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PLANTINGA'S PUDDLE
Keith Lowvin

Alvin Plantinga's attempt to defend theism against the problem of
evil marks several significant departures from ‘the position taken by
Leibniz in his Theodicy. Leibniz held that of the infinite number of
worlds that Ged could have created he chose the very best. For oaly on
the ground that this is the best of all possible worlds did Leibniz think
that God's attributes of moral perfection, omnipotence, and omhiscience
could be reconciled with the occurrence of evil in the world. Thus, one
of the essential terets of Leibniz' Theodiecy was that God could have
created any logilcally possible world, and that the existent world is the
best of all possible worlds.

Plantinga refers.to this claim by Lelbniz as Leibniz' Lapse--i.e.,
the claim that God could have created any possible world that he pleased. .k
Plantirpga acknowledges that there are many . possible worlds containing
moral good and no moral evil, but he denies that these are worlds that
it was possible for God to create., I'shall argue that while Leibnim
may indeed have had a "Lapse'" in developing his Theodicy, he neverthe-
less correctly saw the problem which the existence of evil raises and
he tried to face it squarely. I shall contend that in trying to over-
come some of the deficiencies of Leibniz!’ Theodicy, Plantinga has cre-
ated a "Puddle" which does not rescué the theist from the problem of
evil; instead, he has generated more problems and confusions than he
has laid to rest.

Leibniz' Lapse may be seen to involve these claims: (1) God could
have created any possible world; (2)The actual world is the best of ali
possibie worlds; (3) There is areal distinction between moral and natural
evil but both can be shown to be necessary and justified, although on
different grounds. The most important element in Leibniz’ theodicy is
the recognition that there cannot exist in the world evil which is un-
necessary or gratuitous; else there would be acontradiction in affirming
God's moral perfection and ommipotence while acknowledging the existence
of evil.

“Plantinga's attempt to deal with the problem is confused on several
counts. I shall develop, very briefly, only three instances of his con-
fusion, each bearing on what he calls Leibniz’ Lapse. First, Plantinga
denies that God could hdve created any possible world, His argument is
essentially that free will entails being free to choose good, therehy
eliminating moral evil, without denying human agents the capacity of
free will, the value of which outweighs all theevil which thereby results,
Now this argument is correct if and only if: (1) the enormous suffering
men inflict upon other men outweighs the good which could be achieved by
supernatural intervention, or the creaticn of different creatures, and
{2) if "free will" is to be understocd as a radical form of metaphysical
indeterminism. Consider only the. second part of this argument . The
noticn of "free will" as employed by Plarntinga must be such that it is
logically irreconcilable with all forms of compatibilism in which an
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action can be regarded asboth free and caused. Plantinga nexer squargly”
faces this issue. In fact, he never says what is mgant hy a "free action
other than that it must be uncaused. iHe rests @15 argument.on such as-
sertions as: "The essential point of the F?ee Wwill Defen;e ig that ?hg
creation of a world containing moral goo@ is a co-operative venture; it
requires the uncoerced concurrence of significantly free crea?ures .
By uncoerced action of significantiy free creatu?es.Plantlnga mu;t
mean some form of indeterminism. It is widely'recognlzed that thgre is
a very Important difference between an zction in which the agent 1S.c?~
erced or constrained to do or forebear, and hence not morally resp@nSLELe
gnd an action which, although the result of-antecedent causes‘and>1n—
fluences is one for which the agent is morally accountable._-?hls dl§—
tinc¢tion, which finds forceful expression as far back as Arlstotle,lls
one which Plantinga completely ignores,;perhaps with good reason.1 for
if human actions can be regarded as free and asthe resultVOf causal or
influencing factors such as training, teaching, exhortation, examplef,
advice, reascons fTor acting, ete., then God could have governed causes,
or provided reasons, in such a way as to produ;e\mora}ly good gnd frg?
actions., But in this case, there is a contradlctlﬁn in isifiilng God's
fection and omnipotence in the presence of mora 7il. )
moralﬂieihscvery least wepcan demand from Plgntinga'a cogent refutation
of compatibilism, but none can be found in his wrltlggiui should hastﬁn
to add that I am not denying the coherenceof au,fgrms_oi causa} agency
such that an agent is not only acted upen but aiso 1n1t1ates-ag;10ns. What
I am denying is that the initiation of morally evaluable actionr occurs
g% nihilo. Rather, itoccurs against a complex bacggroung of antecedent
Eﬁfluencing conditions, including reasons.fqr acting Whlcb themselves
are not spontaneous generaticns out of nothing. It is wlgely ACKNOW-
ledged that people can, and often do, act for reasons. While reasgﬁs
may not be causes, they caninfluence a person’'s gholqe or conduct. us.,
either God could have given men reasons for act;ng in moral}y good wWays
without interfering with their freedom or thereis masuch_thlng as roral
action. 8o, at the very least, Plantinga has nop made his case for he
has not shown that freedom and causality (or_actlng f?om reasons) are
incompatible.  Indeed, the only reading of hls'free will defense'tgat
‘makes sense implies that free action must require frgedom of'an inde-
terministic sort. But there are good reazons for rejecting indetermin-
ism, since on that view morally evaluable acticns mugt pe u;tgrly free.
of causal or influencing conditions and are thus_undlstlngulsnable from
random actions. Plantinga has not, therefore, dlssolvedﬁth$ alleggd 4
contradiction between a morally perfect God and a wqud full of ev11.‘
Second, Plantinga attacks a variation of Lelbnlzt Lgpse——that this
is the 'best of zall possible world'--as a notion Fbat is 1gcohe;ent. For
whatever world we can conceive, replete with beautiful danclqg girls and
deliriously happy sentient creatures, we can always conceive a world
with evenh more beautiful girls and happier-creatgrgs who enjoy even more
intense pleasure.? Plantinga is probably‘correct l?challgnglng the co-
herence of the concept 0f the "best possible world . But he is surely
mistaken in the inference which he draws from that'lncoherence. In the
context of this discussion Plantinga asks: “How, indeed, could anyone
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‘apply to judgments about the world and its relative merits, as well as

argue fromthe existence of evil, that it is unlikely that God exists?”6
This is a very odd question for Plantinga to ask, particularly in the
light of his voluminous effort to provide a theistic resolution to the
problem of evil. More to the point, however, is whether it follows fron
the fact that ne world is the best possible world that God is blameless
whatever world he creates. And Plantinga apparently believes that becausi
there canhoct be, conceptually, a best possible world, that Cod could havd
created just any world with just any amount of suffering without being.
morally culpable. Plantinga's mistake can be illustrated in the following
example. There is no sueh thing as the "best possible car'. For any car;
no matter how safe, luxurious, economical, beautiful, etc., there can
be conceived a car esven more luxurious. efficient, reliable, etc. But:
from the fact that there is no such thing as the '"™best possible ear” it
certainly dees not follow that we cannot Judge the relative merits of
actual cars andmake judgments about the competence, motives, and charac—
ter of automobile manufacturers., A car designed so that the exhaust
pipe expels its deadly fumes inside fhe car can be judged cbviously in-
ferior, and its dezigner(s) is not excussd from culpability simply be-
cause there is no "best possible car" with which to compare it. And it
is worth noting that the designers of a car are judged good to the extent
that their car is good. So if the car cannot be perfectly good, neither
can 1ts creators. This point takes on added gignificance when applied
to God, fer if the created world is necessarily imperfect then it is in-
consistent to ascribe moral perfection to its author.,

If itwere necessary that a "best possible” should exist (or be con-
celvable) before judgments about both the thing (artifact, person, etc.)
Or the author of such things were possible, then no evaluative Jjudgments
would ever be possible. The whole of human experience, however, shows
that such judgments can be made in the absence of a 'best possible'.
Indeed, it is often the deficiencies of such objects that makes it pos-
sible to form the idea of a "best" or an "ideal" by which to make evalu-
ative comparisons and judgments. And precisely the same considerations

to the alleged author of the world.

The upshot of this is that although the concept of a '"best possible
world” may be incoherent, it in no way follows that we are not in a posi-
tion to make judgments about the moral attributes of its author. It
therefore does not benefit the defender of theism to point out that the
concept of the 'best possible worid” makes nc more Sense than talk of
the largest possible prime number,

Third, although Leibniz may have been mistakenin thinking that this
is the best of all possible worlds and that the theistic defense rests
upon such a claim, he was surely not mistaken in thinking that a world
containing unnecessary and gratuitous evil is incompatible with God's |
attributes. Plantinga recognizes the extremely serious problem posed by
natural evil. Hence, he attempts to overcome the problem by denving the
distinction between natural and moral evil. His argument. takes the form
of denying not only that there is a contradiction between God's attri-
butes and the occurrence of evil, but of holding that the presence of
s0 much evil in the world does not even make it probable that such a God
does not exist. In trying to make his case, Plantinga attempts to re-
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] ural evil to a form of moral evil. Thus, if he can show‘that
3g;§laéiiga§equires freedom which God could not‘deny without worsening
the world, and that all instances of ngtural evil are really va;iatlggs
of moral evil, the free will defense will cover all cases of evil. o;
cordingly, Plantinga criticizes those who argue that there 1? no reas7
to think that natural evilis the result of anything but natgra cauiei._l
His argument oan this source, which he does not‘elaborate in much fefal
and deoes not defend at all, is that natural evil may be the work ¢ ree

i i i bout '"natural evil”. He
nonhuman rational beings who cause or bring a ; e
claims that simply because we do not have evidence that.natural evil is
the result of nonhuman free agents {such as Satan and his cchorts), it

does not follow that such beings do not existT. Thaqis,-Plantlnga zdmits
that there is no evidence that there exists a Devil who, throgg ‘the
exercise of his free agency brings about tgrrlbl? earthquake;, rogg Es,
cancer, etc. But he deces not think that it leLOWS from this l?cx‘oﬂ
aevidence that such a being does not exist and is not the cause of suc
i ibat ffering in the world. . ‘
lnde$;§;i§?é§aii correzt in saying that because there ?éiK}@vldegcg for
the axistence of a Devil it does not follow that Fhe;e is no suF@ 91n§.
But it certainly does not follow from this that it is regsonaPLe to +E_
lieve that such beings exist. Indeed the iny claims Wnlch are‘goru v
of beiief are those which -are supported by the pes; avallab;e evi e:ci;
3ince there is encrmous evidence that pnatural evil is theresult of na_gr_1
21 causes, and no evidence thatit isthe result of nog?u@an free_%c;; ;
it can ounly be Teasonable to believe that natural evil is the rezu t_?;
natural causes. Thus, the distinction between moral and natural evi
has not even heen effectively challenged, muqh lgss_undermlned. B
Plantinga’s efforts to collapse natural ewil into mqral evi :ﬁe
evidenced in the following passage: ”(4@) Natural evil is due to gl
free actions of nonhuman perscns; there is a balance.of gooqlover igt
with respect to the actions of these nonhuman persons; and 1tfwasrable
within the power of God to create a world that conﬁains amore avg abl
balance of good over _Levil with respect to the agtlgus of the gonduth .
persons it contaias'. Plantinga contends that it is got re%ulre. ii
%his propesition bhe true for the Success of'the Freg Wll} De ense,mni_
only needs to be compatiblie withthe claim ?ngt_God:g c;mnlpo'ceru:_,_l ot =
scient, and morally perfect.g Plantinga criticizes those who rejec the
possibility that natural evil is the result of nonfnatpral causes.gyl_t
ground that they have not provided reasogs for regectlngthﬁ pOSSl'ltiey
of free activity by nonhuman rational pelngs. He says: ?er@aps seg
only mean that we have no reason tO.tth$ thgt natural ggll igfgiuthe
by such beings. Perhaps so; but agg%nlghls gives us no evidence ¢
iti at it isn't so caused"”. .
propo?tt;zg gﬁready been pointed cut ;hat Plantinga's argument failsg ie
establish that it is reasonable to bellevg that nonhuman ?ree.?gents gnt
ist. But there is a deeper problem in his a:gument._ EVen‘l..We gg
that there is no evidence against thee$istence qf Qev1ls{ Plan;lngihei:
shown, at most, that if there are devils, then it lSQ?SSlb%E tdat raer
is a God. By attempting toreduce natural evil to morai evil and re g

his argument on the Free Will Defense, Plantinga produces a case ﬁn'God.
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that is only as strong as his case for devils. And it does Plantinga no
good to hold that proposition (40) need not be true, or that we need no
evidence to bhelieve it to be true. Indeed, proposition (40) must be true
if Plantinga's case is to hold. Otherwise, similar reasoning would save
the proposition that Hitler was the greatest humanitarianand public bene-
factor who ever lived. For it is possible that Hitler had good reasons
for the systematic extermination of six million Jews, and that the woerld
would have been appreciably worse had they livad. Were we only privy to
the secret workings of Hitler's mind, and werewe gifted with prescience,
it is possible (logically) that we would regard Hitleras a global bene-
factor rather than as one of the most hidecusly evil men whoever lived.
If this is not a reductio ad absurdum then nothing is.

Plantinga's Devil theory is mistaken and confused, in part, because
he asks entirely the wrong guestions. After suggesting that natural evil
is . the result of nonhuman, rational, and significantly free creatures,
Plantinga inquires whether we have evidence against this idea. While
acknowledging that many peoble find this idea preposterous or repugnant,
Plantinga himsel?f remains unmoved. He says: '"The mere fact that a be-
iief ‘is unpopular at present (or some other time) is interesting, ao
doubt, from a sociological point of view; it is evidentially irrelevant.
Perhaps we do have evidence against this belief; but if we do, I do not
know what it is". 1 pjow this approach is utterly wrongheaded. It amounts
to nothing more than the eclaim that it is reasonable to believe A just
because not-A has not been proved.

An exact parallel with Plantinga's c¢laims about the Devil can be
seen ian the following. Suppose that there is an owner of g car which
burnsg excessive oil, often fails tostart, or,once started, often splut-
ters and dies in the most inconvenient places. Suppose that a mechanic,
after a careful examination, assuresthe distressed ocwner that there are
no mechanical causes for his car's peculiar behavior. Instead, the me-
chanic claims +that the man's . car is the victim of the "White Flash™.
When pressed, he says that the "White Flash" is a diabolical spirit who ,
by exercising his free will, randomly interferes with the operation of
the car. That the mechanic can produce no evidence that there exists
such a spirit does aot logically entail that ne such spirit exists. But
in the presence of so much evidénce thaat problems of this sort are me-
chanical in mature, and ip the absence of any evidence to support the
existential claim about the spirit called the "White Flash", it would
certainly be irrational to believe that the car's failure to run is the
effect of the causal agency of such a spirit.

It is important to remember that Plantinga must claim not only that
natural evil is the work of devils, but also that there is a greater

“balance of good over evil with respect o these nonhuman persons. Since

these devils are so much more powerful than menit would only seem reason-
able to think that they could tip the scale in favor of evil over good.
That they cannot do so is, presumably, because God keeps them in check

or eise has constructed them so that their power is limited. 1In either
event, God does regulate the exercise of their free wills. But in f£his
case they are not free, and consequently there is no justification for
the evil they bring about; Yet another reason why the devil hypotheses

won't help Plantinga, is that if they do devote their considerable pOWETrS
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entirely to evil, God is blameworthy for creating them at all. And if
they were created, cod is blameworthy for not limiting their powers.
Leibniz may have had alapse in claiming -that God could have created
just aay world that he pleased, and that the existent world is the bhest
of all possible worlds. But Plantinga's attempt to remedy the lapse en-
tails a notion of freedom that has disastrous implications for moral
understanding, since it renders incompatible morally evaluable action
and action which is the result of causal or influencing factors. Further,
nig Devil Theory is not ounly one for which there is no evidence whatso-
ever, but one which would not help Biis case in any event. For either
God is blameworthy for creating devils at atl, or he could have, and
should have, restricted the exercise of their free action and thereby

eliminated all, or some, of their evil doings. Plantinga has therefore
created a DPuddle which is hardly an attractive alternative to Leibniz’
Lapse.
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