Philosophy in Review Vol. 46 no. 3 (August 2026)

Paul Draper. Atheism and the Problem of Evil. Oxford University Press 2025. 192 pp. $100.00
USD (9780192847164); $75.99 USD (9780192662859).

Paul Draper’s monograph Atheism and the Problem of Evil is focused on providing two innovative
arguments from evil against a central form of theism, dubbed “core theism”: “God exists—that is,
there exists an omnipotent, omniscient, and loving agent who created the cosmos for good reasons”
(17). Correspondingly, core atheism is the rejection of core theism; it should be remembered that
core atheism is not necessarily committed to the rejection of theism as such.

Draper distinguishes two types of atheistic arguments: inconsistency and evidential.
Inconsistency arguments then divide between internal and external, depending where the alleged
inconsistency is located—within the concept of God or between the concept of God and features of
the world, such as the existence of evil or the existence of free will or the “hiddenness” of God (a la
J. L. Schellenberg). After arguing that inconsistency arguments are not promising, Draper turns to
evidential arguments. He distinguishes between evidential arguments from evil in general and
evidential arguments from evil for atheism, emphasizing that he is offering the latter for the first
time in his career. Evidential arguments are not necessarily unproblematic, Draper acknowledges.
Nevertheless, avowedly inspired by David Hume, he proposes to offer two evidential arguments
from evil for atheism.

In the background of both arguments is a theory of intrinsic probability, which is “the credence
one ought to assign to a proposition simply by virtue of what it says and what one knows by
rational intuition” (54). The intrinsic probability of a proposition is determined by its modesty
(“how much it asserts that might for all we know by rational intuition be false” [55, emphasis in
original]), by its coherence (the degree to which the propositions it entails “support each other,
either deductively or inductively [57]), and by nothing else. Assessing the intrinsic probabilities of
core theism and core atheism is not feasible, so Draper pursues “a better strategy ... to find
statements that are equally modest and coherent and that entail or are entailed by atheism and
theism and then see what implies about the relative intrinsic probabilities of atheism and theism”
(65). He finds two such statements.

First, in chapter 5, Draper formulates “indifference deism,” differing from core theism only in
that the agent is not loving but indifferent. Defining QUALITY as a statement reporting what is

known about the quality of the lives of sentient terrestrial beings, he then argues that indifference
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deism and core theism have roughly equal intrinsic probability, that they fit the evidence
(excluding QUALITY) roughly equally well, and that QUALITY is true and strongly favors
indifference deism over core theism. It follows that core theism is very probably false and therefore
that core atheism is very probably true. He defends the premises of the argument at length. A
highlight is his careful discussion of religious experience as invoked by William Alston and
Richard Swinburne, described as the most serious challenge to the second premise; he concludes
that it favors core theism over indifference deism only weakly if at all.

Second, Draper formulates “anaxiarchism”: “Either (i) some entities are causally fundamental
and aimed neither at goodness nor badness, or (ii) no entities are causally fundamental but, for
some time t, no entity prior to t was aimed at goodness or badness” (96). The idea is that
fundamental reality—or if there is no such thing, early reality—is indifferent to the well-being of
sentient terrestrial beings, like the deity of indifference deism. In chapter 6, he argues that
anaxiarchism is much more intrinsically probable than core theism, and then defines VIRTUE as a
statement reporting what is known about “the pattern of moral goodness and moral badness among
human beings” (107), with the intention of arguing that the background evidence minus QUALITY
and VIRTUE does not favor core theism over anaxiarchism more than QUALITY and VIRTUE
favor anaxiarchism over core theism.

Part of the argument appears in chapter 6, where it is conceded that arguments from
consciousness, agency, and beauty favor core theism over anaxiarchism, but only slightly, and
where it is argued that QUALITY and VIRTUE strongly favor anaxiarchism over core theism.
Chapter 7 continues the argument by way of a critique of the arguments of natural theology,
construed as possible background evidence favoring core theism. In a necessary selective
discussion, Draper offers critiques of arguments from the contingency of the universe, the
nomological design argument, arguments from the complexity of the universe, the kalam
cosmological argument, the fine-tuning argument, and Robin Collins’s argument from
discoverability (which is annoyingly not stated before a critique is launched). He concludes with a
welcome recapitulation of the complex argument.

The following chapters address possible reactions to Draper’s evidential arguments. Chapter 8
discusses skeptical theism, a position invoked to defuse evidential arguments from evil by claiming
that cognitive limitations make it impossible to show that theism fits poorly with known facts about

evil. Draper thinks that Humean evidential arguments, such as the two he presents, are not
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susceptible to skeptical theism, but he devotes a lengthy discussion to Michael Bergmann’s
skeptical theist response to his “Pain and Pleasure.” Chapter 9 discusses “versioning”: attempting
to escape the evidential arguments from evil by adding propositions to the theistic hypothesis.
Draper convincingly argues that versioning, in a number of different varieties, is of no avail to the
theist. (Note that the final “+” in the displayed equation on p. 153 should be “x”” and the “D” in
claim (4) on p. 155 should be “A”.)

The final chapter considers two gaps. If Draper is successful, as he thinks, in establishing that
core atheism is highly probable (relative to his epistemic situation), can he reach the further
conclusion that core atheism is true? What about the even further conclusion that global atheism —
the view that no gods of any sort exist — are true? Briefly, he suggests that the first gap is
bridgeable, given the stability of his high credence in atheism. But the second gap is not, for there
are concepts of God that he regards as legitimate — including “panpsychotheism,” a view that
Draper himself recently formulated, on which the consciousnesses of all sentient beings are
immersed in a universal divine mind — that he is not in a position to reject categorically as false. “I
am and ought to be a core atheist and a global agnostic,” he concludes (176), and so ought anyone
in his epistemic situation.

Thus, the main line of argument. It is worth noting that the book also provides trenchant and
insightful discussions of various relevant issues in the contemporary philosophy of religion along
the way, including perfect being theism (on which God is identified in terms of perfection), the
nomenclature for atheistic arguments, the varieties of skeptical theism, the introduction of the
concept of versioning, and such exotic views as panpsychism, emergent dualism, and psychological
ether theory. These might be of profound interest even to readers who are not particularly
interested in the main line of argument. Throughout, Draper is consistently clear—and occasionally
wry: for example, faced with a potential objection that appeals to a supposed intuition, he writes, “I
am tempted just to stare incredulously and move on. But I will resist that temptation. Instead, I will
nod insincerely and move on” (15).

Obviously, Atheism and the Problem of Evil raises a host of questions. (Doubtless some will be
asked and some will be answered in a forthcoming collection addressing Draper’s philosophical
work.) The theory of intrinsic probability sketched in chapter 4 is likely to elicit particular
attention. Many philosophers will resist the idea that there are objective epistemic probabilities, and

Draper devotes only a paragraph to their defense (that otherwise it would be impossible to solve
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Nelson Goodman’s so-called new paradox of induction). And even philosophers who accept the
idea, such as Richard Swinburne, will challenge the contours of Draper’s sketch (although Draper
incisively notes in chapter 7 that Swinburne uses his own principles inconsistently). In a pinch,
Draper could attribute his judgments about intrinsic probability to his epistemic situation,
surrendering the claim to objectivity, but that would be less than satisfying.

Nobody with a serious interest in the philosophy of religion—and especially the problem of
evil and its relation to theism and atheism—will want to ignore Atheism and the Problem of Evil,
despite Draper’s early tongue-in-cheek warning to readers “to proceed with caution, especially if
they are theists of the relevant sort” (1). While in the same vein as Draper’s previous work, the
book develops, deepens, and expands it, resulting in a powerful, innovative, and important pair of

arguments against a central form of theism.

Glenn Branch, National Center for Science Education
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