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The existence and extent of animal suffering provides grounds for a serious

evidential challenge to theism. In the wake of the Darwinian revolution, this

strain of natural atheology has taken on substantially greater significance. In this

essay we argue that there are at least four neo-Cartesian views on the nature of

animal minds which would serve to deflect this evidential challenge.

What a book a devil’s chaplain might write

On the clumsy wasteful, blundering, low, and

Horribly cruel works of nature!

--Charles Darwin

I. Introduction

In the half century after the publication of the Origin of Species, Christian apologists who

adopted the evolutionary account of biological origins were forced to grapple with how to

explain the pervasiveness of animal suffering and death required by Darwin’s view. As Darwin

himself explained the problem, “the sufferings of millions of the lower animals throughout

almost endless time” is apparently irreconcilable with the existence of a creator of “unbounded”

goodness.1 Traditional attempts to explain the reality of animal suffering and death as

consequences of the Fall appeared moot in the face of the mounting evidence that humans were

late-comers in the evolutionary derby.

However, these early attempts to address the problem of animal suffering failed to

provide a coherent and satisfying reply. Many were thus led to conclude, with Brooklyn’s

popular clergyman Henry Ward Beecher, that God’s purposes in nature lay beyond our ken, and

that “neither in Nature nor in Providence are His ways like our Ways.”2
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In recent days, the problem of animal suffering in the context of theodicy has received

almost no attention. This absence is especially conspicuous when one notes that in the most

discussed recent argument for atheism from the existence of evil, William Rowe employs an

imagined case of animal suffering as the central example.3 Rowe presents the image of a deer,

burned in a forest fire, dying slowly and in great pain, alone in the woods. What kind of God, he

asks, could possibly permit preventable suffering in an animal that lacks moral responsibility, if

the suffering serves no purpose? If the existence of pointless evil is incompatible with the

existence of the God of orthodox theism, then if it is reasonable to regard animal suffering as

gratuitous, it is unreasonable to believe that such a God exists. Since the Darwinian picture of

biological origins has now become firmly entrenched, this piece of natural atheology provides

the critic of theism with an argument that deserves a serious and thoughtful reply.

Of those proposed strategies that deal specifically with animal suffering and pain, some

are based on the “standard view” of Descartes which includes, what John Cottingham has called

the “monstrous thesis” that “animals are totally without feeling.”4 On this standard view of

Descartes, animals are mere automata and consequently possess only those characteristics found

in the rest of mechanistic nature. Non-human creatures are thereby excluded not only from

having thought, reason, or consciousness, but also from having sensation of any kind.5 On this

view, animals do not experience pain because they do not experience anything at all. They are,

essentially, nothing but mobile machines. The yelps and squeals of animals are no more

expressions of pain than are the creaks and groans of machinery in need of lubrication. On this

view, since animal suffering is merely apparent, there is no evil left for the theist to explain.

Despite its obvious advantages for explaining apparent evil, the “monstrous thesis” that

animals are totally without feeling elicits strong negative reactions ranging from incredulity to
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What then is required? The theist might hope, perhaps, to be able to provide the whole

and sober truth about why God permits evil. Plantinga labels this sort of response a “theodicy.”

Theodicy would, of course, suffice to show that the existence of evil does not make the existence

of God unlikely. But constructing a theodicy is, as David Lewis, points out “too hard.”7 And

what is more, it is not necessary.

Those who have tried to find a middle way between defense and theodicy are not in

complete agreement about what is necessary. Lewis claims that we need to develop “hypotheses

that are at least somewhat plausible, at least to the Christian”8 which show how evil provides a

necessary means for certain goods. Yet this standard also seems too high. It would, of course,

be nice if the theist could devise such hypotheses. But the theist’s task in this context is to

preserve the reasonability of theistic belief in the face of the apparent evidential challenge raised

by X. In such a situation the theist may freely admit that she is not aware of any plausible

hypotheses which turn back the evidential challenge raised by X. Still, there might be a variety

of reasons which are, for example, true for all she knows and which are such that if they were

true, they would constitute good explanations for evil (that is they would be consistent with

theism and would explain why the types of evil would be necessary for securing outweighing

goods).

In light of considerations similar to these, Peter van Inwagen has argued that what is

required is rather “a story according to which God and suffering of the sort contained in the

actual world both exist, and which is such that . . . there is no reason to think that it is false, a

story that is not surprising on the hypothesis that God exists.”9 But this standard turns out to be

too high still. To see why, consider the following variation on a story used by van Inwagen in

discussing this issue. Suppose that Jane wishes to defend the character of Richard III and that
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she must contend with evidence that Richard murdered two princes in the Tower.What is the

evidence? Perhaps the following: a foreign spy reports to Jane that he saw Richardissue the

death warrant, the two princes were plotting a threat to RichardÕsthrone which he was seeking to

thwart, and Richard was known to be in court at the Tower immediately before the murders were

carried out. All of these provide Jane with Òsome reasonÓ to think that Richard had the princes

murdered. Still, Jane might accept the following claims: the foreign spy was seeking to

undermine RichardÕs character, Richard had foresworn killing rogue princes, and certain guards

at the Tower were seeking to damage RichardÕs reputation. In light of that, Janeconsiders the

possibility that the guards, knowing Richard had recently held court at the Tower, murdered the

princes to implicate him. Jane does not know this to be the case, it is not rendered plausible by

what she knows, and she even has some reason to believe it false. Still, on the assumption that

she has some good reason to trust that Richard has a good character in the first place, this

conjunction of hypotheses allows her to maintain the reasonability of her belief in RichardÕs

good character since she is not justified or warranted in rejecting it in light of the totality of the

claims she accepts.

Similarly, to deflect the evidential challenge posed by evil, the theist need only construct

hypotheses which she is not justified or warranted in rejecting in light of the claims she accepts.

In order to avoid confusion, we will not label such hypotheses ÒtheodiciesÓ or Òdefenses.Ó The

new category deserves a new name. For the remainder of this essay we will callsuch a

hypothesis acausa dei(or ÒCDÓ for short), the Latin equivalent of the Greek Òtheodicy.Ó10

III. A more subtle reading of Descartes

On the view standardly attributed to Descartes, animals are mere unconscious automata. The

numerous critics of this view have rejected it for a variety of reasons. Some see it asinviting


