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A man kills another man in battle, a woman shoots another man’s wife, 6 million Jews die by the order of a man, a hurricane destroys a crop and causes the starvation of thousands, a tree falls in a park and kills a child, a child drowns after falling into a pool, a man shoots his son in a hunting accident, a lion devours a zebra while it is still alive; these are all examples of needless suffering that occur in our world.  Yet, humans continue to believe that there exists an entity which cares for us, and possesses the characteristics of an All Powerful (P), All Good (G), and All Knowledgeable (K) being (All-PKG).
  The entity just described, is commonly referred to as God; and David Hume, in his work, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, criticizes any attempt to prove God’s existence through reason and evidence found in the natural world.
  Hume’s criticism of natural religion revolves around 3 arguments, yet one in particular, the problem of evil, is significant enough to defeat any attempt of natural religion to justify theism.
  But before we jump into Hume’s argument, it is necessary to introduce you to the problem of evil, and why it is a problem.  


It should be clearly noted at this point, that the problem of evil is not as it seems from the semantics of the statement, the evil described does not require malice, unethical, or unholy action, simply the unnecessary suffering of a sentient being.  The word ‘evil’ in the phrase is only employed in contemporary thought to reference the ancient and medieval work on the problem.


The problem of evil is well known to philosophers and theologians.  It is such an important problem with respect to the idea of God that some of the most intelligent have attempted to address it, these include, Jesus, Anselm, Augustine, Aquinas, Mill, Hume, and others.  The problem itself is not difficult to comprehend if you have experienced our world for a short amount of time.  Anyone can see needless suffering in humanity, babies die from genetic diseases (sometimes slow and agonizing deaths), fathers and mothers die in car crashes, brothers and sisters die in wars.  Some suffering in the human world can be explained by the fact that humans have free will, and the power of free will allows us to inflict suffering on others, such as wars, and drunk driving accidents.  Nevertheless, some human suffering cannot be explained by human action, people starving to death due to the effects of a hurricane, people dying of cancer (not caused by their own or anyone else’s fault), a tree falling on someone for no clear reason.


On the other hand, needless suffering cannot be confined to the human world; it also exists in abundance within the non-human, or animal, world.  For example, a lion attacks a zebra, brings it to the ground and immediately begins to devour it while the zebra is still alive.  The zebra is experiencing unfathomable suffering, and yet the lion does not guarantee that the zebra is dead before eating.  Nobody can fault the lion for the suffering of the zebra; the lion is simply following instinct and doing what is required of it to survive.  So, the fact of the matter is, that suffering in the non-human world is a requisite for some of the population to survive.


Hume has no problem with the idea of human and non-human suffering.  In Part X of the Dialogues, Demea says, “…each man feels, in a manner, the truth of religion within his own breast, and from a conciousness of his imbecility and misery, rather than from any reasoning, is led to seek protection from that Being on whom he and all nature is dependent.”
  Philo (representing Hume in this exchange) replies to Demea’s opinion, “I am indeed persuaded…that the best and indeed the only method of bringing everyone to a due sense of religion is by just representations of the misery and wickedness of men.”
  If you notice, Philo takes one step further than Demea.  Demea simply says that people are driven to religion by misery, whereas Philo thinks religion is a byproduct of human misery.  Philo’s point is clearly is an echo of Hume’s previous work in The Natural History of Religion.


The unquestionable fact that there exists unnecessary suffering in both the human and non-human worlds poses a problem for theism.  Actually, this fact poses two problems for theism: the consistency problem, and the inference problem.  The consistency problem is probably the most common and understandable of the two.  The consistency problem asks how one can make the existence of an All-PKG God compatible with the fact that there exists so much evil in the world.  The problem is the same as when a mother cries to the sky, “How could You let that happen to him?” when her son is dead.


When one looks carefully at the problem, the incompatibilities between evil and theism are clear.  This is Hume’s first argument against natural religion utilizing the problem of evil, however he only implies, but does not explicitly state, an all-knowing God.
  In the contemporary understanding of an All-PKG, Hume’s same argument can be extended.  It cannot be argued that God did not know about the evil and therefore couldn’t stop it – because God is all knowing.  In the same vain, it cannot be argued that God did not want to stop the evil, because God is all good which implies that God will do whatever is in God’s power to stop evil and suffering.  Also, it cannot be argued that God could not stop the evil, even if he knew about it and wanted to, because God is all powerful.


Armed with this argument, Hume has shown that standard theism (All-PKG) is not compatible with the existence of needless suffering in the world; and therefore the purported truth in standard theism is suspect because it is not congruent with all of the evidence present in the world.  Philo, speaking for Hume, goes further, telling Cleanthes in the Dialogue that the only “purpose and intention” in nature is “the preservation alone of individuals, and propagation of the species.”
  He continues that in nature, there is “no fund of pure joy and contentment; no indulgence without some want or necessity accompanying it.”


Philo then concedes, as many would, that art, music, and other objects give us pleasure “without being absolutely necessary to the preservation and propagation of the species.”
  But Philo’s intentions are devious.  He continues that any pain and suffering, even as small as a toothache, denies the existence of an All-PKG God.  He qualifies his statement by saying that no one can derive an All-PKG from this fact, “None but we mystics, as you were pleased to call us, can account for this strange mixture of phenomena, by deriving from it attributes infinitely perfect but incomprehensible.”


Philo has just stated the second problem for theism that evil presents, the inference problem.  O’Connor quotes a private correspondence with J.C.A. Gaskin, who describes the inference problem, “The inference problem is the difficulty (perhaps impossibility) of inferring from the given facts of the world any particular moral qualities in whatever is argued to be its designing agent.”
  The inference argument is a strong one, because it denies any philosophical attempt to assign any moral attributes to a deity, good or evil.


Using Demea’s thought experiment in the Dialogues: if an alien was delivered to earth with no previous knowledge of the planet or the experiences of its inhabitants, on its visit it would have no choice but to record the suffering that exists.
  If the alien was then asked to postulate the nature the creator, it could not describe a deity that possesses an All-Good or All-Evil character.  The reason for this is because the inhabitants of earth experience such a mixture of good and ‘evil’.  The important question this raises is: how can we, then, ascribe an All-Good character to God, if an outside observer could not accomplish this feat?


The fact of the matter is, that we cannot, honestly, ascribe any moral attributes to a creator because the range of experiences of inhabitants within the creation is too great; if you give me an example of pleasure, I can give you an equally powerful example of needless suffering.  However, this example does not have to be held to only good and evil qualities of a deity, but can be extended to include the attributes of All-Powerful, and All-Knowing.  Philo also attacks these qualities using the inference argument.  He argues that the existence of ANY misery in the world is cause to dismiss the All-PKG understanding of God.  Because theists cannot believe that misery is caused by chance (because there was an intelligent creator), the designer of creation must then have intended misery.  But this cannot be the case because the creator is All-Good.  It surely can not be that the creator is powerless to stop the misery, because the creator is All-Powerful; nor could the creator have not known about the misery because the creator is All-Knowing.


In the end, since we must work with only the experience and facts within this world, we cannot infer the existence of an All-PKG God.  Therefore, standard theism cannot be believed based solely on evidence in the natural world since, in the words of David Hume, belief should be proportioned to the evidence.
  In the Dialogues, Cleanthes responds to this challenge with the thought of limited theism, or the existence of a creator/deity which is has the qualities of Goodness, Power, and Knowledge, but only in a limited sense, not infinite qualities.


Although Hume takes the Dialogues in a different direction at this point, it would be constructive to examine the idea of limited theism in the light of Hume’s arguments against standard theism.
  First, all of Hume’s arguments against standard theism would not apply to limited theism.  If given any example of evil, a limited theist could simply respond by saying that God did not have the power to stop the suffering.  An equally effective response would be that God did not know about the suffering.


However, we cannot pass off limited theism as the answer to all the questions; limited theism itself is the target of serious debate.  There is a problem with this position: it’s regression to deism and polytheism.  The argument that causes problems with limited theism is similar to one examined earlier.  If an alien who had no experience of our world was told that a deity with limited powers created it, the world they would imagine would be very different from this one.
  Yet, a counter to this argument is simple, the alien overestimated the limited powers of the deity.  The same counter argument applies to any objection about the perfection of the world – the objector simply overestimated God’s powers.  The question may be raised, so exactly how much power does God have, and the answer would be the exact amount needed to create this world the way it is.  In fact, any theory about God’s capabilities must be limited to only the world around us and no more – so this is the best answer we could give to the question of God’s power.


Nevertheless, this position can be taken so far that God has no power to act in the world.  This is a dangerous position for theism, because at this point the theory isn’t theism, its deism
, and since we are looking at arguments from a theistic perspective, this is an untenable position.  Secondly, the evidence available to us doesn’t necessarily implicate a monotheistic theory.  It is equally plausible that two, three, or a council of Gods created and currently administrate the world.  This idea is again unacceptable to most theists – only because of the fact that most religions are monotheistic and polytheism does not seem to be acceptable.


In any case, the existence of evil and suffering in the world presents a unique problem for theism.  Hume successfully destroys standard theism with the consistency and inference problems; and while a limited theism can side-step these problems to a degree, it presents problems of its own – to a point where a limited theism is questionable.  In the end, an intelligent agnosticism is probably the best theory, because there is no proof supporting the existence of God, and yet there is also no proof against the existence of God.  And if it is true that, as Hume says, “a wise man…proportions his belief to the evidence,” then we must keep a neutral belief with respect to God – although it is difficult from going to one side or the other.

� Standard Theism: the belief in the standard All Powerful, All Good, All Knowing (All-PKG) God, referred to here as simply theism.  The term limited theism refers to a God with only some of the powers granted by standard theism.


� Natural Theology: using reason and evidence found in the ‘real’ or natural world to prove God’s existence.


� Natural religion and natural theology will be used interchangeably; a note of interest, natural theology is the contemporary term, while natural religion is an older term – obviously used in Hume’s work.


� David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (Ed. V.C. Chappell; New York: Random House, 1963) 563.
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� David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Ed. V.C. Chappell; New York: Random House, 1963) Section X, Part I, pp. 359.


� Limited theism is not an unusual idea.  Secular philosophers such as Whitehead, and Jewish philosophers such as, Steinberg have attempted this.


� James Baillie, Class Notes, University of Portland 11/26/2002.


� Deism: God cannot act in the world, only sets the universe in motion and forgets about it.
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