
The Problem of Evil
...  And  is  it  possible,  Cleanthes,  said  Philo,  that  a3er  all  these  reflections,  and  infinitely  
more,  which  might  be  suggested,  you  can  still  persevere  in  your  Anthropomorphism,  and  
assert  the  moral  a>ributes  of  the  Deity,  his  justice,  benevolence,  mercy,  and  rectitude,  to  be  
of  the  same  nature  with  these  virtues  in  human  creatures?  His  power  we  allow  is  infinite:  
whatever  he  wills  is  executed:  but  neither  man  nor  any  other  animal  is  happy:  therefore  he  
does  not  will  their  happiness.  His  wisdom  is  infinite:  He  is  never  mistaken  in  choosing  the  
means  to  any  end:  But  the  course  of  Nature  tends  not  to  human  or  animal  felicity:  therefore  
it  is  not  established  for  that  purpose.  Through  the  whole  compass  of  human  knowledge,  
there  are  no  inferences  more  certain  and  infallible  than  these.  In  what  respect,  then,  do  his  
benevolence  and  mercy  resemble  the  benevolence  and  mercy  of  men?

Epicurus'ʹs  old  questions  are  yet  unanswered.  Is  he  willing  to  prevent  evil,  but  not  able?  
then  is  he  impotent.  Is  he  able,  but  not  willing?  then  is  he  malevolent.  Is  he  both  able  and  
willing?  whence  then  is  evil?

...

And  have  you  at  last,  said  Cleanthes  smiling,  betrayed  your  intentions,  Philo?  Your  long  
agreement  with  Demea  did  indeed  a  li>le  surprise  me;  but  I  find  you  were  all  the  while  
erecting  a  concealed  ba>ery  against  me.  And  I  must  confess,  that  you  have  now  fallen  
upon  a  subject  worthy  of  your  noble  spirit  of  opposition  and  controversy.  If  you  can  make  
out  the  present  point,  and  prove  mankind  to  be  unhappy  or  corrupted,  there  is  an  end  at  
once  of  all  religion.  For  to  what  purpose  establish  the  natural  a>ributes  of  the  Deity,  while  
the  moral  are  still  doubtful  and  uncertain?

You  take  umbrage  very  easily,  replied  Demea,  at  opinions  the  most  innocent,  and  the  most  
generally  received,  even  amongst  the  religious  and  devout  themselves:  and  nothing  can  be  
more  surprising  than  to  find  a  topic  like  this,  concerning  the  wickedness  and  misery  of  man,  
charged  with  no  less  than  Atheism  and  profaneness.  Have  not  all  pious  divines  and  
preachers,  who  have  indulged  their  rhetoric  on  so  fertile  a  subject;  have  they  not  easily,  I  
say,  given  a  solution  of  any  difficulties  which  may  a>end  it?  This  world  is  but  a  point  in  
comparison  of  the  universe;  this  life  but  a  moment  in  comparison  of  eternity.  The  present  
evil  phenomena,  therefore,  are  rectified  in  other  regions,  and  in  some  future  period  of  
existence.  And  the  eyes  of  men,  being  then  opened  to  larger  views  of  things,  see  the  whole  
connection  of  general  laws;  and  trace  with  adoration,  the  benevolence  and  rectitude  of  the  
Deity,  through  all  the  mazes  and  intricacies  of  his  providence.

No!  replied  Cleanthes,  No!  These  arbitrary  suppositions  can  never  be  admi>ed,  contrary  to  
ma>er  of  fact,  visible  and  uncontroverted.  Whence  can  any  cause  be  known  but  from  its  



known  effects?  Whence  can  any  hypothesis  be  proved  but  from  the  apparent  phenomena?  
To  establish  one  hypothesis  upon  another,  is  building  entirely  in  the  air;  and  the  utmost  we  
ever  a>ain,  by  these  conjectures  and  fictions,  is  to  ascertain  the  bare  possibility  of  our  
opinion;  but  never  can  we,  upon  such  terms,  establish  its  reality.

The  only  method  of  supporting  Divine  benevolence,  and  it  is  what  I  willingly  embrace,  is  to  
deny  absolutely  the  misery  and  wickedness  of  man.  Your  representations  are  exaggerated;  
your  melancholy  views  mostly  fictitious;  your  inferences  contrary  to  fact  and  experience.  
Health  is  more  common  than  sickness;  pleasure  than  pain;  happiness  than  misery.  And  for  
one  vexation  which  we  meet  with,  we  a>ain,  upon  computation,  a  hundred  enjoyments.

...

But  not  to  insist  upon  these  topics,  continued  Philo,  though  most  obvious,  certain,  and  
important;  I  must  use  the  freedom  to  admonish  you,  Cleanthes,  that  you  have  put  the  
controversy  upon  a  most  dangerous  issue,  and  are  unawares  introducing  a  total  scepticism  
into  the  most  essential  articles  of  natural  and  revealed  theology.  What!  no  method  of  fixing  
a  just  foundation  for  religion,  unless  we  allow  the  happiness  of  human  life,  and  maintain  a  
continued  existence  even  in  this  world,  with  all  our  present  pains,  infirmities,  vexations,  
and  follies,  to  be  eligible  and  desirable!  But  this  is  contrary  to  every  one’s  feeling  and  
experience:  It  is  contrary  to  an  authority  so  established  as  nothing  can  subvert.  No  decisive  
proofs  can  ever  be  produced  against  this  authority;  nor  is  it  possible  for  you  to  compute,  
estimate,  and  compare,  all  the  pains  and  all  the  pleasures  in  the  lives  of  all  men  and  of  all  
animals:  And  thus,  by  your  resting  the  whole  system  of  religion  on  a  point,  which,  from  its  
very  nature,  must  for  ever  be  uncertain,  you  tacitly  confess,  that  that  system  is  equally  
uncertain.

But  allowing  you  what  never  will  be  believed,  at  least  what  you  never  possibly  can  prove,  
that  animal,  or  at  least  human  happiness,  in  this  life,  exceeds  its  misery,  you  have  yet  done  
nothing:  For  this  is  not,  by  any  means,  what  we  expect  from  infinite  power,  infinite  wisdom,  
and  infinite  goodness.  Why  is  there  any  misery  at  all  in  the  world?  Not  by  chance  surely.  
From  some  cause  then.  Is  it  from  the  intention  of  the  Deity?  But  he  is  perfectly  benevolent.  
Is  it  contrary  to  his  intention?  But  he  is  almighty.  Nothing  can  shake  the  solidity  of  this  
reasoning,  so  short,  so  clear,  so  decisive;  except  we  assert,  that  these  subjects  exceed  all  
human  capacity,  and  that  our  common  measures  of  truth  and  falsehood  are  not  applicable  
to  them;  a  topic  which  I  have  all  along  insisted  on,  but  which  you  have,  from  the  beginning,  
rejected  with  scorn  and  indignation.
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