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ABSTRACT: In his [1955], J.L. Mackie inaugurated a new style of argument from evil: the logical problem of evil. Distinctively, logical problems of evil aim to show that theism of any variety is positively irrational by locating a contradiction between the claims that God exists with the three classical omni-properties and that there is evil. In a series of replies, Alvin Plantinga developed the Free Will Defense, which showed that Mackie’s specific formulation of this new style of argument failed. Plantinga had even greater ambitions for his free will defense, however, to show that Mackie’s entire new style of argument could not work. It is less clear that the Free Will Defense achieves this goal. After explicating the original Mackie-Plantinga exchange, this chapter surveys subsequent developments including pressing objections to Plantinga’s Free Will Defense and attempts to resurrect Mackie’s quest. We conclude that neither Mackie’s nor Plantinga’s objection has been obtained: all existing logical problems of evil fail, but we do not yet have an adequate proof that all possible ones fail. 
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I INTRODUCTION
J.L. Mackie [1955] introduced the term ‘logical problem of evil’ into the contemporary philosophical lexicon. It was the name of his attempt to provide an argument that theism is positively irrational, by the lights of premises/assumptions that the theist is bound to accept. In the aftermath of his paper and exchange with Alvin Plantinga (most notably his [1964]), the term ‘logical problem of evil’ came to refer broadly to any attempt to formulate an argument from evil against theism that took a deductive form. In this chapter, I will stick with the original, narrower usage. The Mackie-Plantinga exchange was important enough and fruitful enough to occupation our full attention, without attempting to address in-principle attempts to formulate the argument from evil using deductive argument forms. 
Mackie’s ambition was to show that the following propositions form a contradiction: 
(1) God exists
(2) God is omnipotent
(3) God is omniscient
(4) God is omnibenevolent
(5) Evil occurs
Since (1)-(4) are commitments of theism, and (5) is nearly impossible to deny, the success of Mackie’s argument would be sufficient to show that theism is positively irrational. 
The best-known reply to Mackie came from Alvin Plantinga, refined through a series of works ([1964], [1967], [1974]), called the Free Will Defense. Plantinga argued that (1)-(4) are consistent with (5) if God has good reason to create creatures with libertarian free will – that is, with the undetermined power for opposites. And by the monotonicity of logic, if (1)-(5) are consistent under any circumstances, then they are consistent full stop. Thus Plantinga’s ambition was to show that Mackie’s project could not be completed. 
The Mackie-Plantinga exchange inaugurated several significant debates/developments within philosophy of religion. These include (i) meta-philosophical discussions about what kind of reply the theist must offer when confronted with an argument from evil, beginning with Plantinga’s distinction between a defense and a theodicy; (ii) the re-invention of Molinism and an ongoing debate over whether it is consistent with the undetermined power for opposites that there be facts about what a free agent would do in a given circumstance prior in explanation to the agent facing that circumstance and making a choice, (iii) debates over the nature and requirements of omnibenevolence, and its relation to concepts like moral obligation, and (iv) the strategy of appealing to various elements of traditional religion in response to arguments from evil. 
The general consensus has been that Plantinga got the better of the exchange, although several figures have claimed to resurrect ‘the logical problem of evil.’ This itself was productive, since it led to reformulations of the argument from evil using non-deductive (e.g. Bayesian) frameworks and shifted the emphasis in the argument from the existence of any evil whatsoever to the variety and magnitude of evils we actually observe. These developments and the responses they generated are covered under discussions of ‘the evidential problem of evil,’ and are beyond the scope of this chapter. 
As we shall see, neither Mackie nor Plantinga uncontroversially fulfilled their ambitions. The ‘quasi-logical’ rules Mackie required to derive his contradiction were deeply flawed and relatively easy for the theist to reject. At the same time, some of the auxiliary assumptions Plantinga required to derive his consistency result have also turned out to be controversial and relatively easy for the atheist to deny. As a result, the ‘logical problem of evil’ remains in a state of uncertainty: no argument anyone has written down looks like it has a reasonable chance of pulling off Mackie’s project, but attempts to prove that this project is in fact unsatisfiable have yet to succeed. 
II THE MACKIE-PLANTINGA EXCHANGE
J.L. Mackie’s “Evil and Omnipotence” set itself a challenging task. Mackie took it as established that the traditional proofs of theism all failed. But he remained concerned that an irrationalist/fideist theist who had no need of these proofs had not been adequately answered by philosophical atheism. So he took upon himself to give an argument from evil designed to show that any sort of theism was “positively irrational.” This involved setting out some premises he took as indispensable to theism, along with some ‘quasi-logical’ premises or rules to govern the use of key terms in the argument, that jointly were meant to entail that God does not exist. This is why Mackie called his problem of evil “logical.” It was meant to show that bare theism was committed to a contradiction and therefore was irrational to hold even in the context of a fideistic theology that eschews the need of arguments for the existence of God.
Plantinga responded by giving a model where Mackie’s premises held, but nevertheless God existed. This showed that there was no contradiction where Mackie claimed a contradiction. This is a fairly straightforward application of the monotonicy of logic. Nevertheless, this simple dynamic is sometimes lost in discussions of the Free Will Defense, since the intersection of God, evil, and free will harbors so many interesting philosophical questions. In particular, since free will has played a role in attempts to answer less ambitious arguments from evil, the success of the Free Will Defense is sometimes overstated. Likewise, the larger debates over God, evil, and free will sometimes overshadow the key dynamic of the Free Will Defense. 

II.I MACKIE’S ARGUMENT
Mackie delivers his argument in the following paragraph [1955 p. 201]
These additional principles [that are needed to show the contradiction] 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.
Broken down into premises, it goes something like this:
(1) An omnipotent, omnibenevolent thing exists
(2) Evil exists
Here we must pause, since whether or not the additional principles are premises or ‘quasi-logical rules’ governing the use of words matters. 
If they are premises, Mackie has somewhat abandoned the ambition toward which he initially aimed. It is determinately not part of bare theism that there are no limits to what an omnipotent being can do. Most traditional forms of theism hold to a form of divine impeccability, according to which it is impossible that God commit acts that are malum per se, that is: wrong in themselves.[footnoteRef:1] If so, then there are strict moral limits on what God can do. Whether this counts against divine omnipotence is a little dicey; Zimmerman [2016] identifies several projects one might engage in when analyzing a divine attribute like omnipotence. One is a “secular” project of fleshing out some pre-theoretic notion of omnipotence, which objects of religious worship may or may not possess. A second is fleshing out the appropriate power for a particular god, one that may be subject to limits such as impeccability. A third is fleshing out the appropriate power for a perfect being, which may or may not end up being the god of a particular religion. While these projects overlap, it is clear that Mackie’s ambitions require the second or perhaps the third project, since his goal is to show that religious believers are “positively irrational” and is consequently restricted to premises that are commitments of theism. Yet, as Zimmerman goes on to argue, none of the projects is trivial and it is not at all obvious that the deliverances project of 1 and projects 2/3 will be the same.  [1:  For further discussion, see: Pike [1969], Geach [1973], Crisp [2007], Lembke [2012], Leftow [2014], Munzer [2023].] 

The same consideration applies a fortiori to Mackie’s second principle, that an omnibenevolent being seeks to eliminate evil whenever it can. The tradition of theodicy itself, which long predates Mackie’s paper, is devoted to explaining why an omnibenevolent being might decide not to eliminate some evil. Once again, Mackie is stuck relying on a premise that is not a commitment of the theist and so has already failed by the lights of his stated goal. 
In that case, it is probably better for Mackie to opt to treat them as “quasi-logical rules” governing the use of the terms ‘omnipotent’ and ‘omnibenevolent.’ Unfortunately, this is not better for his ambitions. If he is giving us rules for the use of the terms ‘omnipotent’ and ‘omnibenevolent,’ then either he is using them as technical terms (in which case they work however he says they do and the stipulation is unproblematic) or he means for his rules to be analyticities apparent to any competent speaker of (theological) English. This creates a dilemma for the argument. If Mackie is using ‘omnipotence’ and ‘omnibenevolence’ as technical terms, the theist is free to concede that no ‘omnipotent and omnibenevolent’ being exists and proceed to practice her religion, her rationality unquestioned, since Mackie has simply disproven the existence of a bring with attributes that are homophonous to hers. If, on the other hand, Mackie’s principles are meant to be analyticities, they are highly non-obvious, and he has incurred an argumentative burden he does not even pretend to discharge. In either case, the argument is in trouble before it has even been properly stated.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  It is also worth noting in passing that Mackie departs from traditional formulations of the argument from evil, e.g. those of Epicurus/Lactantius and Hume, by ignoring omniscience. A Mackian omnipotent/omnibenevolent being might fail eliminate some evil simply because it doesn’t know where the evil is. This flaw is easily patched, but it is telling that Plantinga had to do the patching for him. ] 

Plantinga [1967, 115-130] adopts a similar approach, searching for some proposition to add to the claims that God is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent to which the theist is uncontroversially committed and that entails that there is no evil without success. However, the free will defense is a bit more ambitious. His goal is to prove the consistency of God existing and there being some evil, by adding a consistent proposition to the claim that God exists which with it entails that evil exists.

II.II PLANTINGA’S RESPONSE
Plantinga’s response, which he called the Free Will Defense, developed over a series of works ([1964], [1967], [1974a], [1974b]), with its initial formulation (and many core features) in his [1964], but reaching its final/full dress presentation in his [1974a]. Its core goal is to show that Mackie’s ambition cannot be fulfilled. That there is no contradiction between the following propositions:
(1) God exists
(2) God is omnipotent
(3) God is omniscient
(4) God is omnibenevolent
(5) Evil exists
Plantinga proposes to do this by providing additional propositions that are possibly true and together with (1)-(4) entail (5). This will prove that (1)-(5) have a model, and therefore that they are consistent. This suffices to show that Mackie’s ambition cannot be fulfilled.
Before proceeding, it is worth noting some key distinctions that Plantinga draws, and which become important components of the Free Will Defense and following debates. First is the distinction between a defense and a theodicy. This was not present in Plantinga’s earliest versions of the argument [1964], [1967], and he attributes it to Henry Schuurman ([1974a, 192n3]). In a theodicy, one offers God’s actual reasons for allowing evil. In a defense, one offers a proposition that is (i) consistent with God’s existence and possession of the three omni-properties, (ii) with it entails that there is evil, and (iii) is itself possible.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  In earlier versions of the argument, Plantinga is less clear on whether he requires that the proposition be consistent or jointly metaphysically possible (see, e.g., [1964, 217] where Plantinga only requires consistency). By 1974, with his developed modal metaphysics in place, he is sure that the required bar is metaphysical possibility ([1974b, 24-26 is fairly explicit). This is a higher bar. Correspondingly, he attributes to Mackie a lower ambition, not of showing that theist is committed to a contradiction, but that the theist is committed to premises that are jointly impossible ([1974b, 13-17]). Given that Mackie aimed to charge the theist with “positive irrationality,” and that it is not positively irrational to believe a metaphysical impossibility that one does not know to be metaphysically impossible, this was probably more generous than Plantinga needed to be. It will become relevant when we discuss attempts to resurrect Mackie’s argument in section n. ] 

Next, Plantinga makes a distinction between moral evil and natural evil. This is because he adopts a divide-and-conquer strategy to the varieties of evil that the world contains, with different propositions to show the consistency of theism with the different varieties of evil that he identifies. Moral evil is evil that comes about as the result of the blameworthy actions of agents. For moral evil to occur, someone must behave badly. Natural evil, by contrast, is any evil that is not moral evil. This means the moral/natural categorization induces a partition on the evils, so if Plantinga can show the consistency of theism with each of these kinds of evil, he has shown the consistency of theism with evil full stop.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Occasionally, more fine-grained categorizations of evil get proposed, e.g. Poston [2014]. For Plantinga’s purposes, this is unproblematic, since the way the distinction is defined it induces a partition, and the existence of alternative categorizations does not change this. ] 

Plantinga tackles moral evil first. His suggestion, which gives the Free Will Defense its name, is that the relevant proposition(s) will invoke a divine desire for free creatures. Plantinga takes a libertarian view of freedom: for an action to be free, it must be possible that the agent act otherwise consistently with the world’s laws and history up until the time of action.[footnoteRef:5] One of the subsequent objections to the Free Will Defense attacked this characterization of freedom,[footnoteRef:6] but as Plantinga noted [1967, p. 133-135] he is free to make his definition of freedom stipulative, since all he needs is that it be possible and consistent with theism that God create agents with what medieval philosophers would have called the undetermined power for opposites, regardless of whether that power is a necessary condition for what we call “free will.” Some subsequent literature has suggested that the assumption of libertarianism is not necessary for Plantinga’s defense to go through.[footnoteRef:7] This remains controversial. A first pass for the propositions that with (1)-(4) entail (5) then might invoke (6) and (7): [5:  This characterization of libertarianism is a bit anachronistic applied to Plantinga’s Free Will Defense, since it is inspired by Lewis [1981]. But it has become the standard way of characterizing the alternative-possibility requirement at issue in the debate between libertarians and their rivals, and can be reasonably thought of as a cleaned up expression of the idea Plantinga endorses when he endorses a conception of freedom that is incompatible with determinism. ]  [6:  Flew [1964]. ]  [7:  Bishop [1993] argues that the issue of compatibilism is irrelevant to the success of the free will defense, while Howsepian [2007], Turner [2013], Almeida [2016], and Byerly [2017] all argue for compatibilist versions of the free will defense. ] 

(6) God acts on reasons sufficient to tolerate evil when creating free creatures
(7) Free creatures commit evil
Together with (1)-(4) these do entail (5). They are close to propositions Plantinga employs in his 1964 statement of the argument. 
In defense of (6), Plantinga claims that a world with creatures capable of moral evil and its mirror moral good is better than a world with no such creatures [1974a, p. 166-167].  Operating within a generally consequentialist framework for justifying divine tolerance of evil, according to which God is justified in tolerating evil if it is required for some greater good or to prevent some equal or greater evil, this gives a prima facie justification for (6). Plantinga can then justify (7) by appeal to the libertarian nature of free will. If God creates creatures with an undetermined power for opposites, then it’s possible that some of them will use that power for evil. If so, then (7) is possible.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Cowan [2021] critiques this line of reasoning by arguing that God could have agents with libertarian free will that choose only between good options, because their character forecloses the choice to do evil. Plantinga would likely respond that it is not the mere exercise of free will, but the exercise of free will to do good rather than evil, that makes his significant freedom significant (or at least that this is possible), and so Cowan’s critique misses the mark. ] 

This justification for (6) rests on shakier ground than it may seem. While these claims are certainly consistent, whether they will count as metaphysically possible full stop is an interesting question. Moral and axiological claims are often taken to be necessarily true if possibly true, in which case an atheist with a different value theory may have a complaint. Moreover, as Adams [1999, 23-24] points out, they are somewhat alien to theistic value theory (in doing so she quotes correspondence from Plantinga, who agrees that they are not meant to offer the morally sufficient reason that God allows evil), and therefore it is unclear whether the theist should accept them. Their primary function is apologetic: giving the atheist a value theory that does not seem totally alien on which to rest the Free Will Defense. 
This leaves natural evil. Plantinga’s approach to natural evil makes clear the potential and limits of the ‘defense’ strategy. Plantinga’s basic approach is to assimilate natural evil to moral evil by suggesting that it could be the result of moral evil on the part of supernatural agents (demons or devils or suchlike). Thus, in the case of natural evil, Plantinga’s additional premises are something like (6)-(7) with an addition:
(8) All instances of natural evil are the result of moral evil by supernatural agents
The defenses of (6) and (7) remain the same, although now the stock of free agents God might be justified in creating expands to include supernatural agents with great power, since natural evils like hurricanes and flood basalt eruptions are far beyond the ability of any known natural agent. This complicates the defense of (6) somewhat. Since evils that result from the bad behavior of supernatural agents are so much greater in frequency and magnitude on this account than those of natural agents, the good that make God’s consequentialist calculus favor their creation must be correspondingly great. However, spotting Plantinga the relevant value theory, it looks like (8) is jointly consistent with (1)-(4) and (6)-(7) while together with them entailing a (5)-like statement about natural evil. There is an additional problem with (8), however. It presumes the possibility of supernatural agents who are less than God. Many atheists have all-things-considered reasons to deny the possibility of ghosts and the like, although those reasons will also be reasons to deny the possibility of God. This may make (8) spoils to the victor, since supernatural agents are unproblematically possible on standard forms of theism. However, it reinforces the point that the standard for premises in a defense against the logical problem of evil is not possibility-full-stop, but possibility-given-theism. 
To recap: Mackie’s ambition was to show that the theist (as such) is “positively irrational.” Specifically, to show that the theist’s commitments to (1)-(5) entail a contradiction. There is an immediate problem, however, with the need for “quasi-logical principles” to make the derivation formally valid. If these principles are not themselves commitments of the theist, Mackie’s ambition cannot be fulfilled. This would not show that there is no argument from evil against theism, of course, merely that a particular demanding goal for it remains unfulfilled. The first point in response, which Plantinga makes most forcefully in chapter 5 of God and Other Minds, is that the “quasi-logical principles” Mackie appeals to in his original argument are neither uncontroversial nor uncontroversially commitments of theism. Any claim to “resurrect” the logical problem of evil must reckon with this issue. However, Plantinga’s ambition went beyond pointing out that Mackie’s ambition was unfulfilled. Plantinga aimed to prove that (1)-(5) are consistent by providing some additional premises that are possible, consistent with (1)-(4), and together with (1)-(4) entail (5). In fact, Plantinga aimed to defend not merely the existence of some evil or other, but evils of roughly the kind and variety we encounter, and so the extra premises he provides join with (1)-(4) entail more than (5). We have offered (6)-(8) as first pass characterizations of those premises. Next, we turn to the primary objections advanced against Plantinga’s Free Will Defense and the modifications he makes to meet them. 

III EARLY OBJECTIONS TO THE FREE WILL DEFENSE
There are several key objections to the Free Will Defense that motivate Plantinga’s final formulation. The first we have discussed somewhat, which is that Compatibilist accounts of free will are true, and so (7) is on shaky ground. Plantinga responded to this by making his definition of freedom stipulative, ceding the word, if need be, and proceeding unperturbed. There has been some suggestion in the literature that he could instead have incorporated Compatibilism into the Free Will Defense, albeit with some reservations. The second objection provided much more challenging, and an incipient version of it can be found in Mackie’s original article. Anticipating a theistic appeal to free will in response to his argument, Mackie wrote:
if God has made men such that in their free choices they sometimes prefer what is good and sometimes 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 inconsistent with his being both omnipotent and wholly good. [1955, 209]
Mackie’s implicit criticism targets the consistency of (1)-(4) with (6)-(8). The core thought is that a God with the traditional omni-properties would not create free creatures who do bad things if it were possible to create free creatures who do no bad things. Relying on his “quasi-logical” principle governing omnipotence, Mackie’s counterargument then looks like this:
(9) An omnipotent being can do anything metaphysically possible[footnoteRef:9] [9:  The qualifier ‘metaphysically possible’ is missing from Mackie’s initial statement of this principle, but it’s more plausible/plausibly a commitment of theism than Cartesian hypervoluntarism and still fits the argument. ] 

(10) A world with free creatures who never choose to do evil things is metaphysically possible
Therefore,
(11) An omnipotent being can create a world with free creatures who never choose to do evil things
If (11) is true, this would undermine support for the consistency of (1)-(4) and (6) with (7)-(8), since then God could get free creatures without risking them misusing their freedom to do evil. 
This gives Plantinga two options to deflect the objection. He can either argue that (10) is false or that (9) is false. He accepts (10) and makes (9) the focus of his reply. But (10) is not completely obvious. In particular, the case for (10) must argue that moral dilemmas, choice situations where every option is morally wrong, are either impossible or always avoidable without incurring countervailing costs. The literature is split on whether moral dilemmas are possible. Some authors argue that they are not widespread even though they are possible, and others argue that they are widespread. If moral dilemmas are relatively common, it may be challenging for even an omnipotent being to create a world with a rich population of agents in significant situations without encountering moral dilemmas. However, since Plantinga did not take this route, we will set it aside for now.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Classical authors such as Aquinas, Kant, and Ross thought moral dilemmas were impossible. For a broad overview on moral dilemmas that is sympathetic to their possibility, see Sinnott-Armstrong [1988]. For authors defending the possibility, and perhaps widespread occurrence, of moral dilemmas, see Lemon [1962], Williams & Atkinson [1965], Nagel [1979], and Barcan Marcus [1980]. For a response to these developments, see Conee [1982]. ] 

Instead, Plantinga argued that there are possible worlds that an omnipotent being could not create. To do this, he introduced a couple of distinctions. The first is between strongly and weakly actualizing a world and does not appear until the 1974 presentation of the Free Will Defense.[footnoteRef:11] Plantinga thinks of world-actualization as a model of divine creation. In Plantinga’s telling, creation requires something to not exist at a time and then be made to exist by a creator [1974a, 169]. This is not how possible worlds work. In his metaphysics, they are necessarily existing states of affairs. God creates concrete particulars, like stars and persons. The relationship God holds to possible worlds Plantinga calls actualization. World-actualization as a model for creation has met with some critique (e.g. Page [2022]’s argument that it is insufficiently creative). However, those concerns are somewhat orthogonal to Plantinga’s purposes; his goal is not to characterize the creation process, but to relate its product to his modal metaphysics in a way that allowed him to deploy the machinery of possible worlds.  [11:  In the [1964] and [1967] versions of the defense, Plantinga focuses on the range of possible people and whether God could create all of them, or any compossible subset of them. He arrives at a conclusion that is similar to the one he reached in 1974 and named Transworld Depravity, that it is possible that every possible person would do at least one wrong act, but using different technical machinery than he did in the definitive version of the argument. ] 

Plantingan possible worlds are special states of affairs (those that exhibit a maximality property). Most of these are abstract, and they are merely possible. One of them is concrete, and it is actual. So to actualize a world is to act so that that world is concrete, or actual. Plantinga makes a further distinction between strongly and weakly actualizing a world. God strongly actualizes a world if God determines that world to be actual. That is, the world’s actuality comes about solely through divine action. God weakly actualizes a world if God engineers that world’s actuality, but requires the (perhaps foreseen) cooperation of other agents. 
Right away, we see that God cannot strongly actualize a world that contains libertarian agents who always choose the good. If God determines them to do the good, then they are not libertarian agents and if they choose the good without divine determination, then the world was not strongly actualized by God. God might, however, weakly actualize such a world. This would happen if God creates some free agents, perhaps with foresight, who then proceed to always choose the good. 
The discussion so far has presumed that there are facts about what free agents would do. Without such facts, God still might weakly actualize a world with free agents who only do the good. But God would not be able to knowingly do this. God would have to create some free agents and then hope that they make the right decision. This is the traditional route free will responses to evil have taken, arguing that simply in creating free agents God unavoidably risks them making the wrong choice, coupled with a reason for God not to intervene when the ill decision has been made. In other words, these views see the providential decision to create free agents as ineliminably risky, and require it to achieve some good that is sufficiently valuable that God does not shield the world from the consequences of choices for evil.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Zimmerman [2012] presses the case for ineliminable risk in divine providence, even given traditional assumptions about divine foreknowledge. Boer [1978], Lewis [1993], and Nichols [1999], all press versions of the objection that God could simply intervene to remove the consequences of choices for evil. Pittard [2016] discusses this objection in light of Kavka’s toxin puzzle and causal decision theory. The standard response to this kind of objection invokes the importance of significant responsibility, as in Swinburne [1998].] 

Plantinga, however, sought a way to argue that there are some worlds that God could not even weakly actualize. To do this, he exploited the suggestion, implicit in Mackie’s objection, that there might be facts about what free agents would do in various circumstances, even if they have not yet been created. Although Plantinga (or some combination of Plantinga and Mackie) came up with this idea independently, it was not the first time the suggestion had been made in discussions of divine creation/providence. As Robert Adams [1977] pointed out, Luis de Molina made a similar suggestion in his Concordia [1588/1988]. Like Molina, Plantinga thought that these facts must be contingent and could not be under divine control. However, this is where they part company. Molina was primarily interested in ensuring divine providence, and consequently posited that the facts must be so structured that in any given circumstance, there’s always something God can do to obtain the desired outcome. 
Plantinga’s goal was the opposite; he wanted to show that some possible worlds could not be actualized, even weakly. Consequently, Plantinga argued it might turn out that we have an agent who in some situation would make an evil choice, and no divine strategy for modifying the situation would yield a different choice. If so, then while the world in which the agent is in this situation and makes a good choice is possible, it is not what Thomas Flint [1983] later called a feasible world. A feasible world is a possible world that God could, at least weakly, actualize. Feasible worlds have their facts about what agents would do under various circumstances in common.[footnoteRef:13] This is the basic strategy of Plantinga’s attack on (9), which he labelled “Leibniz’s Lapse,” after the creator of the term theodicy who argued that God could and would create the best of all possible worlds. [13:  Although it played no role in the development of the Free Will Defense, how to spell out these ‘circumstances’ is a surprisingly vexed issue. Flint [1988] as developed by Rubio [2024] gives perhaps the most rigorous attempt. ] 

Plantinga introduced a feature of possible agents that he called Transworld Depravity. A possible agent suffers from Transworld Depravity just in case, if they were to be created, they would make some evil choice or other. Since facts about what an agent would do are contingent, whether a possible agent suffers from Transworld Depravity is also contingent. If every possible agent that God could create happened to suffer from Transworld Depravity, God would be in a situation where any creation with free agents would also contain moral evil. Thus, to evade Mackie’s objection, Plantinga modified the Free Will Defense to include (1)-(4), (6), (8), and (12).
(12) Every possible agent that God could create suffers from Transworld Depravity
For the modified Free Will Defense to work, (12) must be consistent with (1)-(4), (6), and (8); it must with (1)-(4), (6), and (8) jointly entail (5), and it must be possible. 
If Molinist accounts of Divine Providence are not viable, then (12) is unlikely to meet all three of these conditions, although which condition precisely it fails will depend on which anti-Molinist arguments are successful. We do not have space to adequately discuss this topic,[footnoteRef:14] so I will assume they are and proceed to see what else can be said about whether (12) fits the conditions.  [14:  Arguments against Molinism can be broken down into the following major families: Grounding-style objections as in Adams [1977]; ‘explanatory loop’-style objections, as in Adams [1991], Hasker [1999], and Climenhaga & Rubio [2022]; and ‘unacceptable outcomes for the counterfactuals of freedom’-style objections, as in Zimmerman [2009] and Rubio [2024]. Many of these objections receive thorough discussion in the essays in Perszyk [2011].] 

Plantinga does not say much in defense of the possibility of (12); he asserts it and moves on [1974a, 188]. If we assume that possibilities for facts about what free creatures would do follow some sort of combinatorial principle, as Zimmerman [2009] argues, then (12) would be a genuine possibility. However, it is far from clear that this is the case (indeed, Molinists have opposed Zimmerman on this exact point, for example Bergmann [2024, 14-17]). 
So, at the conclusion of the initial exchange, where do we find ourselves? I think we can draw the following conclusions without much controversy. (a) Mackie’s original ambition lies in shambles; the “quasi-logical principles” on which his argument turned were anything but, and there is no easy replacement that is either as undeniable as the facts of evil or intrinsic to theism. (b) Plantinga’s ambition enjoys a more sanguine status, but is by no means assured. For the Free Will Defense to show not only that Mackie did not prove theism “positively irrational” but that no subsequent iteration of his argument could, propositions (6), (8), and (12) must all fulfill the following conditions: (i) they must be possible; (ii) they must be consistent with (1)-(4), and; (iii) they must, together with (1)-(4), entail (5). Only on condition (iii) can we say that they uncontroversially succeed. Subsequent literature has placed significant pressure on each of them. It is to that literature that we now turn. 

IV LATER OBJECTIONS TO PLANTINGA
After the Free Will Defense assumed its final form, it fairly quickly achieved consensus as the refutation of Mackie. Mackie himself admitted [1982, 175] that his ambitious project in “Evil and Omnipotence” was a failure, although he also thought Plantinga’s ambition for the free will defense failed as well. We can divide objections to Plantinga into the following categories: (i) objections to the possibility of Transworld Depravity; (ii) objections to (8) and his attempt to assimilate natural evil into moral evil; (iii) objections to the Defense/Theodicy framework, and (iv) objections to the possibility of (6) from examinations of the value of free will. 

IV.I TRANSWORLD DEPRAVITY
Daniel Howard-Snyder and John Hawthorne [1998] propose the following adequacy condition on defenses: a defense succeeds only if it is unreasonable to disbelieve its premises. They take the possibility of (12) as a premise of the Free Will Defense. So, they argue, the Free Will Defense is only successful if it is unreasonable to disbelieve the possibility of (12). But, they claim, it is not unreasonable to disbelieve the possibility of (12). They define mirror property of Transworld Depravity, which they call Transworld Sanctity, which graces an essence if it is not the case that they would choose evilly in some action or other if instantiated. They then entertain (13):
(13) Necessarily, some essence or other has Transworld Sanctity
Since (13) is incompatible with the possibility of (12), anyone who knows this is not reasonable in believing both. But, they contend, it is no more reasonable to reject (13) than it is to reject the possibility of (12). So Plantinga’s Defense fails. In later work, Howard-Snyder [2014] provides additional arguments for the reasonability of belief in (13) and defends it against objections from William Rowe [1998] and Alvin Plantinga [2009].
Other Epistemic critiques of the Free Will Defense that run through affirmation of reasonable doubt of or the epistemic possibility of denying the possibility of (12) include DeRose [1991] and Bergmann [1999]. Plantinga’s own [2009] response to these kinds of concern has been to emphasize the intuitive plausibility of (12)’s possibility. Free Will Defenders might hope for better. Ironically (because it is in service to an argument against Molinism), Zimmerman’s [2009] effort to show that facts about what free agents would do in non-actual situations should obey combinatorial principles may be the best response to these concerns. 
A second line of attack emphasizes how unlikely it is that all possible created agents suffer from Transworld Depravity.[footnoteRef:15] A third offers a counterexample involving a ‘counterfactual domination’ principle.[footnoteRef:16] Free Will Defenders have contested each of these as well, but the emerging lesson is that it would be nice if the Free Will Defense did not require the possibility of Transworld Depravity. Perhaps abandoning (7) was a misstep. Without facts about what agents would do available to God for use in selecting a world to create, the possibility of (7) is part and parcel of the creation of libertarian agents. To complete the defense, the Free Will Defender would still need to explain why God does not intervene to cancel the effects of evil choices once the choices are made. But they already had to do that anyway. Pace critics like Langtry [2010], Plantinga’s Neo-Molinism only makes his job in the Free Will Defense harder.  [15:  Rasmussen [2004] presses the case, with Hill [2020] offering a rebuttal. ]  [16:  Pruss [2012] presses the case, with Speak [2015] responding. ] 


IV.II ASSIMILATION OF NATURAL EVIL TO MORAL EVIL
Plantinga’s suggestion that natural evil could be defended by considering it as a species of moral evil throws into sharp relief the requirement that Defenses employ propositions that are possible without regard to their plausibility or likelihood.  Mackie [1982, 161] called it an “arbitrary supposition,” echoing Hume’s Cleanthes. He nevertheless granted its possibility, which is all Plantinga ever claimed for it. In fact, objections to the Free Will Defense tend to focus on moral evil; most atheologians grant the move and bring natural evil back in the context of an evidential argument where the theist’s response is answerable to higher standards of plausibility. Jordan Howard Sobel [2009, 460] is a notable exception, but offers nothing but a sneer. Perhaps of greater interest are the attempts to make ‘supernatural agent’ hypotheses into something more robust, even resembling a theodicy. In that vein, we find two notable efforts. 
Johnston [2023] argues that God’s initial creation were powerful rational spirits, who then fell into evil and created the material world with all of its flaws and frailties. He offers this ‘theodrama’ as a Defense against Jim Sterba’s [2019] attempt to resurrect the logical problem of evil, but it is notably more carefully worked out than Plantinga’s suggestion. Cutter and Swenson [Forthcoming] also appeal to supernatural misbehavior as an explanation for evil, but instead of appealing to malevolent demons, they appeal to incompetent angels. According to Cutter and Swenson’s Omission Theodicy, apparently natural evils are actually moral evils resulting from the culpable failure of agents (they explore both alien and supernatural options, but the one relevant to us is the supernatural option) who ought have prevented them. Given their recency, the jury on each of these proposals remains under deliberation. 

IV.III THE THEODICY/DEFENSE DISTINCTION
David Lewis takes aim at the distinction between a theodicy and a defense that Plantinga offers and which allows him to worry only about the possibility of the hypotheses he advances for why God might tolerate evil. He writes:
Plantinga aims only at defence. So why does he invest so much effort and ingenuity in the hypothesis that God permits evil for freedom’s sake? I think an easier hypothesis would serve his purpose. As follows. We are partly right, partly wrong in our catalogue of values. The best things in life include love, joy, knowledge, vigour, despair, malice, betrayal, torture, . . . . God in His infinite love provides all His children with an abundance of good things. Different ones of us get different gifts, all of them very good. So some are blessed with joy and knowledge, some with vigour and malice, some with torture and despair. God permits evil-doing as a means for delivering some of the goods, just as He permits beneficence as a means for delivering others. Why not? The hypothesis isn’t true, of course. And it isn’t plausible. But a defence needn’t be true and needn’t be plausible; possibility is enough. And not epistemic possibility, or ‘real’ possibility given the actual circumstances and laws of nature; just ‘broadly logical’ possibility. That’s an easy standard. If somehow it could be made to explain why God permits evil, the hypothesis that pigs fly would be good enough for mere defence…. Defence is too easy; knowing God’s mind is too hard. I think the topic worth pursuing falls in between, and has no place in Plantinga’s scheme of theodicy versus defence. Pace Plantinga, I’ll call that topic ‘theodicy’, but I don’t mean the know-it-all theodicy that he wisely disowns. Rather I mean tentative theodicy, even speculative theodicy. The Christian needn’t hope to end by knowing for sure why God permits evil. But he can hope to advance from a predicament of not having a clue to a predicament of indecision between several not-too-unbelievable hypotheses (maybe still including the hypothesis: ‘none of the above’) [1993, 151-152]
In granting the ease of Defense, Lewis grants Plantinga’s ambition: that there is no logical incompatibility between (1)-(5). In criticizing the way Plantinga characterizes the contrasting project of theodicy, he points out the amount of work remaining once the ‘logical problem of evil’ is solved. In his telling, Plantinga has at once been too easy and too hard on himself. Too hard, because the logical problem of evil is easier to solve than Plantinga made it out to be. Too easy, because after proving the compatibility of (1)-(5), the theist still has a lot of work to do. This seems to me the correct measure of the situation. 

IV.IV THE VALUE OF FREEDOM
Perhaps the most serious challenge to the Free Will Defense comes from a challenge to the possibility of (6). This has been taken up in the ‘value of freedom’ literature. Although skeptical remarks regarding the value of freedom appeared as early as Mackie’s [1982] response to Plantinga on evil, and are certainly implicit in Lewis’s [1993] discussion, the best case for the prosecution may be found in Ekstrom [2022, ch. 2]. Ekstrom splits arguments for the value of free will into two types: arguments that free will is intrinsically valuable, and arguments that free will is extrinsically valuable, because of its connection to something like love, responsibility, or the like. Although there are instances of the earlier strategy in the literature (most notably, this was Plantinga’s original thought, and a ‘right to freedom’ has been defended independently by Swinburne [1983] and Walls [1992]), the most common one is the latter. Hick [1966], Stump [2010], Rasmussen [2013], Collins [2013], and Choo and Goh [2019] all offer theodicies (at least in Lewis’s sense) to which libertarian freedom is essential but is not the axiological heavy hitter. 
A more sweeping challenge to the role of free will in responding to the problem of evil comes from Marilyn McCord Adams [1999, especially chapters 1-3]. 
First, Adams noted, the plurality of value theories among philosophers means that there are many potential approaches to defending the possibility of (6). Because theistic and atheistic value theories often look very different, a defense of the possibility of (6) that works by theistic lights may be wholly inadequate to an atheist interlocutor and vice-versa. In the context of Mackie’s ambition, it seems like the appropriate value theory to use should be theistic. In the context of Plantinga’s ambition, an atheistic value theory may be most appropriate. But then the theist will only have vindicated the goodness of God by a measure of goodness that they do not accept.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Mooney [2019] and Mooney [2022] factor problems of evil by the kind of normative ethical theory they employ and recommend different strategies according to the formulation of the problem. An approach like this addressed to the variety of value theories Adams has in mind would address her concern. ] 

More pressingly, Plantinga’s Defense addresses only evil conceived of as a global, abstract problem. Adams defines a global theodicy, as opposed to a local theodicy, as one that provides justification for evil in terms of features of a world, such as contains free will or is the best possible. A local theodicy justifies evil in terms of the specific circumstances and connections associated with that evil. An abstract approach to the problem of evil provides justification for some evil or other or some other quantity-ish accounting of evil, perhaps a number specified in turps. This contrasts with a concrete approach to the problem of evil, which provides justification for this specific evil until the specific evils are all accounted for. Although Plantinga does gesture towards extending the Free Will Defense not just to reconciling (1)-(4) with (5), but also with a replacement for (5) that specifies the type and variety of evil we actually encounter [1974a, ch. 9], he mostly leaves it as an exercise to the reader. 
Adams objects that a global, abstract approach to the problem of evil fails a key criterion of adequacy: that a theodicy show how God is good to each of God’s creations. Adams argues that goodness of this sort is required by the axiology of the major theistic traditions (especially Christianity, which is her focus), and so a mere global/abstract Defense leaves the theist vulnerable to a logical problem of evil that is attentive to the details of particular evils, especially horrendous ones that destroy the victim’s capacity for meaning-making or throw into doubt whether the victim’s life could be good on the whole for them. An adequate response to Adams’s challenge would require a much more robust proposition than (6).[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Adams herself falls in a tradition of responding to the argument from evil by dissolving one of its key assumptions, namely that God is obligated to creatures in such a way that evil provides even a prima facie objection to divine goodness (for other recent work in this vein, see Davies [2006], Murphy [2017], and Rubio [2018]). She reconceptualizes the problem evil raises as one of whether God is for the creatures or not, which places in play a different suite of concerns than Mackie-style logical problems of evil tend to. Nevertheless, she considered ‘defense against a logical problem of evil’ the right way to situate her work. ] 


V RESURRECTIONS
From time to time, someone claims to have resurrected “the logical problem of evil.” Sometimes, this means only that they have an objection to Plantinga’s Free Will Defense. The aim of this sort of resurrection is to show that Plantinga’s ambition is unfulfilled. There is no proof that logical problems of evil all fail, regardless of the details. The more interesting (and by far more difficult) project is to actually give a logical problem of evil that would fulfill Mackie’s ambition. Has anyone come close to achieving this?

V.I SCHELLENBERG
J.L. Schellenberg [2013] offers a “new logical problem of evil” based on the following thought: any goods God must tolerate evil to obtain are surpassed by some good that God can instantiate without creating. From this and some premises about divine motivation, Schellenberg infers that God never has sufficient reason to tolerate a world with evil in it. Because this argument does not merely target a piece of the Free Will Defense, but aims to derive a contradiction from theistic premises, it is a genuine attempt to realize Mackie’s ambition. 
However, it is far from clear that Schellenberg’s key premise is intrinsic to theism or as incontrovertible as the existence of evil. In his study of God’s reasons for creating, Mark Johnston [2019] rejects meliorism, or the view that God creates to improve reality. If God’s motive for creating is not connected to the quality of the goods that would result from creation, then Schellenberg’s deduction will fall short. In a similar vein, in his defense of divine freedom, Alexander Pruss [2016] argues that the goods of a world with God alone are incomparable to the goods obtained by creating. Once again, if Pruss is right, Schellenberg’s argument fails. Since neither Johnston nor Pruss stray from classical theism in developing their views (Johnston’s view is inspired by Plotinus and Pruss’s by Aquinas), I conclude that Schellenberg’s argument cannot satisfy Mackie’s ambition. 

V.II STERBA
James Sterba [2019] likewise offers a new logical problem of evil. Sterba’s argument is based around what he calls “Pauline Principles,” side constraints on divine action inspired by St. Paul’s admonition ‘let us not do evil that good may result.’ Two special editions of the journal Religions have solicited commentary on Sterba’s argument, with plenty of theistic dissent from the Pauline Principles, which seem like long shots to meet the standard of being either intrinsic to theism or as incontrovertible as the existence of evil.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Highlights of these issues include Davis [2022], Hendricks [2022], Oliveira [2022], Coetsee [2023], and Rubio [2023]] 

VI CONCLUSION: STATE OF PLAY
Where does this leave us? J.L. Mackie’s logical problem of evil was an audacious argument, attempting to prove that even fideistic theism is positively irrational. Its creator’s reach far exceeded his grasp. Plantinga [1967] pretty thoroughly showed that Mackie’s “quasi-logical” principles were not up to the task of fulfilling his ambition, and no easy substitute was in the offing. But Plantinga’s ambition exceeded a simple refutation of Mackie. With the Free Will Defense, he set out to prove that no logical problem of evil could arise. Here too, we find reach exceeding grasp. We have yet to find the elusive ‘propostion R' that is clearly possible, consistent with (1)-(4), and with (1)-(4) entails not only (5) but a (5)-ish proposition detailing the kinds and variety of evil we encounter in the world, in all its hideous detail. But we have found a literature full of fascinating questions and artful argumentation. And we have a challenge outstanding for both atheist and theist. Can the atheist find the elusive “quasi-logical principles” that are intrinsic to theism or as incontrovertible as the existence of evil itself? Can the theist find the “proposition R” that would prove the atheist’s quest fruitless? The search continues. 
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