Study Guide:  Problem of Evil II
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Prof. Oakes
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Readings:  Job (entire)[footnoteRef:-1] [-1:  Biblical passages may be found here:  http://www.biblegateway.com/] 

Voltaire:  Candide (entire; be sure to read the end)[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Voltaire’s Candide may be found here:  http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/19942] 

Nietzsche:  GM I.4-17 [e]


Continuing with our discussion of the problem of evil, we encounter three different responses to it.


Job
· The book of Job stands out among religious texts addressing the problem of evil:  few confront the question as directly or as memorably.  It consists of two distinct texts, a prose narrative and a verse dialogue.  In the prose narrative (1:1-2:13, 42:7-17), Job is the victim of a divine competition, never questions his God or faith, and is later restored to a greater level of goods.  The verse dialogue includes a more incisive questioning of God’s justice, including that by Job himself.
· At issue, of course, is divine justice.  God and Satan[footnoteRef:1] argue over whether Job’s faith is sincere and God proposes to find out by depriving Job of his goods (family, wealth, health, etc.).  Job’s friends take turns seeking to explain to Job the error of his ways, and Job alternately defends his conduct, condemns his fate, but preserves his respect for the Lord.  Elihu appears on the scene and takes Job’s friends to task and add his own criticism of Job and justification of God.  Job’s response is followed by God’s speech to Job.  The book concludes with Job’s submission to God and God’s restoration of Job’s fortunes. [1:  Note that “Satan” is not the demon-devil of recent thought, but ha-satan, Hebrew for “the accuser”, who acts as an inquisitor in God’s realm.] 

· Consider, then, the various answers proposed in Job to the question why the good suffer.  Consider in particular the answer provided by God himself, and what this means for our rational understanding of the universe.


Voltaire:
· Voltaire was born Francois-Marie d’Arouet to a well-to-do Parisian family at the end of the 16th Century.  He was well-educated and enjoyed life in the highest social ranks.  His substantial contribution to 18th Century letters included popular plays, novels, and political tracts.  His political and moral views were radical, for the time, which entailed his frequent re-location; he eventually settled on the outskirts of Geneva.
· Voltaire’s Candide is a satire of Leibniz’s dictum that this is the “best of all possible worlds.”  The events of the story and the idiotic speeches of Dr. Pangloss parody this idea and the related notion that the given evil is justified as a necessary means to some good.  Voltaire includes in Candide criticism of a wide range of social and political institutions, particularly where these are corrupt and inhibit the free and happy living of human life.  One quickly gains a sense of Voltaire’s message as Candide develops, and its message does not alter as horror is piled on tragedy.  The overall effect, however, is worth reading the whole; the concluding chapter, in particular, is important to his message.
· In broader terms, Voltaire may be seen to comment on the large-scale rational order of our universe.  If the question is, to what extent can we know the overall order of the universe, Voltaire’s answer would appear to be that it is strictly limited, and that recognizing this fact is vital to our well-being.  Our pursuit of universal truth may, on this view, play an important role in human misery.


Nietzsche:
· [Please be advised that some of his remarks may be offensive to you, particularly where they concern religion and religious figures.]
· On the Genealogy of Morals contains Nietzsche’s critique of the dominant, Judeo-Christian ethic of the modern, Western world.  His primary intent is to demonstrate that a “good v. evil” dichotomy has perverted and subverted a prior “good v. bad” dichotomy.  The latter is the “natural” moral code of a past, aristocratic, warrior class who identify as “good” their relatively high and powerful standard of living and as “bad” those less fortunate than they.  The morality of good and evil derives from a slave class that “reverses” the “master” code:  power and freedom are despised; weakness and obedience are glorified.
· Interpreting Nietzsche’s moral views is a challenge.  On the one hand, there clearly exist many repugnant instances of resentment, hatred, and self-abasement of the sort he describes, and these are to be deplored and avoided.  On the other hand, it is less clear to what extent the Judeo-Christian love ethic either consists in or rests on Nietzsche’s morality of resentment.
· In any case, while Nietzsche is not directly addressing the problem of evil, his account entails the proposition that “evil” as such does not exist objectively, but only in the experience of a resentful, bitter class of humans.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Or, if not in the experience of a person as a whole, perhaps we find evil, for Nietzsche, in certain attitudes that a person may adopt.] 
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