as a hard-won deposit of his own right decisions in situ-
ations of challenge and temptation, are intrinsically more valuable than virtues
created within him ready-made and without any effort on his own part. This prin-
ciple expresses a basic value judgment that cannot be established by argument,
but that one can only present, in the hope that it will be as morally plausible, and
indeed compelling, to others as to oneself. It is, to repeat, the judgment that a
moral goodness which exists as the agent’s initial given nature, without ever hav-
ing been chosen by him in the face of temptations to the contrary, is intrinsically
less valuable than a moral goodness that has been built up through the agent’s
own responsible choices through time in the face of alternative possibilities.

If, then, God’s purpose was to create finite persons embodying the most
valuable kind of moral goodness, he would have to create them, not as already
perfect beings but rather as imperfect creatures who can then attain to the more
valuable kind of goodness through their own free choices as, in the course of
their personal and social history, new responses prompt new insights—opening
up new moral possibilities and providing a milieu in which the most valuable
kind of moral nature can be developed.

We have thus far, then, the hypothesis that one is created at an epistemic dis-
tance from God in order to come freely to know and love the Maker; and that
one is at the same time created as a morally immature and imperfect being in
order to attain through freedom the most valuable quality of goodness. The end
sought, according to this hypothesis, is the full realization of the human poten-
tialities in a unitary spiritual and moral perfection in the divine kingdom. And
the question we have to ask is whether humans as we know them, and the world
as we know it, are compatible with this hypothesis. . . .

As animal organisms integral to the whole ecology of life, we are pro-
grammed for survival. In pursuit of survival, primitives not only killed other
animals for food but fought other human beings when their vital interests con-
flicted. The life of prehistoric persons must indeed have been a constant struggle
to stay alive, prolonging an existence that was, in Hobbes’s phrase, “poor, nasty,
brutish and short.”6And in his basic animal self-regardingness humankind was,
and is, morally imperfect. In saying this I am assuming that the essence of moral
evil is selfishness, the sacrificing of others to one’s own interests. It consists, in
Kantian7 terminology, in treating others, not as ends in themselves, but as means
to one’s own ends. This is what the survival instinct demands. And yet we are
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also capable of love, of self-giving in a common cause, of a conscience that
responds to others in their needs and dangers. And with the development of
civilization we see the growth of moral insight, the glimpsing and gradual
assimilation of higher ideals, and tension between our animality and our ethical
values. But that the human being has a lower as well as a higher nature, that one
is an animal as well as a potential child of God, and that one’s moral goodness
is won from a struggle with one’s own innate selfishness, is inevitable given
one’s continuity with the other forms of animal life. Further, the human animal
is not responsible for having come into existence as an animal. The ultimate
responsibility for humankind’s existence, as a morally imperfect creature, can
only rest with the Creator. The human does not, in one’s own degree of freedom
and responsibility, choose one’s origin, but rather one’s destiny.

This then, in brief outline, is the answer of the Irenaean type of theodicy to
the question of the origin of moral evil: The general fact of humankind’s basic
self-regarding animality is an aspect of creation as part of the realm of organic
life; and this basic self-regardingness has been expressed over the centuries both
in sins of individual selfishness and in the much more massive sins of corporate
selfishness, institutionalized in slavery and exploitation, and all the many and
complex forms of social injustice.

But nevertheless our sinful nature in a sinful world is the matrix within
which God is gradually creating children for himself out of human animals. For
it is as men and women freely respond to the claim of God upon their lives, trans-
muting their animality into the structure of divine worship, that the creation of
humanity is taking place. And in its concrete character this response consists in
every form of moral goodness, from unselfish love in individual personal rela-
tionships to the dedicated and selfless striving to end exploitation and to create
justice within and between societies.

But one cannot discuss moral evil without at the same time discussing the
nonmoral evil of pain and suffering. (I propose to mean by “pain” physical
pain, including the pains of hunger and thirst; and by “suffering” the mental
and emotional pain of loneliness, anxiety, remorse, lack of love, fear, grief,
envy, and so on.) For what constitutes moral evil as evil is the fact that it causes
pain and suffering. It is impossible to conceive of an instance of moral evil, or
sin, that is not productive of pain or suffering to anyone at any time. But in
addition to moral evil there is another source of pain and suffering in the
structure of the physical world, which produces storms, earthquakes, and
floods and which afflicts the human body with diseases—cholera, epilepsy,
cancer, malaria, arthritis, rickets, meningitis, and so on—as well as with bro-
ken bones and other outcomes of physical accidents. It is true that a great deal
both of pain and of suffering is humanly caused, not only by the inhumanity
of man to man but also by the stresses of our individual and corporate
lifestyles, causing many disorders—not only lung cancer and cirrhosis of the
liver but many cases of heart disease, stomach and other ulcers, strokes, and
so on—as well as accidents. But there remain nevertheless, in the natural
world itself, permanent causes of human pain and suffering. And we have to
ask why an unlimitedly good and unlimitedly powerful God should have
created so dangerous a world, both as regards its purely natural hazards of
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earthquake and flood and so on, and as regards the liability of the human
body to so many ills, both psychosomatic and purely somatic.

The answer offered by the Irenaean type of theodicy follows from and is
indeed integrally bound up with its account of the origin of moral evil. We have
the hypothesis of humankind being brought into being within the evolutionary
process as a spiritually and morally immature creature, and then growing and
developing through the exercise of freedom in this religiously ambiguous world.
We can now ask what sort of a world would constitute an appropriate environ-
ment for this second stage of creation. The development of human personality—
moral, spiritual, and intellectual—is a product of challenge and response. It does
not occur in a static situation demanding no exertion and no choices. . . . The
intellectual development of humanity has been due to interaction with an objec-
tive environment functioning in accordance with its own laws, an environment
that we have had actively to explore and to cooperate with in order to escape its
perils and exploit its benefits. In a world devoid both of dangers to be avoided
and rewards to be won we may assume that there would have been virtually no
development of the human intellect and imagination, and hence of either the
sciences or the arts, and hence of human civilization or culture.

The fact of an objective world within which one has to learn to live, on pen-
alty of pain or death, is also basic to the development of one’s moral nature. For
it is because the world is one in which men and women can suffer harm—by
violence, disease, accident, starvation, and so on—that our actions affecting one
another have moral significance. A morally wrong act is, basically, one that
harms some part of the human community; while a morally right action is, on
the contrary, one that prevents or neutralizes harm or that preserves or increases
human well being. Now we can imagine a paradise in which no one can ever
come to any harm. It could be a world which, instead of having its own fixed
structure, would be plastic to human wishes. Or it could be a world with a fixed
structure, and hence the possibility of damage and pain, but whose structure is
suspended or adjusted by special divine action whenever necessary to avoid
human pain. Thus, for example, in such a miraculously pain-free world one
who falls accidentally off a high building would presumably float unharmed to
the ground; bullets would become insubstantial when fired at a human body;
poisons would cease to poison, water to drown; and so on. . . . But a world in
which there can be no pain or suffering would also be one in which there can be
no moral choices and hence no possibility of moral growth and development.
For in a situation in which no one can ever suffer injury or be liable to pain or
suffering there would be no distinction between right and wrong action. No
action would be morally wrong, because no action could have harmful conse-
quences; and likewise no action would be morally right in contrast to wrong.
Whatever the values of such a world, it clearly could not serve a purpose of the
development of its inhabitants from self-regarding animality to self-giving love.

Thus the hypothesis of a divine purpose in which finite persons are created
at an epistemic distance from God, in order that they may gradually become chil-
dren of God through their own moral and spiritual choices, requires that their
environment, instead of being a pain free and stress-free paradise, be broadly the
kind of world of which we find ourselves to be a part. It requires that it be such

104 Chapter 2 Philosophy of Religion

abel3580x_ch02_031-129.qxd  5/19/11  6:21 PM  Page 104



as to provoke the theological problem of evil. For it requires that it be an envi-
ronment that offers challenges to be met, problems to be solved, dangers to be
faced, and that accordingly involves real possibilities of hardship, disaster, fail-
ure, defeat, and misery as well as of delight and happiness, success, triumph, and
achievement. For it is by grappling with the real problems of a real environment,
in which a person is one form of life among many, and which is not designed to
minister exclusively to one’s well-being, that one can develop in intelligence and
in such qualities as courage and determination. And it is in the relationships of
human beings with one another, in the context of this struggle to survive and
flourish, that they can develop the higher values of mutual love and care, of
self-sacrifice for others, and of commitment to a common good. . . .

In terms of this hypothesis, as we have developed it thus far, then, both the
basic moral evil in the human heart and the natural evils of the world are com-
patible with the existence of a Creator who is unlimited in both goodness and
power. But is the hypothesis plausible as well as possible? The principal threat
to its plausibility comes, I think, from the sheer amount and intensity of both
moral and natural evil. One can accept the principle that in order to arrive at a
freely chosen goodness one must start out in a state of moral immaturity and
imperfection. But is it necessary that there should be the depths of demonic mal-
ice and cruelty that each generation has experienced, and that we have seen
above all in recent history in the Nazi attempt to exterminate the Jewish
population of Europe? Can any future fulfillment be worth such horrors? . . .

Concerning the intensity of natural evil, the truth is probably that our judg-
ments of intensity are relative. We might identify some form of natural evil as the
worst that there is—say the agony that can be caused by death from cancer—and
claim that a loving God would not have allowed this to exist. But in a world in
which there was no cancer, something else would then rank as the worst form of
natural evil. If we then eliminate this, something else; and so on. And the process
would continue until the world was free of all natural evil. For whatever form of
evil for the time being remained would be intolerable to the inhabitants of that
world. But in removing all occasions of pain and suffering, and hence all chal-
lenge and all need for mutual care, we should have converted the world from a
person-making into a static environment, which could not elicit moral growth. In
short, having accepted that a person-making world must have its dangers and
therefore also its tragedies, we must accept that whatever form these take will be
intolerable to the inhabitants of that world. There could not be a person-making
world devoid of what we call evil; and evils are never tolerable—except for the
sake of greater goods that may come out of them.

But accepting that a person-making environment must contain causes of pain
and suffering, and that no pain or suffering is going to be acceptable, one of the
most daunting and even terrifying features of the world is that calamity strikes
indiscriminately. There is no justice in the incidence of disease, accident, disaster,
and tragedy. The righteous as well as the unrighteous are struck down by illness
and afflicted by misfortune. There is no security in goodness, but the good are as
likely as the wicked to suffer “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.”8

8William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, Scene l, line 58. [D. C. ABEL]
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From the time of Job this fact has set a glaring question mark against the
goodness of God. But let us suppose that things were otherwise. Let us sup-
pose that misfortune came upon humankind, not haphazardly and therefore
unjustly, but justly and therefore not haphazardly. Let us suppose that instead
of coming without regard to moral considerations, it was proportioned to
desert, so that the sinner was punished and the virtuous rewarded. Would
such a dispensation serve a person-making purpose? Surely not. For it would
be evident that wrong deeds bring disaster upon the agent whilst good deeds
bring health and prosperity; and in such a world truly moral action, action
done because it is right, would be impossible. The fact that natural evil is not
morally directed, but is a hazard that comes by chance, is thus an intrinsic
feature of a person-making world.

In other words, the very mystery of natural evil, the very fact that disasters
afflict human beings in contingent, undirected, and haphazard ways, is itself a
necessary feature of a world that calls forth mutual aid and builds up mutual
caring and love. Thus, on the one hand, it would be completely wrong to say
that God sends misfortune upon individuals, so that their death, maiming,
starvation, or ruin is God’s will for them. But, on the other hand, God has set
us in a world containing unpredictable contingencies and dangers, in which
unexpected and undeserved calamities may occur to anyone; because only in
such a world can mutual caring and love be elicited. As an abstract philosoph-
ical hypothesis, this may offer little comfort. But translated into religious
language it tells us that God’s good purpose enfolds the entire process of this
world, with all its good and bad contingencies, and that even amidst tragic
calamity and suffering we are still within the sphere of his love and are moving
towards his kingdom.

But there is one further all-important aspect of the Irenaean type of theod-
icy, without which all the foregoing would lose its plausibility. This is the
eschatological9 aspect. Our hypothesis depicts persons as still in course of
creation towards an end-state of perfected personal community in the divine
kingdom. This end-state is conceived of as one in which individual egoity10 has
been transcended in communal unity before God. And in the present phase of
that creative process, the naturally self-centered human animal has the oppor-
tunity freely to respond to God’s noncoercive self-disclosures, through the
work of prophets and saints, through the resulting religious traditions, and
through the individual’s religious experience. Such response always has an
ethical aspect; for the growing awareness of God is at the same time a growing
awareness of the moral claim that God’s presence makes upon the way in
which we live.

But it is very evident that this person-making process, leading eventually
to perfect human community, is not completed on this Earth. It is not com-
pleted in the life of the individual—or at best only in the few who have attained
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9eschatological: relating to eschatology, the branch of theology that concerns the end of the world,
divine judgment, and the afterlife. [D. C. ABEL]
10egoity: selfhood. [D. C. ABEL]
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to sanctification, or moksha,11 or nirvana12 on this Earth. Clearly the enormous
majority of men and women die without having attained to this. As Eric
Fromm has said, “The tragedy in the life of most of us is that we die before we
are fully born.”13 And therefore if we are ever to reach the full realization of the
potentialities of our human nature, this can only be in a continuation of our
lives in another sphere of existence after bodily death. And it is equally evident
that the perfect all-embracing human community, in which self-regarding con-
cern has been transcended in mutual love, not only has not been realized in this
world, but never can be, since hundreds of generations of human beings have
already lived and died and accordingly could not be part of any ideal commu-
nity established at some future moment of earthly history. Thus if the unity of
humankind in God’s presence is ever to be realized it will have to be in some
sphere of existence other than our Earth. In short, the fulfillment of the divine
purpose, as it is postulated in the Irenaean type of theodicy, presupposes each
person’s survival, in some form of bodily death, and further living and grow-
ing towards that end-state. Without such an eschatological fulfillment, this
theodicy would collapse. . . .

On this view the human, endowed with a real though limited freedom, is
basically formed for relationship with God and destined ultimately to find the
fulfillment of his or her nature in that relationship. This does not seem to me
excessively paradoxical. On the contrary, given the theistic postulate, it seems to
me to offer a very probable account of our human situation.
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11moksha: in Hindu doctrine, liberation, emancipation. [D. C. ABEL]
12nirvana: in Buddhist doctrine, the extinction of desire, which brings complete liberation from
suffering. [D. C. ABEL]
13Erich Fromm, “Values, Psychology and Human Existence,” in New Knowledge in Human Values, ed.
Abraham H. Maslow (New York: Harper, 1959), p. 156. [J. HICK]
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C. Faith and Reason

READING 11 Euthyphro
Plato

Plato was born in Athens in about 428 B.C.E. As a youth he associated with Socrates, a
philosopher who constantly challenged fellow Athenians to think about virtue and to
improve their souls. Plato’s initial interest was in politics, but he soon became disillusioned,
especially when, under the democracy that was restored after the rule of the “Thirty Tyrants,”
Socrates was arrested on false charges of impiety and the corruption of youth, convicted, and
condemned to die. After the execution of Socrates, Plato moved to nearby Megara for a time
and may have traveled to Egypt. In 388 he visited Italy and the city of Syracuse in Sicily.
Returning to Athens, he founded the Academy, a school devoted both to philosophical
inquiry and to the philosophically based education of politicians. Plato spent most of his life
teaching at the Academy (Aristotle was his most famous student) and writing philosophical
works. He made two more trips to Syracuse, in 368 and 361, apparently with the intention
of turning the city’s ruler, Dionysius the Younger, into a “philosopher-king.” (If this was indeed
his purpose, he failed.) Plato died in Athens in 347 at the age of 81.

Most of Plato’s works are written as conversations between Socrates and one or more
interlocutors on some topic concerning morality. His best-known “dialogues” (the name by
which his surviving works are known) are the Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Phaedo, Meno,
Symposium, and Republic.

Our reading here is the Euthyphro, in which Socrates engages a priest named Euthyphro
in a conversation about piety. Socrates uses his dialectical (“Socratic”) method of inquiry to
elicit Euthyphro’s thoughts about piety, to point out inconsistencies in his views, and to lead
him to think more coherently and deeply about the nature of piety. The dialogue begins when
Socrates meets Euthyphro at the court of the magistrate in charge of cases involving the state
religion. Socrates has come there to deal with preliminary matters concerning the charges of
impiety and corruption of youth that a man named Meletus has filed against him; Euthyphro
is at the court to charge his father with murder. Since it was generally considered highly impi-
ous to bring legal action against one’s father, Socrates tells Euthyphro that he must be very
knowledgeable about piety, or else he would never have initiated such an action. Euthyphro
quickly agrees that he is “far advanced in wisdom.” At Socrates’ request, he agrees to explain
the nature of piety. Socrates expresses his gratitude, since a knowledge of piety will enable
him to defend himself in court against the charge of impiety.

Euthyphro first says that piety (holiness, godliness) is doing what he is doing: prosecut-
ing the wrongdoer. Socrates points out that while prosecuting wrongdoers may be an
example of piety, it is not a definition because it does not specify the form (characteristic)
of piety—the element that is common to all instances of piety and makes them be instances
of piety. Euthyphro proceeds to define piety as “what is dear to the gods.” Socrates’ ques-
tioning shows Euthyphro the inadequacy of this definition. Euthyphro then proposes other
definitions, but each time Socrates points out inconsistencies in Euthyphro’s thought. The
dialogue ends with Euthyphro telling Socrates that he is in a hurry and has to go.
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[INTRODUCTION]

EUTHYPHRO: What’s new, Socrates, to make you leave your usual haunts in
the Lyceum1 and spend your time here by the king-archon’s2 court?
Surely you are not prosecuting anyone before the king-archon as I am?

SOCRATES: The Athenians do not call this a prosecution but an indictment,
Euthyphro.

EUTHYPHRO: What is this you say? Someone must have indicted you, for
you are not going to tell me that you have indicted someone else.

SOCRATES: No indeed.
EUTHYPHRO: But someone else has indicted you?
SOCRATES: Quite so.
EUTHYPHRO: Who is he?
SOCRATES: I do not really know him myself, Euthyphro. He is apparently

young and unknown. They call him Meletus, I believe. He belongs to
the Pitthean deme,3 if you know anyone from that deme called Meletus,
with long hair, not much of a beard, and a rather aquiline nose.

EUTHYPHRO: I don’t know him, Socrates. What charge does he bring
against you?

SOCRATES: What charge? A not ignoble one I think, for it is no small thing for
a young man to have knowledge of such an important subject. He says
he knows how our young men are corrupted and who corrupts them.
He is likely to be wise, and when he sees my ignorance corrupting his
contemporaries, he proceeds to accuse me to the city as to their mother.
I think he is the only one of our public men to start out the right way, for
it is right to care first that the young should be as good as possible, just
as a good farmer is likely to take care of the young plants first, and of
the others later. So, too, Meletus first gets rid of us who corrupt the
young shoots, as he says, and then afterwards he will obviously take
care of the older ones and become a source of great blessings for the city,
as seems likely to happen to one who started out this way.

EUTHYPHRO: I could wish this were true, Socrates, but I fear the opposite
may happen. He seems to me to start out by harming the very heart of
the city by attempting to wrong you. Tell me, what does he say you do
to corrupt the young?

SOCRATES: Strange things, to hear him tell it, for he says that I am a maker of
gods, and on the ground that I create new gods while not believing in
the old gods, he has indicted me for their sake, as he puts it.

EUTHYPHRO: I understand, Socrates. This is because you say that the divine
sign4 keeps coming to you. So he has written this indictment against
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1Lyceum: a public facility for gymnastic exercise, named for the god Apollo Lyceios. [D. C. ABEL]
2king-archon: the magistrate with jurisdiction of cases involving the state religion. [D. C. ABEL]
3deme: a unit of local government. [D. C. ABEL]
4divine sign: In the defense speech he gave at his trial, Socrates explained that he hears a divine voice
that sometimes turns him away from something he is about to do. [D. C. ABEL]
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you as one who makes innovations in religious matters, and he comes
to court to slander you, knowing that such things are easily misrepre-
sented to the crowd. The same is true in my case. Whenever I speak of
divine matters in the assembly and foretell the future, they laugh me
down as if I were crazy; and yet I have foretold nothing that did not
happen. Nevertheless, they envy all of us who do this. One need not
worry about them, but meet them head-on.

SOCRATES: My dear Euthyphro, to be laughed at does not matter perhaps,
for the Athenians do not mind anyone they think clever, as long as he
does not teach his own wisdom. But if they think that he makes others
to be like himself they get angry, whether through envy, as you say, or
for some other reason.

EUTHYPHRO: I have certainly no desire to test their feelings towards me in
this matter.

SOCRATES: Perhaps you seem to make yourself but rarely available, and not
be willing to teach your own wisdom, but I’m afraid that my liking for
people makes them think that I pour out to anybody anything I have to
say, not only without charging a fee but even glad to reward anyone
who is willing to listen. If then they were intending to laugh at me, as
you say they laugh at you, there would be nothing unpleasant in their
spending their time in court laughing and jesting, but if they are going
to be serious, the outcome is not clear except to you prophets.

EUTHYPHRO: Perhaps it will come to nothing, Socrates, and you will fight
your case as you think best, as I think I will mine.

SOCRATES: What is your case, Euthyphro? Are you the defendant or the
prosecutor?

EUTHYPHRO: The prosecutor.
SOCRATES: Whom do you prosecute?
EUTHYPHRO: One whom I am thought crazy to prosecute.
SOCRATES: Are you pursuing someone who will easily escape you?
EUTHYPHRO: Far from it, for he is quite old.
SOCRATES: Who is it?
EUTHYPHRO: My father.
SOCRATES: My dear sir! Your own father?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: What is the charge? What is the case about?
EUTHYPHRO: Murder, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Good heavens! Certainly, Euthyphro, most men would not know

how they could do this and be right. It is not the part of anyone to do
this, but of one who is far advanced in wisdom.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, by Zeus, Socrates, that is so.
SOCRATES: Is then the man your father killed one of your relatives? Or is that

obvious—for you would not prosecute your father for the murder of a
stranger.

EUTHYPHRO: It is ridiculous, Socrates, for you to think that it makes any dif-
ference whether the victim is a stranger or a relative. One should only
watch whether the killer acted justly or not; if he acted justly, let him go,
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but if not, one should prosecute, if, that is to say, the killer shares your
hearth and table. The pollution is the same if you knowingly keep com-
pany with such a man and do not cleanse yourself and him by bringing
him to justice. The victim was a dependent of mine, and when we were
farming in Naxos5 he was a servant of ours. He killed one of our house-
hold slaves in drunken anger, so my father bound him hand and foot
and threw him in a ditch, then sent a man here to inquire from the priest
what should be done. During that time he gave no thought or care to the
bound man, as being a killer, and it was no matter if he died, which he
did. Hunger and cold and his bonds caused his death before the mes-
senger came back from the seer. Both my father and my other relatives
are angry that I am prosecuting my father for murder on behalf of a
murderer when he hadn’t even killed him, they say, and even if he had,
the dead man does not deserve a thought, since he was a killer. For, they
say, it is impious for a son to prosecute his father for murder. But their
ideas of the divine attitude to piety and impiety are wrong, Socrates.

SOCRATES: Whereas, by Zeus, Euthyphro, you think that your knowledge of
the divine, and of piety and impiety, is so accurate that, when those
things happened as you say, you have no fear of having acted impiously
in bringing your father to trial?

EUTHYPHRO: I should be of no use, Socrates, and Euthyphro would not be
superior to the majority of men, if I did not have accurate knowledge of
all such things.

SOCRATES: It is indeed most important, my admirable Euthyphro, that
I should become your pupil and, as regards this indictment, challenge
Meletus about these very things and say to him that in the past too
I considered knowledge about the divine to be most important, and that
now that he says that I am guilty of improvising and innovating about
the gods, I have become your pupil. I would say to him: “If, Meletus,
you agree that Euthyphro is wise in these matters, consider me, too, to
have the right beliefs and do not bring me to trial. If you do not think
so, then prosecute that teacher of mine, not me, for corrupting the older
men—me and his own father—by teaching me and by exhorting and
punishing him.” If he is not convinced, and does not discharge me or
indict you instead of me, I shall repeat the same challenge in court.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, by Zeus, Socrates, and, if he should try to indict me, I think
I would find his weak spots and the talk in court would be about him
rather than about me.

SOCRATES: It is because I realize this that I am eager to become your pupil,
my dear friend. I know that other people as well as this Meletus do not
even seem to notice you, whereas he sees me so sharply and clearly that
he indicts me for ungodliness. So tell me now, by Zeus, what you just
now maintained you clearly knew. What kind of thing do you say that
godliness and ungodliness are, both as regards murder and other

5Naxos: a large island in the Aegean Sea, southeast of Athens. [G. M. A. GRUBE, TRANSLATOR]
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things? Or is the pious not the same and alike in every action, and the
impious the opposite of all that is pious and like itself, and everything
that is to be impious presents us with one form or appearance insofar as
it is impious?

EUTHYPHRO: Most certainly, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Tell me then, what is the pious, and what the impious—what do

you say?

[EUTHYPHRO’S DEFINITIONS OF PIETY]

[1. Prosecuting the Wrongdoer]

EUTHYPHRO: I say that the pious is to do what I am doing now, to prose-
cute the wrongdoer, be it about murder or temple robbery or anything
else, whether the wrongdoer is your father or your mother or anyone
else; not to prosecute is impious. And observe, Socrates, that I can cite
powerful evidence that the law is so. I have already said to others that
such actions are right, not to favor the ungodly, whoever they are.
These people themselves believe that Zeus is the best and most just of
the gods, yet they agree that he bound his father because he unjustly
swallowed his sons, and that he in turn castrated his father for similar
reasons. But they are angry with me because I am prosecuting my
father for his wrongdoing. They contradict themselves in what they
say about the gods and about me.

SOCRATES: Indeed, Euthyphro, this is the reason why I am a defendant in the
case, because I find it hard to accept things like that being said about the
gods, and it is likely to be the reason why I shall be told I do wrong.
Now, however, if you, who have full knowledge of such things, share
their opinions, then we must agree with them, too, it would seem. For
what are we to say, we who agree that we ourselves have no knowledge
of them? Tell me, by the god of friendship, do you really believe these
things are true?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, Socrates, and so are even more surprising things, of which
the majority has no knowledge.

SOCRATES: And do you believe that there really is war among the gods, and
terrible enmities and battles, and other such things as are told by the
poets, and other sacred stories such as are embroidered by good writers
and by representations of which the robe of the goddess is adorned
when it is carried up to the Acropolis?6 Are we to say these things are
true, Euthyphro?

EUTHYPHRO: Not only these, Socrates, but, as I was saying just now, I will, if
you wish, relate many other things about the gods which I know will
amaze you.
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6Acropolis: the fortified section of Athens, where the Parthenon, a temple of Athena, the patron
goddess of Athens, was located. The robe of Athena was carried to the Parthenon during certain
religious festivals. [D. C. ABEL]
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SOCRATES: I should not be surprised, but you will tell me these at leisure
some other time. For now, try to tell me more clearly what I was asking
just now; for, my friend, you did not teach me adequately when I asked
you what the pious was, but you told me that what you are doing now,
in prosecuting your father for murder, is pious.

EUTHYPHRO: And I told the truth, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Perhaps. You agree, however, that there are many other pious

actions.
EUTHYPHRO: There are.
SOCRATES: Bear in mind then that I did not bid you tell me one or two of the

many pious actions but that form itself that makes all pious actions
pious, for you agreed that all impious actions are impious and all pious
actions pious through one form, or don’t you remember?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.
SOCRATES: Tell me then what this form itself is, so that I may look upon it,

and using it as a model, say that any action of yours or another’s that is
of that kind is pious, and if it is not that it is not.

EUTHYPHRO: If that is how you want it, Socrates, that is how I will tell you.
SOCRATES: That is what I want.

[2. What Is Dear to the Gods]

EUTHYPHRO: Well then, what is dear to the gods is pious, what is not
is impious.

SOCRATES: Splendid, Euthyphro! You have now answered in the way I wanted.
Whether your answer is true I do not know yet, but you will obviously
show me that what you say is true.

EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: Come then, let us examine what we mean. An action or a man

dear to the gods is pious, but an action or a man hated by the gods is
impious. They are not the same, but quite opposite, the pious and the
impious. Is that not so?

EUTHYPHRO: It is indeed.
SOCRATES: And that seems to be a good statement?
EUTHYPHRO: I think so, Socrates.
SOCRATES: We have also stated that the gods are in a state of discord, that

they are at odds with each other, Euthyphro, and that they are at enmity
with each other. Has that, too, been said?

EUTHYPHRO: It has.
SOCRATES: What are the subjects of difference that cause hatred and anger?

Let us look at it this way. If you and I were to differ about numbers as
to which is the greater, would this difference make us enemies and
angry with each other, or would we proceed to count and soon resolve
our difference about this?

EUTHYPHRO: We would certainly do so.
SOCRATES: Again, if we differed about the larger and the smaller, we would

turn to measurement and soon cease to differ.
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EUTHYPHRO: That is so.
SOCRATES: And about the heavier and the lighter, we would resort to weigh-

ing and be reconciled.
EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: What subject of difference would make us angry and hostile to

each other if we were unable to come to a decision? Perhaps you do not
have an answer ready, but examine as I tell you whether these subjects
are the just and the unjust, the beautiful and the ugly, the good and the
bad. Are these not the subjects of difference about which, when we are
unable to come to a satisfactory decision, you and I and other men
become hostile to each other whenever we do?

EUTHYPHRO: That is the difference, Socrates, about those subjects.
SOCRATES: What about the gods, Euthyphro? If indeed they have differ-

ences, will it not be about these same subjects?
EUTHYPHRO: It certainly must be so.
SOCRATES: Then according to your argument, my good Euthyphro, different

gods consider different things to be just, beautiful, ugly, good, and bad,
for they would not be at odds with one another unless they differed
about these subjects, would they?

EUTHYPHRO: You are right.
SOCRATES: And they like what each of them considers beautiful, good, and

just, and hate the opposites of these?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: But you say that the same things are considered just by some

gods and unjust by others, and as they dispute about these things they
are at odds and at war with each other. Is that not so?

EUTHYPHRO: It is.
SOCRATES: The same things then are loved by the gods and hated by the

gods, and would be both god-loved and god-hated.
EUTHYPHRO: It seems likely.
SOCRATES: And the same things would be both pious and impious, accord-

ing to this argument?
EUTHYPHRO: I’m afraid so.
SOCRATES: So you did not answer my question, you surprising man. I did

not ask you what same thing is both pious and impious, and it appears
that what is loved by the gods is also hated by them. So it is in no way
surprising if your present action, namely punishing your father, may be
pleasing to Zeus but displeasing to Cronus and Uranus, pleasing to
Hephaestus but displeasing to Hera, and so with any other gods who
differ from each other on this subject.

EUTHYPHRO: I think, Socrates, that on this subject no gods would differ from
one another, that whoever has killed anyone unjustly should pay the
penalty.

SOCRATES: Well now, Euthyphro, have you ever heard any man maintaining
that one who has killed or done anything else unjustly should not pay
the penalty?
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EUTHYPHRO: They never cease to dispute on this subject, both elsewhere
and in the courts, for when they have committed many wrongs they do
and say anything to avoid the penalty.

SOCRATES: Do they agree they have done wrong, Euthyphro, and in spite of
so agreeing do they nevertheless say they should not be punished?

EUTHYPHRO: No, they do not agree on that point.
SOCRATES: So they do not say or do just anything. For they do not venture to

say this, or dispute that they must not pay the penalty if they have done
wrong, but I think they deny doing wrong. Is that not so?

EUTHYPHRO: That is true.
SOCRATES: Then they do not dispute that the wrongdoer must be punished, but

they may disagree as to who the wrongdoer is, what he did and when.
EUTHYPHRO: You are right.
SOCRATES: Do not the gods have the same experience, if indeed they are at

odds with each other about the just and the unjust, as your argument
maintains? Some assert that they wrong one another, while others deny
it, but no one among gods or men ventures to say that the wrongdoer
must not be punished.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, that is true, Socrates, as to the main point.
SOCRATES: And those who disagree, whether men or gods, dispute about

each action, if indeed the gods disagree. Some say it is done justly,
others unjustly. Is that not so?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, indeed.
SOCRATES: Come now, my dear Euthyphro, tell me, too, that I may become

wiser, what proof you have that all the gods consider that man to have
been killed unjustly who became a murderer while in your service, was
bound by the master of his victim, and died in his bonds before the one
who bound him found out from the seers what was to be done with
him, and that it is right for a son to denounce and to prosecute his father
on behalf of such a man. Come, try to show me a clear sign that all the
gods definitely believe this action to be right. If you can give me
adequate proof of this, I shall never cease to extol your wisdom.

EUTHYPHRO: This is perhaps no light task, Socrates, though I could show
you very clearly.

SOCRATES: I understand that you think me more dull-witted than the jury, as
you will obviously show them that these actions were unjust and that
all the gods hate such actions.

EUTHYPHRO: I will show it to them clearly, Socrates, if only they will listen
to me.

[3. What Is Loved by All the Gods]

SOCRATES: They will listen if they think you show them well. But this
thought came to me as you were speaking, and I am examining it, say-
ing to myself: “If Euthyphro shows me conclusively that all the gods
consider such a death unjust, to what greater extent have I learned from
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him the nature of piety and impiety? This action would then, it seems,
be hated by the gods, but the pious and the impious were not thereby
now defined, for what is hated by the gods has also been shown to be
loved by them.” So I will not insist on this point; let us assume, if you
wish, that all the gods consider this unjust and that they all hate it.
However, is this the correction we are making in our discussion, that
what all the gods hate is impious, and what they all love is pious, and
that what some gods love and others hate is neither or both? Is that how
you now wish us to define piety and impiety?

EUTHYPHRO: What prevents us from doing so, Socrates?
SOCRATES: For my part nothing, Euthyphro. But you look whether on

your part this proposal will enable you to teach me most easily what
you promised.

EUTHYPHRO: I would certainly say that the pious is what all the gods love,
and the opposite, what all the gods hate, is the impious.

SOCRATES: Then let us again examine whether that is a sound statement, or
do we let it pass, and if one of us, or someone else, merely says that
something is so, do we accept that it is so? Or should we examine what
the speaker means?

EUTHYPHRO: We must examine it, but I certainly think that this is now a fine
statement.

SOCRATES: We shall soon know better whether it is. Consider this: Is the
pious being loved by the gods because it is pious, or is it pious because
it is being loved by the gods?

EUTHYPHRO: I don’t know what you mean, Socrates.
SOCRATES: I shall try to explain more clearly. We speak of something carried

and something carrying, of something led and something leading, of
something seen and something seeing, and you understand that these
things are all different from one another and how they differ?

EUTHYPHRO: I think I do.
SOCRATES: So there is also something loved and—a different thing—

something loving.
EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: Tell me then whether the thing carried is a carried thing because

it is being carried, or for some other reason?
EUTHYPHRO: No, that is the reason.
SOCRATES: And the thing led is so because it is being led, and the thing seen

because it is being seen?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: It is not being seen because it is a thing seen, but on the contrary

it is a thing seen because it is being seen;7 nor is it because it is something
led that it is being led, but because it is being led that it is something led;
nor is something being carried because it is something carried, but it is
something carried because it is being carried. Is what I want to say
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clear, Euthyphro? I want to say this, namely, that if anything is being
changed or is being affected in any way, it is not being changed because
it is something changed, but rather it is something changed because it
is being changed; nor is it being affected because it is something affected,
but it is something affected because it is being affected. Or do you not
agree?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.
SOCRATES: Is something loved either something changed or something

affected by something?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: So it is in the same case as the things just mentioned: It is not

being loved by those who love it because it is something loved, but it is
something loved because it is being loved by them.

EUTHYPHRO: Necessarily.
SOCRATES: What then do we say about the pious, Euthyphro? Surely that it

is being loved by all the gods, according to what you say?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Is it being loved because it is pious, or for some other reason?
EUTHYPHRO: For no other reason.
SOCRATES: It is being loved then because it is pious, but it is not pious

because it is being loved?
EUTHYPHRO: Apparently.
SOCRATES: And yet it is something loved and god-loved because it is being

loved by the gods?
EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: Then the god-loved is not the same as the pious, Euthyphro, nor

the pious the same as the god-loved, as you say it is, but one differs from
the other.

EUTHYPHRO: How so, Socrates?
SOCRATES: Because we agree that the pious is being loved for this reason, that

it is pious, but it is not pious because it is being loved. Is that not so?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And that the god-loved, on the other hand, is so because it is

being loved by the gods, by the very fact of being loved, but it is not
being loved because it is god-loved.

EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: But if the god-loved and the pious were the same, my dear

Euthyphro, then if the pious was being loved because it was pious, the
god-loved would also be being loved because it was god-loved; and if
the god-loved was god-loved because it was being loved by the gods,
then the pious would also be pious because it was being loved by the
gods. But now you see that they are in opposite cases as being alto-
gether different from each other: The one is such as to be loved because
it is being loved, the other is being loved because it is such as to be
loved. I’m afraid, Euthyphro, that when you were asked what piety is,
you did not wish to make its nature clear to me, but you told me an
affect or quality of it, that the pious has the quality of being loved by all
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the gods, but you have not yet told me what the pious is. Now, if you
will, do not hide things from me but tell me again from the beginning
what piety is, whether being loved by the gods or having some other
quality—we shall not quarrel about that—but be keen to tell me what
the pious and the impious are.

EUTHYPHRO: But Socrates, I have no way of telling you what I have in mind,
for whatever proposition we put forward goes around and refuses to
stay put where we establish it.

SOCRATES: Your statements, Euthyphro, seem to belong to my ancestor,
Daedalus.8 If I were stating them and putting them forward, you would
perhaps be making fun of me and say that because of my kinship with
him my conclusions in discussion run away and will not stay where one
puts them. As these propositions are yours, however, we need some
other jest, for they will not stay put for you, as you say yourself.

EUTHYPHRO: I think the same jest will do for our discussion, Socrates, for
I am not the one who makes them go around and not remain in the same
place. It is you who are the Daedalus, for as far as I am concerned they
would remain as they were.

SOCRATES: It looks as if I was cleverer than Daedalus in using my skill, my
friend, insofar as he could only cause to move the things he made himself,
but I can make other people’s move as well as my own. And the smartest
part of my skill is that I am clever without wanting to be, for I would
rather have your statements to me remain unmoved than possess the
wealth of Tantalus9 as well as the cleverness of Daedalus. But enough of
this. Since I think you are making unnecessary difficulties, I am as eager
as you are to find a way to teach me about piety, and do not give up before
you do. 

[4. The Part of Justice Concerned with Care of the Gods]

[SOCRATES:] See whether you think all that is pious is of necessity just.
EUTHYPHRO: I think so.
SOCRATES: And is then all that is just pious? Or is all that is pious just, but

not all that is just pious, but some of it is and some is not?
EUTHYPHRO: I do not follow what you are saying, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Yet you are younger than I by as much as you are wiser. As I say,

you are making difficulties because of your wealth of wisdom. Pull
yourself together, my dear sir; what I am saying is not difficult to grasp.
I am saying the opposite of what the poet said who wrote:

You do not wish to name Zeus, who had done it, and who made 
All things grow, for where there is fear there is also shame.10

I disagree with the poet. Shall I tell you why?
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EUTHYPHRO: Please do.
SOCRATES: I do not think that “where there is fear there is also shame,” for

I think that many people who fear disease and poverty and many other
such things feel fear, but are not ashamed of the things they fear. Do you
not think so?

EUTHYPHRO: I do indeed.
SOCRATES: But where there is shame there is also fear. For is there anyone

who, in feeling shame and embarrassment at anything, does not also at
the same time fear and dread a reputation for wickedness?

EUTHYPHRO: He is certainly afraid.
SOCRATES: It is then not right to say “where there is fear there is also shame,”

but that where there is shame there is also fear, for fear covers a larger
area than shame. Shame is a part of fear just as odd is a part of number,
with the result that it is not true that where there is number there is also
oddness, but that where there is oddness there is also number. Do you
follow me now?

EUTHYPHRO: Surely.
SOCRATES: This is the kind of thing I was asking before, whether where there

is piety there is also justice, but where there is justice there is not always
piety, for the pious is a part of justice. Shall we say that, or do you think.
otherwise?

EUTHYPHRO: No, but like that, for what you say appears to be right.
SOCRATES: See what comes next: If the pious is a part of the just, we must, it

seems, find out what part of the just it is. Now if you asked me some-
thing of what we mentioned just now, such as what part of number is
the even, and what number that is, I would say it is the number that is
divisible into two equal, not unequal, parts. Or do you not think so?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.
SOCRATES: Try in this way to tell me what part of the just the pious is, in

order to tell Meletus not to wrong us any more and not to indict me for
ungodliness, since I have learned from you sufficiently what is godly
and pious and what is not.

EUTHYPHRO: I think, Socrates, that the godly and pious is the part of the just
that is concerned with the care of the gods, while that concerned with
the care of men is the remaining part of justice.

SOCRATES: You seem to me to put that very well, but I still need a bit of infor-
mation. I do not know yet what you mean by care, for you do not mean
the care of the gods in the same sense as the care of other things—as, for
example, we say, don’t we, that not everyone knows how to care for
horses, but the horse breeder does.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, I do mean it that way.
SOCRATES: So horse breeding is the care of horses.
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Nor does everyone know how to care for dogs, but the hunter does.
EUTHYPHRO: That is so.
SOCRATES: So hunting is the care of dogs.
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
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SOCRATES: And cattle raising is the care of cattle.
EUTHYPHRO: Quite so.
SOCRATES: While piety and godliness is the care of the gods, Euthyphro.

Is that what you mean?
EUTHYPHRO: It is.
SOCRATES: Now care in each case has the same effect; it aims at the good and

the benefit of the object cared for, as you can see that horses cared for by
horse breeders are benefited and become better. Or do you not think so?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.
SOCRATES: So dogs are benefited by dog breeding, cattle by cattle raising,

and so with all the others. Or do you think that care aims to harm the
object of its care?

EUTHYPHRO: By Zeus, no.
SOCRATES: It aims to benefit the object of its care?
EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: Is piety then, which is the care of the gods, also to benefit the gods

and make them better? Would you agree that when you do something
pious you make some one of the gods better?

EUTHYPHRO: By Zeus, no.
SOCRATES: Nor do I think that this is what you mean—far from it—but that

is why I asked you what you meant by the care of gods, because I did
not believe you meant this kind of care.

EUTHYPHRO: Quite right, Socrates, that is not the kind of care I mean.
SOCRATES: Very well, but what kind of care of the gods would piety be?
EUTHYPHRO: The kind of care, Socrates, that slaves take of their masters.
SOCRATES: I understand. It is likely to be a kind of service of the gods.
EUTHYPHRO: Quite so.
SOCRATES: Could you tell me to the achievement of what goal service to

doctors tends? Is it not, do you think, to achieving health?
EUTHYPHRO: I think so.
SOCRATES: What about service to shipbuilders? To what achievement is

it directed?
EUTHYPHRO: Clearly, Socrates, to the building of a ship.
SOCRATES: And service to housebuilders to the building of a house?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Tell me then, my good sir, to the achievement of what aim does

service to the gods tend? You obviously know since you say that you, of
all men, have the best knowledge of the divine.

EUTHYPHRO: And I am telling the truth, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Tell me then, by Zeus, what is that excellent aim that the gods

achieve, using us as their servants?
EUTHYPHRO: Many fine things, Socrates.
SOCRATES: So do generals, my friend. Nevertheless you could easily tell me

their main concern, which is to achieve victory in war, is it not?
EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: The farmers, too, I think, achieve many fine things, but the main

point of their efforts is to produce food from the earth.
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EUTHYPHRO: Quite so.
SOCRATES: Well then, how would you sum up the many fine things that the

gods achieve?

[5. Giving to and Begging from the Gods]

EUTHYPHRO: I told you a short while ago, Socrates, that it is a considerable
task to acquire any precise knowledge of these things, but, to put it
simply, I say that if a man knows how to say and do what is pleasing to
the gods at prayer and sacrifice, those are pious actions such as preserve
both private houses and public affairs of state. The opposite of these
pleasing actions are impious and overturn and destroy everything.

SOCRATES: You could tell me in far fewer words, if you were willing, the sum
of what I asked, Euthyphro, but you are not keen to teach me, that is
clear. You were on the point of doing so, but you turned away. If you
had given that answer, I should now have acquired from you sufficient
knowledge of the nature of piety. As it is, the lover of inquiry must fol-
low his beloved wherever it may lead him. Once more then, what do
you say that piety and the pious are? Are they a knowledge of how to
sacrifice and pray?

EUTHYPHRO: They are.
SOCRATES: To sacrifice is to make a gift to the gods, whereas to pray is to beg

from the gods?
EUTHYPHRO: Definitely, Socrates.
SOCRATES: It would follow from this statement that piety would be a knowl-

edge of how to give to and beg from the gods.
EUTHYPHRO: You understood what I said very well, Socrates.
SOCRATES: That is because I am so desirous of your wisdom, and I concen-

trate my mind on it, so that no word of yours may fall to the ground. But
tell me, what is this service to the gods? You say it is to beg from them
and to give to them?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.
SOCRATES: And to beg correctly would be to ask from them things that

we need?
EUTHYPHRO: What else?
SOCRATES: And to give correctly is to give them what they need from us, for

it would not be skillful to bring gifts to anyone that are in no way
needed.

EUTHYPHRO: True, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Piety would then be a sort of trading skill between gods and men?
EUTHYPHRO: Trading yes, if you prefer to call it that.
SOCRATES: I prefer nothing, unless it is true. But tell me, what benefit do the

gods derive from the gifts they receive from us? What they give us is
obvious to all. There is for us no good that we do not receive from them.
But how are they benefited by what they receive from us? Or do we
have such an advantage over them in the trade that we receive all our
blessings from them and they receive nothing from us?
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EUTHYPHRO: Do you suppose, Socrates, that the gods are benefited by what
they receive from us?

SOCRATES: What could those gifts from us to the gods be, Euthyphro?
EUTHYPHRO: What else, do you think, than honor, reverence, and what

I mentioned just now, gratitude?
SOCRATES: The pious is then, Euthyphro, pleasing to the gods, but not

beneficial or dear to them?
EUTHYPHRO: I think it is of all things most dear to them.
SOCRATES: So the pious is once again what is dear to the gods.
EUTHYPHRO: Most certainly.
SOCRATES: When you say this, will you be surprised if your arguments seem

to move about instead of staying put? And will you accuse me of being
Daedalus who makes them move, though you are yourself much more
skillful than Daedalus and make them go around in a circle? Or do you
not realize that our argument has moved around and come again to the
same place? You surely remember that earlier the pious and the god-
loved were shown not to be the same but different from each other.
Or do you not remember?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.
SOCRATES: Do you then not realize now that you are saying that what is dear

to the gods is the pious? Is this not the same as the god-loved? Or is
it not?

EUTHYPHRO: It certainly is.
SOCRATES: Either we were wrong when we agreed before, or, if we were

right then, we are wrong now.
EUTHYPHRO: That seems to be so.

[CONCLUSION]

SOCRATES: So we must investigate again from the beginning what piety is,
as I shall not willingly give up before I learn this. Do not think me
unworthy, but concentrate your attention and tell the truth. For you
know it, if any man does, and I must not let you go, like Proteus,11 before
you tell me. If you had no clear knowledge of piety and impiety you
would never have ventured to prosecute your old father for murder on
behalf of a servant. For fear of the gods you would have been afraid to
take the risk lest you should not be acting rightly, and would have been
ashamed before men, but now I know well that you believe you have
clear knowledge of piety and impiety. So tell me, my good Euthyphro,
and do not hide what you think it is.

EUTHYPHRO: Some other time, Socrates, for I am in a hurry now, and it is
time for me to go.

11Proteus: a sea god able to assume different shapes. If held until he takes his true shape, he will
answer questions. [D. C. ABEL]
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SOCRATES: What a thing to do, my friend! By going you have cast me down
from a great hope I had, that I would learn from you the nature of the
pious and the impious and so escape Meletus’ indictment by showing
him that I had acquired wisdom in divine matters from Euthyphro,
and my ignorance would no longer cause me to be careless and inven-
tive about such things, and that I would be better for the rest of
my life.
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READING 12 Pensées
Blaise Pascal

Blaise Pascal was born in 1623 in Clermont (now Clermont-Ferrand), France. His mother
died when he was three, and in 1631 his father moved the family to Paris. Pascal had no
formal schooling; he was educated by his father. He proved to be a precocious mathemati-
cian, publishing a paper on conic sections at the age of 16 and inventing a calculating
machine when he was 19. Pascal then turned his attention to physics. He made important
discoveries—and published his findings—on such topics as atmospheric pressure, the
equilibrium of fluids, and the problem of the vacuum. His later work on the mathematics
of chance laid the foundations of modern probability theory. In 1646 Pascal’s entire
family converted to Jansenism (a highly rigorous form of Roman Catholicism, later con-
demned as heretical). One night in November 1654 Pascal had a powerful religious expe-
rience, and from that time on he devoted his intellectual energies primarily to religious
matters. He defended Jansenism in a series of satirical letters known as the Provincial Let-
ters, written in 1656 and 1657 under an assumed name. In 1659 he began (but never fin-
ished) a general defense of Christianity entitled Apologie de la religion chrétienne
(“Apology for the Christian Religion”). Pascal died in Paris in 1662, at the age of 39,
apparently from meningitis following a stomach ulcer.

In 1670 Pascal’s fragmentary notes for the Apologie were published in a rearranged
and abridged form. The editor called the work Pensées sur la religion (“Thoughts on Reli-
gion”), and they have been known by the shortened French title Pensées ever since. Our
reading is from sections of the Pensées in which Pascal presents an argument (now
known as “Pascal’s wager”) for believing in God and discusses the immortality of
the soul.

Pascal explains that, in this life, we will never be able to know whether God exists,
because our minds are finite and God (if God exists) is infinite and “infinitely beyond
our comprehension.” Despite our inability to know whether God exists, we must make
a “wager” and either believe or not believe in God—there is no way to avoid the choice.
If we bet that God exists and are right (assuming that we live morally and that there is
an afterlife), we gain an eternity of happiness; if we are wrong, we lose nothing except
the finite benefits we might have gained from immoral behavior. We may either win or
lose our bet, but because we stand to make an infinite gain from a finite amount
wagered, we would be foolish not to believe in God. Those who find themselves unable
to believe despite their acceptance of the logic of this argument must learn to control
their passions and love of pleasure, and begin to behave as if they did believe. Pascal
goes on to stress the importance of trying to find out whether the soul is immortal and
whether anything lies beyond the unhappiness of this life, and he castigates those who
ignore these vital questions.

387

Order. I should be much more afraid of being mistaken and then finding out that
Christianity is true, than of being mistaken in believing it to be true. . . .
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Infinity—nothing. . . . If there is a God, he is infinitely beyond our compre-
hension, since, being indivisible and without limits, he bears no relation to
us. We are therefore incapable of knowing either what he is or whether he
is. That being so, who would dare to attempt an answer to the question?
Certainly not we, who bear no relation to him.

Who then will condemn Christians for being unable to give rational
grounds for their belief, professing as they do a religion for which they cannot
give rational grounds? They declare that it is a folly, stultitia,1 in expounding it
to the world, and then you complain that they do not prove it. If they did prove
it they would not be keeping their word. It is by being without proof that they
show they are not without sense. “Yes, but although that excuses those who
offer their religion as such, and absolves them from the criticism of producing it
without rational grounds, it does not absolve those who accept it.” Let us then
examine this point, and let us say: “Either God is or he is not.” But to which view
shall we be inclined? Reason cannot decide this question. Infinite chaos sepa-
rates us. At the far end of this infinite distance a coin is being spun that will
come down heads or tails. How will you wager? Reason cannot make you
choose either; reason cannot prove either wrong.

Do not then condemn as wrong those who have made a choice, for you
know nothing about it. “No, but I will condemn them not for having made this
particular choice, but any choice, for, although the one who calls heads and the
other one are equally at fault, the fact is that they are both at fault: The right
thing is not to wager at all.”

Yes, but you must wager. There is no choice, you are already committed.
Which will you choose then? Let us see: Since a choice must be made, let us see
which offers you the least interest. You have two things to lose: the true and the
good; and two things to stake: your reason and your will (your knowledge and
your happiness). And your nature has two things to avoid: error and wretched-
ness. Since you must necessarily choose, your reason is no more affronted by
choosing one rather than the other. That is one point cleared up. But your hap-
piness? Let us weigh up the gain and the loss involved in calling heads that God
exists. Let us assess the two cases: If you win you win everything, if you lose you
lose nothing. Do not hesitate then; wager that he does exist. “That is wonderful.
Yes, I must wager, but perhaps I am wagering too much.” Let us see: Since there
is an equal chance of gain and loss, if you stood to win only two lives for one
you could still wager, but supposing you stood to win three?

You would have to play (since you must necessarily play) and it would be
unwise of you, once you are obliged to play, not to risk your life in order to win
three lives at a game in which there is an equal chance of losing and winning.
But there is an eternity of life and happiness. That being so, even though there
were an infinite number of chances, of which only one were in your favor, you
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would still be right to wager one in order to win two; and you would be acting
wrongly, being obliged to play, in refusing to stake one life against three in a
game where out of an infinite number of chances there is one in your favor, if
there were an infinity of infinitely happy life to be won. But here there is an
infinity of infinitely happy life to be won, one chance of winning against a finite
number of chances of losing, and what you are staking is finite. That leaves no
choice; wherever there is infinity, and where there are not infinite chances of los-
ing against that of winning, there is no room for hesitation—you must give
everything. And thus, since you are obliged to play, you must be renouncing
reason if you hoard your life rather than risk it for an infinite gain, just as likely
to occur as a loss amounting to nothing.

For it is no good saying that it is uncertain whether you will win, that it is
certain that you are taking a risk, and that the infinite distance between the cer-
tainty of what you are risking and the uncertainty of what you may gain makes
the finite good you are certainly risking equal to the infinite good that you are
not certain to gain. This is not the case. Every gambler takes a certain risk for an
uncertain gain, and yet he is taking a certain finite risk for an uncertain finite
gain without sinning against reason. Here there is no infinite distance between
the certain risk and the uncertain gain—that is not true. There is, indeed, an infi-
nite distance between the certainty of winning and the certainty of losing, but
the proportion between the uncertainty of winning and the certainty of what is
being risked is in proportion to the chances of winning or losing. And hence, if
there are as many chances on one side as on the other, you are playing for even
odds. And in that case the certainty of what you are risking is equal to the uncer-
tainty of what you may win; it is by no means infinitely distant from it. Thus our
argument carries infinite weight, when the stakes are finite in a game where
there are even chances of winning and losing and an infinite prize to be won.

This is conclusive; and if men are capable of any truth, this is it.
“I confess, I admit it, but is there really no way of seeing what the cards

are?”—”Yes. Scripture and the rest, and so on.”—”Yes, but my hands are tied and
my lips are sealed; I am being forced to wager and I am not free; I am being held
fast and I am so made that I cannot believe. What do you want me to do then?”—
”That is true, but at least get it into your head that, if you are unable to believe, it
is because of your passions, since reason impels you to believe and yet you can-
not do so. Concentrate then not on convincing yourself by multiplying proofs of
God’s existence but by diminishing your passions. You want to find faith and
you do not know the road. You want to be cured of unbelief and you ask for the
remedy. Learn from those who were once bound like you and who now wager
all they have. These are people who know the road you wish to follow, who have
been cured of the affliction of which you wish to be cured: Follow the way by
which they began. They behaved just as if they did believe, taking holy water,
having Masses said, and so on. That will make you believe quite naturally, and
will make you more docile.”—”But that is what I am afraid of.”—”But why?
What have you to lose? But to show you that this is the way, the fact is that this
diminishes the passions, which are your great obstacles. . . .“

End of this address. “Now what harm will come to you from choosing this
course? You will be faithful, honest, humble, grateful, full of good works, a
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sincere, true friend. . . . It is true you will not enjoy noxious pleasures, glory, and
good living; but will you not have others? I tell you that you will gain even in this
life, and that at every step you take along this road you will see that your gain is
so certain and your risk so negligible that in the end you will realize that you have
wagered on something certain and infinite for which you have paid nothing.”

“How these words fill me with rapture and delight!”
“If my words please you and seem cogent, you must know that they come

from a man who went down upon his knees before and after to pray this infinite
and indivisible being, to whom he submits his own, that he might bring your
being also to submit to him for your own good and for his glory, and that
strength might thus be reconciled with lowliness.” . . .

427

. . . The immortality of the soul is something of such vital importance to us,
affecting us so deeply, that one must have lost all feeling not to care about know-
ing the facts of the matter. All our actions and thoughts must follow such dif-
ferent paths, according to whether there is hope of eternal blessings or not, that
the only possible way of acting with sense and judgment is to decide our course
in the light of this point, which ought to be our ultimate objective.

Thus our chief interest and chief duty is to seek enlightenment on this subject,
on which all our conduct depends. And that is why, amongst those who are not con-
vinced, I make an absolute distinction between those who strive with all their might
to learn and those who live without troubling themselves or thinking about it.

I can feel nothing but compassion for those who sincerely lament their
doubt, who regard it as the ultimate misfortune, and who, sparing no effort to
escape from it, make their search their principal and most serious business.

But as for those who spend their lives without a thought for this final end
of life and who, solely because they do not find within themselves the light of
conviction, neglect to look elsewhere and to examine thoroughly whether this
opinion is one of those that people accept out of credulous simplicity or one of
those that, though obscure in themselves, nonetheless have a most solid and
unshakeable foundation—as for them, I view them very differently.

This negligence in a matter where they themselves, their eternity, their all
are at stake, fills me more with irritation than pity; it astounds and appalls me;
it seems quite monstrous to me. I do not say this prompted by the pious zeal of
spiritual devotion. I mean on the contrary that we ought to have this feeling
from principles of human interest and self-esteem. For that we need only see
what the least enlightened see.

One needs no great sublimity of soul to realize that in this life there is no true
and solid satisfaction, that all our pleasures are mere vanity, that our afflictions
are infinite, and finally that death, which threatens us at every moment, must in
a few years infallibly face us with the inescapable and appalling alternative of
being annihilated or wretched throughout eternity.

Nothing could be more real or more dreadful than that. Let us put on as
bold a face as we like—that is the end awaiting the world’s most illustrious life.
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Let us ponder these things, and then say whether it is not beyond doubt that the
only good thing in this life is the hope of another life, that we become happy
only as we come nearer to it, and that, just as no more unhappiness awaits those
who have been quite certain of eternity, so there is no happiness for those who
have no inkling of it.

It is therefore quite certainly a great evil to have such doubts, but it is at
least an indispensable obligation to seek when one does thus doubt; so the
doubter who does not seek is at the same time very unhappy and very wrong.
If in addition he feels a calm satisfaction that he openly professes, and even
regards as a reason for joy and vanity, I can find no terms to describe so
extravagant a creature. . . .

428

. . . It is indubitable that this life is but an instant of time, that the state of death
is eternal, whatever its nature may be, and thus that all our actions and thoughts
must follow such different paths according to the state of this eternity, that the
only possible way of acting with sense and judgment is to decide our course in
the light of this point, which ought to be our ultimate objective.

There is nothing more obvious than this, and it follows, according to
rational principles, that men are behaving quite reasonably if they do not choose
another path. Let us then judge on that score those who live without a thought
for the final end of life, drifting wherever their inclinations and pleasures may
take them, without reflection or anxiety, as if they could annihilate eternity by
keeping their minds off it, concerned solely with attaining instant happiness.

However, eternity exists, and death, which must begin it and which
threatens at every moment, must infallibly face them with the inescapable and
appalling alternative of being either eternally annihilated or wretched, with-
out their knowing which of these two forms of eternity stands ready to meet
them forever.

The consequences are undeniably terrible. They risk an eternity of wretched-
ness; whereupon, as if the matter were not worth their trouble, they omit to con-
sider whether this is one of those opinions that are accepted by the people with
too ready credulity or one of those that, though obscure in themselves, have a
very solid, though concealed, foundation. Thus they do not know whether the
fact is true or false, nor whether the proofs are strong or weak. The proofs lie
before their eyes, but they refuse to look, and in this state of ignorance they
choose to do everything necessary to fall into this calamity, if it exists, to wait for
death before testing the proofs, while yet remaining highly satisfied in that state,
professing it openly, and indeed with pride. Can we seriously think how impor-
tant this matter is without being horrified at such extravagant behavior?

To settle down in such ignorance is a monstrous thing, and those who spend
their lives thus must be made to feel how extravagant and stupid it is by having
it pointed out to them so that they are confounded by the sight of their own folly.
For this is how men argue when they choose to live without knowing what they
are and without seeking enlightenment. “I do not know,” they say. . . .
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577

If we must never take any chances, we ought not to do anything for religion, for
it is not certain. But how many chances we do take—sea voyages, battles. There-
fore, I say, we should have to do nothing at all, for nothing is certain. And there
is more certainty in religion than that we shall live to see tomorrow.

For it is not certain that we shall see tomorrow, but it is certainly possible
that we shall not. We cannot say the same of religion. It is not certain that it is
true, but who would dare to say that it is certainly possible that it is not?

Now when we work for tomorrow and take chances we are behaving rea-
sonably, for we ought to take chances, according to the rule of probability
already demonstrated. . . .

748

Objection. Those who hope for salvation are happy in that respect, but this is
counterbalanced by their fear of hell.

Reply. Who has more cause to fear hell, someone who does not know
whether there is a hell, but is certain to be damned if there is, or someone who
is completely convinced that there is a hell, and hopes to be saved if there is?

816

“I would soon have given up a life of pleasure,” they say, “if I had faith.” But
I tell you: “You would soon have faith if you gave up a life of pleasure. Now it
is up to you to begin. If I could give you faith, I would. But I cannot, nor can
I test the truth of what you say, but you can easily give up your pleasure and test
whether I am telling the truth.”
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