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      Introduction: Reconsidering Evil

      
         
         
         Beyond the Discourse of Theism

         
         
      

      
      “Don’t be evil.” Google’s founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin adopted this corporate
         mantra in the early 2000s. They integrated it in the “ten things” the company “knows
         to be true.”[1]   They even directed their employees to bake the mantra into their algorithms. The
         mantra was dropped in 2015, when Google became Alphabet on the stock exchanges. In
         that span of time Google had grown from a competitor with Yahoo! to near dominance
         in their markets. The company early on began to expand its searching (pardon the pun)
         for innovation and products in a myriad of other sectors. A discource about evil thereby
         participated in the life and success of that company.
      

      
      Evil is everywhere. And by that, I mean evil is a folk term. Google is a business,
         not a philosophy department. And the use of this word appears frequently in common
         speech. Perhaps only alongside “religion” is there another term that is regularly
         deployed in a variety of mundane circumstances but is also deployed as a taxon in
         academic discourse. The ubiquity of “religion” is precisely what makes religious studies
         scholars take pause rather than grant license to move on to other issues. Religious
         studies scholars have participated in debates going on since the 1960s to the present
         about whether the term “religion” performs any analytically useful function. There
         are strong arguments to dispose of religion completely, to which a variety of rebuttals
         are proposed in the form of defenses of “religion” based on approaches such as studying
         “lived religions” or social-scientific arguments to study how the term is deployed
         as a piece of data rather than a scholarly category. No such debates exist among philosophers
         of religion concerning evil. Discussions involving the term largely take the term
         for granted and then move on with the real business of debating some other issue.
         One item in the background of this book is to suggest that evil may be deployed too
         glibly among philosophers of religion.
      

      
      Google’s phraseology gives more pause for consideration than the typical formulation
         of the premise in the problem of evil. Consider the differences between “Don’t be
         evil” and “There is evil in the world.” One is a desideratum and the other is a declarative
         statement, to be sure. But consider how the former opens onto a discussion about just
         what might count as evil, whereas the latter does not offer itself as a point for
         discussion. Google’s mantra effectively nudges at generating a subject’s identity.
         How may I be evil? What does it mean for me not to be evil? Who am I? And since Google
         was starting up in a context where Microsoft was a giant in the market, perhaps the
         statement constructs an opposition: Don’t be like those other (evil) people. The mantra
         is not asking its interlocutors to take “evil” for granted. Rather, the better term
         may be that the mantra interpellates subjects by provoking their consciousness of
         the possibility of being something they would wish otherwise. The phrase is smart
         because it seems to suppose that employees respond well to reflexive inquiry.
      

      
      The introspection prompted by the mantra is wide ranging. It sets forth a very strict
         binary. What could it mean to not be evil? What sorts of beings and doings fall within
         the ambit of being evil? The issue is about being rather than becoming. The phraseology
         cuts off the possibility, for employees think they are merely veering, perhaps “just
         this once,” down a path of becoming evil. Either you are evil or not. Either you are
         with us or against us. Or, as another recently famous political speech declared: either
         you are with the Axis of Evil or our Coalition of the Willing. Any action verb gets
         associated, thereby, with being. Don’t promote, compute, search, watch, act, try,
         or drink evil. The prompt to reflexivity is unlike stating “Be good.” Being good very
         well may permit maximizing shareholder returns by any means possible. Considering
         what it means to not be evil may at least give greater pause before setting out to
         do that “good.”
      

      
      The philosopher of religion can learn from this example that “evil” does not demarcate
         a specialized domain of inquiry until greater consideration is given to the term as
         a taxon than would a corporation or its employees. Questioning the distinction between
         wrongdoing and evil is not an exclusive point of entry. The term serves its function
         in everyday speech well. For example, when Felicia Sanders, a survivor of the shooting
         at Mother Emmanuel Church on June 17, 2015, described the perpetrator at the sentencing
         trial as “evil, evil, evil as can be.” There are some events in the world that confront
         everyday comprehension with inscrutability. And while it is possible that philosophers
         of religion may concur, they are participants in a larger discipline of philosophy
         which asks for a degree of reflexive examination that goes beyond the ingenuity of
         Google’s mantra.
      

      
        Beyond the Problem of Evil proposes that the examination of evil by philosophers of religion may have a wider
         scope of terms and material for consideration. “Evil” has the potential to function
         as a useful taxon for inquiry in the way that “religion” functions amid the many qualifications
         of religious studies scholars. The word works within a specific area of inquiry: the
         problem of evil. That there already is a dizzying array of articles about the problem
         of evil is taken as evidence that there is in fact potential to widen the scope of
         inquiry. However, the literature discusses evil as a problem in ways that carry along
         with several assumptions in need of reconsideration. As such, this book follows through
         on a hermeneutic of suspicion that reviews the current discourse on the problem of
         evil and then proceeds to give examples of how it may be possible to locate and revise
         some of the concepts and assumptions at work in that discourse. Thomas A. Lewis recently
         noted this is a peculiar subfield of philosophy which “has not generated a substantial
         body of work that appreciates, engages with, and contributes to important broader
         developments in religious studies.”[2]   I think that the problem of evil provides a good example of just that. The opening
         chapters of this book lay out an argument for how the discussions of evil came to
         form a narrowly focused discourse that itself works to regulate the boundaries of
         the entire subfield. And so thus this book proposes that widening the scope of the
         discourse on the problem of evil will serve to extend philosophical engagements with
         “religion” well beyond theism. 
      

      
      Using Jacques Derrida’s texts to pry open the discourse is not an obvious choice.
         Three reasons present themselves almost immediately. One is that most Anglo-American
         philosophers feel as though the world would be a better place without Derrida. A second
         is that doing so requires the resolution of a broader issue involving analytic versus
         continental philosophy. The final reason is that those familiar with Derrida’s works
         do not immediately find any direct treatment of something like the problem of evil.
         The last matter may be quickly addressed here by noting that Derrida’s works do not
         provide a clear-cut philosophy of religion. The expression “philosophy of religion”
         does not appear in his published works. It follows that nothing in his writings presents
         itself recognizably as “the problem of evil.” Insofar as the arguments in Derrida’s
         texts never appeal to the authority of religious tradition or sacred texts, they retain
         the aims of philosophy to use examples whose authority and validity do not appeal
         to a religious tradition. Much of this book is devoted to developing an analysis of
         how Derrida’s writings frequently discuss evil and suffering. Drawing on this knowledge,
         the latter half of the book discusses how several of Derrida’s concepts and frameworks
         helpfully rethink the assumptions up and running among key figures and arguments about
         the problem of evil. The first two reasons cannot be dismissed so quickly. 
      

      
      It is entertaining and useful to ask: What we can do is substitute the premises of
         theism in the classical problem of evil with “Anglo-American analytic philosophy”
         and substitute evil for “Derrida”? Is there a possible world in which they are compatible?
         “The basic idea is that a possible world is a way things could have been; it is a state of affairs of some kind.”[3]   And further, “To be a possible world, a state of affairs must be very large—so
         large as to be complete or maximal.”[4]   That is, the complement to a given state of affairs must include everything in
         that world. The concept of “possible worlds” in modal logic provides some entertaining
         ways of considering whether the conjunction of “Derrida” plus “philosophy of religion”
         is plausible. Would our actual world be significantly better or worse, compared to
         one in which “Derrida” did not exist? 
      

      
      The phrase “possible worlds” has very particular associations for Anglo-American philosophers
         of religion. Alvin Plantinga brought modal logic to bear on thinking about the problem
         of evil with God, Freedom and Evil (1974). He did so while mounting the now well-known free-will defense, where a world
         containing significantly free creatures is more valuable, all else being equal, than
         one with no free creatures at all. Namely, removing significant freedom from a world
         is an evil that would outweigh the allowance of evils done by through the exercise
         of significant freedom. There are several historic events that mark a generally skeptical
         attitude among Anglo-American philosophers toward the reasonable acceptance that Derrida
         and the philosophy of religion are compatible. Plantinga may not have known about
         Derrida during the drafting of his manuscript, but I suspect he would have included
         Derrida among those “supersophisticates”[5]   whose work is irrelevant to doing philosophy of religion. For the segment of time
         in Plantinga’s life where he wrote his book, his was a possible world free of Derrida.
      

      
      Plantinga’s pithy book proposed arguments that used examples in rather ordinary language
         and demonstrations with logical operators in order to elaborate a formal argument
         for the compatibility of evil, freedom, and God. In doing so, Plantinga introduced
         the concept of “transworld depravity.”[6]   Using possible worlds in modal logic, he demonstrated that a necessary being could
         not actualize a world without evils where human beings have free will to do morally
         significant actions. Those significantly free beings would necessarily go wrong at
         least once. Each possible world is a complete, maximal set of worldly affairs that
         may be considered alongside other possible worlds. Doing so allows for demonstrations
         of what comes about given adjustments from one world’s set of affairs to the next.
         For Plantinga, transworld depravity is demonstrated as a necessary feature of any
         possible world containing humans whose existences are weakly actualized by God. Transworld
         depravity disappears only in possible worlds where human existence is strongly actualized
         and thereby lacks free will. If human beings are to have free will, then there is
         no possible world that a necessary being might create in which humans do not commit
         at least one substantial, moral wrong.
      

      
      For those who think that Derrida and the philosophy of religion are not compatible,
         to ask “Why Derrida?” is to imagine the actualization of a possible world in which
         a host of agents’ choices do not go wrong with respect to a certain understanding
         of what counts as “philosophy.” Derrida-possible worlds would be those in which a
         particular kind of Derrida-depravity is possible. I am not about to argue for transworld-Derrida-depravity,
         but the thought experiment is useful to ask what the world of philosophy would be
         like without Derrida.
      

      
      After Plantinga’s book, subsequent work on the problem of evil in Anglo-American philosophy
         of religion has always drawn up it. Contrary to most intuitive reasoning about a world
         without Derrida, few philosophers of religion would care to imagine a possible world
         in which Plantinga’s work on evil did not come about. In other words, Plantinga’s
         choice to write that book at the very least weakly actualized further developments
         in the philosophy of religion. Richard Otte illustrates this point in terms of a human
         whose choices about suicide affects what is possible: “Consider a possible world Wb in which Adam’s first and only free choice is whether to kill himself.”[7]   For Adam to be significantly free with respect to this choice, a possible world
         must be imaginable in which he does just that. In those possible worlds without Adam,
         “earlier agents’ bad choices might prevent later agents from even existing, in which
         case they would not make any wrong choices.”[8]   Without Derrida, according to many English-language philosophers, a possible world
         would exist where subsequent agents would not make wrong choices. And so, while neither
         strongly nor weakly actualized, this reasoning amounts to wishing for Derrida’s death.
         None of this is new.
      

      
      Nicholas Royle rightly notes something of a death threat implied in asking “Why Derrida?”[9]   Considering the question modally is to ask whether the actual world would be any
         different, all else being equal, without the life of Jacques Derrida? If Derrida’s
         work is irrelevant to philosophy, then it would seem that we could do without him.
         It may even be possible to consider how the world might be a better place without
         Derrida. Why, if it were not for Derrida’s exchanges with Searle and Habermas, for
         example, might the world be able to do without the animus that characterizes the
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