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Abstract

The problem of evil is one of the most complex and challenging issues in the philosophy of religion, typically articulated in two principal
formulations: the logical problem of evil, which claims a logical incompatibility between the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, and
wholly good God and the existence of evil; and the evidential problem of evil, which considers the existence of evil as probabilistic
evidence against belief in God. The present study, employing a descriptive—analytical method with a comparative approach, examines the
perspectives of two prominent thinkers: Allama Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba'i, a major Islamic philosopher and exegete, and
Alvin Plantinga, a contemporary Christian analytic philosopher. Within the framework of Transcendent Philosophy, Tabataba'i interprets
evils as privative, relative, and necessary features of the order of creation, and offers a theodicy-oriented response grounded in the principle
of the best possible order and the theory of posited cognitions. Plantinga, adopting an analytic philosophical approach, advances the Free
Will Defense, aiming solely to demonstrate the logical compatibility between the existence of God and the existence of evil, without
claiming to provide an actual justification. The findings indicate that despite profound methodological and foundational differences, both
thinkers converge in defending theism; however, Tabataba'i adopts an ontological-theodicean approach, whereas Plantinga employs a
logical-defensive framework.
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Extended Abstract

The problem of evil has long stood as one of the most enduring and formidable challenges to religious belief,
especially because it appears to place the divine attributes of omnipotence, omniscience, and perfect goodness
in tension with the manifest reality of suffering, injustice, natural catastrophe, moral corruption, and seemingly
gratuitous pain in the world. In both Western philosophy of religion and the Islamic intellectual tradition, the
issue has generated extensive debate precisely because it concerns not only abstract theology but also the
intelligibility of divine action and the meaningfulness of faith in a world marked by affliction. In its classical
logical form, the problem asks how God can be both willing and able to remove evil while evil nonetheless
persists; in its evidential form, it argues that the sheer scale, intensity, and distribution of suffering render the
existence of such a God improbable. These two formulations have shaped much of the modern debate, but the
roots of the discussion are far older, extending from ancient philosophical reflections to contemporary analytic
theology and Islamic metaphysics. The present study investigates this issue through a comparative examination
of two highly influential thinkers from distinct intellectual worlds: Allama Sayyid Muhammad Husayn
Tabataba'i, one of the most important modern Islamic philosophers and exegetes, and Alvin Plantinga, one of
the most significant contemporary Christian analytic philosophers. The central aim is to determine how each
thinker conceptualizes evil, how each responds to the challenge it poses to theism, and to what extent their
responses converge or diverge in method, ontology, and theological implication. While Tabataba'i addresses
the issue through a metaphysical and theodicean framework grounded in Islamic philosophy, Plantinga
responds primarily through a logical defense rooted in modal reasoning and the value of free will. The
comparative significance of this inquiry lies in showing that two very different traditions can arrive at
overlapping conclusions in defense of theism while employing distinct conceptual tools and addressing
different layers of the problem (1, 2, 10, 17).

Historically, the problem of evil has developed through several major phases, each deepening and refining the
challenge. The ancient formulation associated with Epicurean reasoning framed the matter in a stark and
memorable way: if God wishes to prevent evil but cannot, He is not omnipotent; if He can prevent evil but
does not wish to, He is not wholly good; if He can and does wish to prevent it, then why does evil exist at all?
This compact formulation continued to reverberate through later religious and philosophical discourse,
receiving renewed articulation in modern European thought. In the modern period, the issue gained further
precision in the context of empiricism and rational theology, especially through attempts to reconcile divine
providence with devastating historical events such as natural disasters and mass suffering. By the twentieth
century, the debate reached a decisive turning point with J. L. Mackie’s influential logical formulation, which
contended that the propositions “God is omnipotent,” “God is wholly good,” and “evil exists” are mutually
inconsistent unless supplemented by additional premises. Mackie argued that the theist could not coherently
maintain all three claims simultaneously, thereby making the existence of evil a strict logical refutation of
classical theism. Soon afterward, however, Alvin Plantinga challenged this conclusion by arguing that the
alleged inconsistency had never been demonstrated and that it was enough to show a possible scenario in which
God and evil coexist without contradiction. Parallel to this Western trajectory, Islamic thought had long
approached the problem through a different metaphysical grammar. Muslim theologians and philosophers did
not ordinarily frame the issue solely as an incompatibility among divine attributes, but often in relation to
divine justice, wisdom, providence, and the ontological status of evil itself. In that context, evil was frequently
understood not as a positive created substance but as privation, deficiency, or the unavoidable correlate of a
finite material order. These different historical trajectories are crucial because they reveal that the same
problem does not always arise in identical conceptual terms across traditions, and therefore may require
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different kinds of answers depending on the metaphysical and theological assumptions at work (2, 3, 5, 8, 9,
16).

Within the Islamic philosophical tradition, Tabataba'i develops a sophisticated and internally coherent account
of evil by drawing on the principles of transcendent philosophy, especially the primacy of existence, the
privative nature of evil, the relativity of evaluative judgments, and the doctrine of the best possible order. His
starting point is ontological: what is fundamentally real in the external world is existence, while essences are
conceptual abstractions formed in the mind. Since existence as such is good, evil cannot possess an independent
positive ontological status; rather, evil is the absence of a due perfection or the privation of an appropriate
mode of being. Blindness, ignorance, death, and destruction are thus not entities positively created as evil
things; they are absences, losses, or deficiencies relative to a being’s natural perfection. From this basis,
Tabataba'i argues that evil cannot be directly attributed to God in the same way as being and perfection can,
because God is the source of existence and positive reality, not of non-being as such. He also insists that evil
is relative rather than absolute: what is harmful from one point of view may be beneficial from another, and
many phenomena judged evil are only so in relation to particular interests, vulnerabilities, or limited
perspectives. This line of reasoning culminates in his defense of the best possible order, according to which
the created world is not the best because it is devoid of all suffering, but because it contains the greatest
achievable proportion of good relative to the conditions of finite, material existence. Certain goods are
inseparable from the possibility of suffering, conflict, decay, and loss; the removal of all such conditions would
require the removal of the material world itself and many of the higher goods associated with development,
agency, and embodied life. Tabataba'i further explains moral evil through human freedom, holding that
wrongdoing arises from the misuse of volition rather than from divine intention. One of his most original
contributions is his theory of i'tibari or posited perceptions, according to which many practical and value-laden
concepts, including good and evil in their moral and social applications, do not simply mirror external reality
as purely descriptive concepts do, but arise from human practical needs and normative orientation. This does
not render them arbitrary, but it does complicate any attempt to treat evil as a single, simple, positive
metaphysical object. Through these interconnected claims, Tabataba'i offers not merely a defensive strategy
but an expansive theodicean vision in which evil is ontologically derivative, epistemically relative, morally
significant, and ultimately incorporated within a wise and purposive cosmic order (4, 6, 7, 11, 14, 15, 18).
Plantinga, by contrast, deliberately avoids offering a full theodicy and instead formulates a defense whose aim
is much more limited but also strategically powerful. He does not claim to know God’s actual reasons for
permitting evil, nor does he attempt to explain every instance of suffering within a providential scheme. His
objective is simply to rebut the claim that theism and evil are logically incompatible. The core of his free will
defense rests on the proposition that it is a great good for God to create significantly free creatures, that genuine
freedom includes the possibility of choosing moral evil, and that even an omnipotent God cannot causally
determine free creatures to always choose the good while they remain genuinely free. In this framework, divine
omnipotence does not extend to performing logical impossibilities; just as God cannot create a square circle,
He cannot actualize a world in which creatures are both significantly free and yet determined in every
circumstance to choose only the good. Plantinga strengthens this defense through the notion of transworld
depravity, according to which it is possible that every feasible free creaturely essence would go wrong at least
once in some morally significant circumstance. If this is even possibly true, then God may have been unable
to actualize a world containing free creatures and no moral evil, not because His power is deficient, but because
the relevant state of affairs is not one that can be brought about without undermining the very freedom that
makes moral goodness valuable. This argument proved highly influential because it shifted the burden of
debate: the atheist defending the logical problem of evil must establish strict inconsistency, whereas the theist
need only show a coherent possible scenario in which God and evil coexist. Plantinga acknowledges that this
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defense is primarily directed at moral evil, and that natural evil raises further questions. In response, he
entertains the logical possibility that natural evil could result from the actions of non-human free agents, such
as fallen spiritual beings, although he does not insist upon this as established fact. More broadly, his larger
philosophical project seeks to vindicate the rationality of Christian belief and to show that theism is not
intellectually disqualified by the reality of suffering. The force of his defense was widely recognized, and even
major proponents of the logical problem of evil conceded that the charge of strict contradiction had failed. In
that sense, Plantinga’s achievement was not to solve every aspect of the problem of evil, but to decisively
weaken one of its most ambitious forms (3, 8, 9, 12, 13, 19-21).

The comparative analysis of these two thinkers reveals both striking commonalities and substantial differences.
Both Tabataba'i and Plantinga defend the rational viability of theism in the face of evil, both assign a major
explanatory role to creaturely freedom in the case of moral evil, and both reject the assumption that divine
omnipotence means the power to bring about logically impossible states of affairs. Yet these similarities should
not obscure the much deeper differences in the architecture of their responses. Tabataba'i offers an ontological
and theodicean account: he seeks to explain what evil is, why it is not a positive reality attributable to God,
how it functions within a graded and teleological order of existence, and why the world may still be the best
possible total order despite containing suffering and deficiency. Plantinga offers a logical and defensive
account: he does not redefine evil as privation or relativity, nor does he attempt to demonstrate that each evil
serves a known divine purpose; instead, he argues that the existence of evil does not entail a contradiction in
theistic belief. Tabataba'i addresses both natural and moral evil within one metaphysical framework grounded
in Islamic ontology and cosmology, whereas Plantinga’s principal achievement concerns the logical problem
and focuses primarily on moral evil. Tabataba'i’s theory of posited perceptions also opens an original line of
analysis concerning the conceptual status of value judgments, while Plantinga’s use of modal logic and
possible-world semantics reflects the analytic tradition’s concern with formal consistency and philosophical
precision. Their intended audiences differ as well: Tabataba'i speaks not only to philosophers but also to
believers seeking a spiritually meaningful understanding of suffering, whereas Plantinga addresses
philosophers concerned with the defensibility of theistic propositions under rigorous logical scrutiny. For this
reason, the two approaches are better seen as complementary than as mutually exclusive rivals. Plantinga
neutralizes the charge of contradiction; Tabataba'i deepens the ontological and theological interpretation of
suffering. At the same time, both approaches face limits. Plantinga’s defense leaves the evidential and
existential dimensions of suffering comparatively underdeveloped, while Tabataba'i’s metaphysical treatment
may appear too abstract to fully satisfy the phenomenological intensity of lived pain. Nevertheless, taken
together, they demonstrate that the problem of evil cannot be reduced to a single question or answered by a
single method; it is at once logical, ontological, moral, experiential, and theological (4, 7, 8, 10, 12, 16).

In conclusion, the comparative study of Tabataba'i and Plantinga shows that the problem of evil remains one
of the richest and most multi-layered issues in philosophy of religion, but it also shows that serious and
intellectually robust responses have emerged from very different traditions. Tabataba'i presents a
comprehensive vision in which evil is privative, relative, and integrated into a wise cosmic order whose goods
outweigh the deficiencies inseparable from finite existence, while Plantinga demonstrates with exceptional
clarity that the existence of evil does not logically refute belief in God and that creaturely freedom provides a
powerful explanatory basis for the possibility of moral evil. Their shared defense of theism does not erase their
deep methodological differences; rather, those differences illuminate the diversity of ways in which religious
thought can engage suffering without surrendering philosophical seriousness. The broader implication of this
study is that the problem of evil should not be treated as a single argument with a single answer, but as a cluster
of related questions requiring distinct yet potentially complementary forms of reflection. Logical coherence,
metaphysical interpretation, moral anthropology, and existential meaning all have a place in any adequate
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treatment of suffering. A fruitful path forward therefore lies not in forcing one tradition into the mold of
another, but in allowing comparative philosophy to reveal how different intellectual inheritances can illuminate
the same human and theological predicament from different angles.
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