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Abstract

William Rowe's evidential argument from gratuitous evil claims that instances of intense

suffering lacking observable justifying purposes constitute strong evidence against the

: | existence of an omnipotent and perfectly good God. This article develops a knowledge-

% | oriented cumulative response grounded in Qur'anic and Imami traditions. It argues that

® | conventional theodicies—including the best possible world, human free will, divine
testing, eschatological reward, and skeptical theism—gain explanatory coherence when
organized hierarchically around suffering's epistemic function: generating experiential
awareness of human existential poverty and ontological dependence upon God. This
awareness, the study contends, constitutes the essential foundation for conscious
servitude and spiritual perfection. The proposed model distinguishes itself from
aggregative approaches by establishing a hierarchical structure wherein the epistemic
role of suffering serves as the organizing principle. Through systematic analysis of
Qur'anic verses and hadith traditions, the article demonstrates that suffering participates
in a broader divine pedagogical order. The study concludes that Rowe's evidential
argument loses its force when suffering is interpreted within this comprehensive
epistemic-teleological framework, revealing that apparently pointless evil may serve as
an indispensable instrument for human existential transformation.
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Introduction

The problem of evil remains among the most persistent challenges to theistic belief.
Within contemporary philosophy of religion, William Rowe's evidential argument from
gratuitous evil represents one of the most influential formulations. Rowe contends that
instances of intense suffering which appear to serve no morally sufficient purpose
provide compelling evidence against the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, and
perfectly good God. His argument rests on the claim that if such a God existed,
apparently pointless suffering would not occur; yet examples of intense, seemingly
purposeless suffering abound. From this, Rowe concludes that it is reasonable to believe
that at least some evils are genuinely gratuitous.

While various responses have been advanced within both Western and Islamic
traditions, no single approach has proven entirely satisfactory. This article proposes a
novel framework that integrates traditional responses within a hierarchical, knowledge-
centered model. Drawing upon Qur'anic and Imami sources, it develops a cumulative
response in which the epistemic function of suffering—the production of experiential
awareness of human existential poverty and dependence upon God—serves as the
organizing principle that structures other theodicies. The hierarchical cumulative model
transforms the problem from an evidential obstacle into an opportunity for understanding
suffering within a broader teleological and epistemic order. Rather than viewing
suffering as merely a difficulty to be explained away, this approach recognizes it as an
essential element in the divine pedagogical design for human beings, wherein the very
experience of limitation and vulnerability becomes the means through which deeper
existential truths are apprehended.

The Epistemic Function of Suffering and the Cumulative Framework

The foundational claim of this article is that suffering possesses an intrinsic epistemic
dimension that transforms its apparent meaninglessness into existential significance. The
knowledge produced through suffering is experiential rather than merely conceptual. In
moments of intense suffering, human beings encounter the limits of their agency and
self-sufficiency. The Qur'an repeatedly emphasizes human weakness: "And God created
you in weakness" (Q 30:54) and "Man was created weak" (Q 4:28). Suffering functions to
make this ontological reality experientially manifest, transforming abstract recognition
into lived awareness.

Within Islamic theology, suffering serves a pedagogical function. The Qur'anic
concept of ibtila’ (testing) is not primarily about measuring faith but about refining the
soul. As the Qur'an states: "We will surely test you with something of fear and hunger
and loss of wealth and lives and fruits" (Q 2:155). The purpose is to cultivate virtues that
cannot be developed in the absence of adversity. The Imami tradition further elaborates
this dimension, with Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (as) stating that God afflicts believers with
tribulations to awaken them from heedlessness and refine their character. This
pedagogical understanding is deeply embedded in the Islamic worldview, wherein every
human experience—whether pleasant or painful—carries the potential for spiritual
growth and deeper self-awareness.

The Hierarchical Cumulative Model. Unlike standard cumulative approaches that
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simply list independent theodicies, this model organizes traditional responses around the
epistemic function of suffering as the central organizing principle. The best possible
world defense explains the regularity of natural order, but its deeper significance
emerges when natural vulnerability is understood as a context for learning human limits.
Free will theodicy explains moral evil, yet its full significance becomes apparent when
communities experience the consequences of misused freedom and recognize their need
for divine guidance. Divine testing reveals the formative role of trials in moving
believers from theoretical belief to experiential conviction. Eschatological justice
provides a framework for understanding that present suffering is not the whole moral
horizon, suggesting that eschatological reward represents the culmination of the
knowledge acquired through suffering.

Skeptical theism, often criticized as merely defensive, is reinterpreted as contributing
to the epistemic function itself: recognizing one's ignorance becomes a form of humility
that is itself part of the knowledge produced through suffering. The model integrates
these various theodicies by showing that each addresses a different dimension while
remaining incomplete in isolation. When understood as nested dimensions of a single
process—the formation of existential knowledge—the model achieves explanatory
comprehensiveness. In this integrated vision, the traditional theodicies are not competing
explanations but complementary perspectives, each illuminating a particular facet of the
complex reality of human suffering within the divine economy.

Rethinking Gratuitous Evil. The proposed framework demonstrates that what
appears as gratuitous evil in Rowe's sense is actually an instrument for human existential
transformation. No suffering is truly pointless; each instance contributes to the broader
epistemic order within which human beings come to know themselves and their Creator.
This transforms the evidential question from "Is each instance of suffering visibly
justified here and now?" to "How does suffering contribute to the broader epistemic and
eschatological order?"

Conclusion

This study has examined Rowe's evidential argument and proposed a knowledge-
oriented cumulative response grounded in Qur'anic and Imami sources. The analysis has
shown that the inference from apparently pointless suffering to the non-existence of God
is not philosophically compelling once suffering is understood within a broader
epistemic-teleological framework. The study's main contribution is the articulation of
suffering's epistemic function in generating experiential awareness of human existential
poverty and dependence upon God, and the development of a hierarchical cumulative
model that integrates traditional theodicies around this epistemic center.

Conventional responses to the problem of evil, while valuable, remain individually
insufficient. When interpreted within the knowledge-oriented cumulative model,
however, they gain explanatory coherence: natural law explains the mechanism of
suffering, free will explains its moral dimension, testing explains its formative role,
eschatology explains its ultimate fulfillment, and skeptical theism reminds us of our
epistemic limitations. The proposed model thus transforms the question of gratuitous evil
from an evidential obstacle into an existential opportunity.
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From this perspective, no suffering is genuinely gratuitous. The perceived
meaninglessness of suffering reflects human epistemic limitation, not a defect in the
divine order. Suffering serves as a teacher, awakening human beings from self-
sufficiency, exposing existential vulnerability, and directing attention to the ultimate
source of meaning. This knowledge forms the basis for genuine servitude and conscious
relationship with God. What appears as evidence against divine goodness becomes, upon
deeper examination, evidence of a more profound divine pedagogy. Rowe's argument
loses its force when suffering is recognized not as pointless but as an indispensable
instrument for human flourishing and fulfillment.
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