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Course Outline 
 

Lectures: Tuesdays 15:30-18:15 in SH 157 
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Course Description  

The Problem of Evil – the problem of accounting for evil given a theistic worldview – was a major topic of 
discussion (and worry) in Early Modern Philosophy. At stake was not only the rationality of a theistic 
worldview, but also the rationality of the religious, judicial and political foundations of much of 17th and 
18th century Western society (or so it has been argued by intellectual historians such as Jonathan Israel). 
In this course we look at four central and very different early modern responses to this problem, due to 
Pierre Bayle, G.W. Leibniz, David Hume, and Immanuel Kant respectively. 

     The course is divided into three main parts. In Part I we survey the background of the relevant 
discussions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy and in Reformation and Counter-Reformation Thought. In 
Part II we take a close look at the conflicting views of Bayle and Leibniz. In Part III we consider Hume’s and 
Kant’s responses to Bayle’s and Leibniz’s work, and to the Problem of Evil more generally. 

     Our focus in this course will be on primary texts from Bayle, Leibniz, Hume and Kant, but we will 
consult some main contemporary interpretations of the thought of these thinkers along the way. Towards 
the end of the course we will relate early modern discussions of the Problem of Evil to twentieth-century 
work on this problem.   

      
Evaluation and grading 

Writing assignments 

There will be three short (= approximately 1.5-2 pages) writing assignments on the topics covered during 
the first three weeks of the course (the first is worth 10% of the final grade, the second and third are 
worth 12.5% of the final grade each), due Jan 20, Jan 27, and Feb 3; a midterm paper (approximately 5-10 
pages if you are taking the course as PHIL 505, and approximately 10-15 pages if you are taking the 
course as PHIL 609), due March 10 (worth 30% of the final grade); and a final paper (approximately 5-10 
pages if you are taking the course as PHIL 505, and approximately 10-15 pages if you are taking the 
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course as PHIL 609), due April 14 (worth 35% of the final grade). Those who take the course as PHIL 609 
will have to answer an additional question per writing assignment.  

There will be no Registrar-scheduled final exam.  

The writing assignments must be handed in to pass the course. They are due on the dates indicated in the 
syllabus, and can be handed to me when we meet in class, or can be put in a drop-box labeled for this 
course located in the main hallway of the Philosophy Department (12th floor, Social Sciences Building) (in 
which case they must be put in the drop-box before 4 pm on the relevant dates). 

Evaluation and grades 

On each writing assignment you will receive a letter grade. “Slash grades” may occur (e.g. “A/B”). The 
meanings of letter grades amount roughly to the following criteria: 

A Excellent – superior performance, showing comprehensive understanding of subject matter.  

B Good – clearly above average performance.  

C Satisfactory – basic understanding of the subject matter.  

D Minimal pass – marginal performance. 

F Fail – unsatisfactory performance.  

The quality of your writing will be a factor in grading. If you use terminology ambiguously, for example, 
you are likely to receive a lower mark. 

Grading Scheme 

The final grade will be the letter grade corresponding to the weighted average of your assignments and 
papers plus a margin of 0.2. For the final grade, +’s and -’s are possible, too; as defined in the Calendar, 
+/- adds/subtracts 0.3 grade points. In other words, a course average of 3.8 or higher receives an A; 
between 3.5 and 3.8, an A-; between 3.1 and 3.5, a B+; between 2.8 and 3.1, a B; and so on. There is no 
D- grade; to earn a D you require a course average of at least 0.8. The A+ grade is reserved for “truly 
outstanding” performance. (The .2 margin means that an average of A, A, A- is an A but the average of A, 
A-, A- is A-.) 

In computing your final grade, your marks will be converted to grade points and averaged according to 
the weights given above. The correspondence of letter grades with grade points is defined in the 
Calendar (A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, F = 0). “Slash” grades receive 0.5 below the value of the higher grade 
(e.g., A/B = 3.5). 

Policy on Late Assignments  

Late assignments will be considered on a case-by-case basis. If accepted, late assignments may be subject 
to penalties, although no more than 1/4 of a letter grade per day. 

Required Texts  

Primary course material 

Bayle, Pierre: Historical and Critical Dictionary: Selections, trans. Richard Popkin. Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1991. (Available in the university bookstore.) 

Hume, David: Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, and The Natural History of Religion, ed. J.C.A. 
Gaskin. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. (Available in the university bookstore.)  



Kant, Immanuel: “On the miscarriage of all philosophical trials in theodicy,” in Immanuel Kant: Religion 
and Rational Theology, trans. and ed. Allen Wood and George di Giovanni. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1996, 24-37. (Will be made available on D2L.) 

Leibniz, GW: Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of God, the Freedom of Man, and the Origin of Evil. (We 
will be using E. M. Huggard’s translation from 1951, available online at Project Gutenberg.)  

 

Additional course material 

Some additional course material will be uploaded on D2L. 

 

Tentative Syllabus 

(Reading assignments for each week will be posted on D2L well in advance.) 

 

PART I: BACKGROUND 

Jan 13: The Problem of Evil in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy (short readings from Cicero, Lactantius, 

Augustine, Boethius, and Aquinas) 

Short writing assignment #1 (due Jan 20) 

Jan 20: The Problem of Evil in Reformation Thought (short readings from Valla, Luther, and Calvin)  

Short writing assignment #2 (due Jan 27) 

Jan 27: Molinist and Arminian responses to the Problem of Evil (readings from Arminius and Molina) 

Short writing assignment #3 (due Feb 3) 

 

PART II: BAYLE AND LEIBNIZ   

Feb 3: Bayle on the Problem of Evil (readings from Bayle) 

Feb 10: Bayle (continued)  

Feb 24: Leibniz on the Problem of Evil (readings from Leibniz) 

March 3: Leibniz (continued)  

Midterm paper (due March 10) 

 

PART III: HUME AND KANT 

March 10: Hume on theodicies (readings from Hume)  

March 17: Hume’s argument from evil in Dialogues X-XI (more readings from Hume) 

March 24: Kant on theodicies (readings from Kant)  

March 31: Kant on arguments from evil (more readings from Kant) 



April 7: A glance at recent work on the Problem of Evil (readings yet to be decided) 

April 14: Review 

Final paper (due April 14) 

 

 


