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This study was concerned with lay explanations about the problems of evil, 
and so with theodicy. More than 100 subjects completed a six-part question
naire on human suffering in which they were presented with 15 possible "ex
planations" for the outcomes of five events—one concerning suffering in 
general and the others referring to specific instances of human suffering as a 
result of natural or manmade disasters that produced one or many deaths 
(and were therefore assumed to be less or more serious). Results showed that 
the explanations for evil can be classified as natural, theological, or due to 
human ignorance and that they depend on the nature of the event to be ex
plained (involving its type and severity) and on the factors associated with an 
individual's religious alignments and the importance of religion in his or her 
life. These results are discussed in terms of attributional accounts of the re
sponsibility for evil. 

To be "religious" often demands holding many pieces of knowledge (espe
cially about the natural world) in tension with doctrinal statements about 
the nature of God. One of the most difficult of the tensions that must be 
resolved occurs "when bad things happen to good people" (Kushner, 1981), 
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because of the prevalent belief that God is good. This has become espe
cially important since the Devil moved out of common usage, despite being 
retained in some liturgies and traditions and still being used to explain some 
events (Hunsberger & Watson, 1986). Although Gorsuch (1968) found that 
three primary factors are firmly established for the Christian concept of 
God, to cover "omni-ness," "deisticness" (or benevolence), and "wrathful-
ness," except for Ritzema (1979), psychologists of religion have neglected 
the relevance of God to issues concerning theodicy and beliefs about the 
nature of evil or of divine punishment. These doctrines which have pre
sented problems to philosophers of religion and to theologians, might well 
be paralleled by an atheist's puzzles about the nature of goodness. 

Theologians, in their attempts to find an explanation or solution to the 
problem of evil, have distinguished between moral evil, caused by human 
agency, and various natural evils (Hick, 1977). Vieth's (1988) explanations 
of the problems of evil implicate contrasts between the good and the evil in 
God's creation, between suffering within the ordered universe and as a delib
erate choice, between suffering as a feature of God's retribution and as a test 
of faith or to assist personal development by overcoming hardship, between 
suffering as a consequence of erroneous thinking and as an illusion arising 
from limited perspectives. Among specific solutions to the problems of evil, 
we can find that (a) evil exists only as a subjective experience, (b) evil gives 
way to good insofar as the greatest chapters of human life result from expe
riences of tragedy, (c) good and evil coexist in God, (d) evil is a misuse of the 
freedom given to man by God or results from a failure to respond to God's 
omnipotence, which implies that God does not have unlimited power but 
only the power of love, (e) evil is a result of the Fall and of God's punish
ment, so that suffering is a direct result of sin, and (f) evil and pain have a 
biological utility to teach people what is good, as character is formed in the 
struggle to overcome evil (with Job's suffering a test of his faithfulness), and 
natural disasters occur because even the laws of physics do not assume a sta
ble, predictable, and consistent world, but rather a chaotic world. Johnson 
(1957, pp. 47-48), however, noted the breadth of religion, which has been 
used to sanction or justify a wide range of oppressive actions and attitudes, 
with a phenomenology that has included chastity and prostitution, fasting 
and feasting, prohibition and intoxication, sacrificing and saving life, pov
erty and wealth, and escaping from or reforming the world. 

The study, however, is not concerned with the formal explanations that 
are available but with lay people's accounts of the problem of evil, cast 
within the context of attribution theory (Furnham, 1988). Following the 
lead of Proudfoot and Shaver (1975), recent studies have drawn on attribu
tion theory to understand aspects of the psychology of religion (Gorsuch & 
Smith, 1983; Jackson & Koursey, 1988; Lupfer, Hopkinson, & Kelly, 1988; 
Pargament & Hahn, 1986; Pargament et al., 1988; Spilka & Schmidt, 
1983). Spilka, Hood, and Gorsuch's (1985) text relies on attribution theory 
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for its coherence. Spilka, Shaver, and Kirkpatrick (1985) used attribution to 
understand the conditions under which God might satisfy needs and im
pose meaning on events in a way that enhances self-esteem and satisfies a 
feeling that a person has control over outcomes, although Lalljee, Brown, 
and Hilton (1990) suggested that explanations invoking God's agency are 
systematically related to the images of God that are held and to specific be
liefs about why people fail in their duty to God. 

In more general terms, Ritzema (1979) noted that, when faced with an 
unexplained event, we might attribute it to natural causes (internal or exter
nal to someone), supernatural causes (including God or the Devil), or to 
some combination of those causes. Any explanation that involves a causal 
scheme that implicates God also entails some conception of and beliefs 
about what is possible and what are the boundaries of our own control or 
responsibility. The major factors implicated by Ritzema (1979) therefore in
volve (a) differences in religious belief and practice and in an event's charac
teristics and (b) an explanation that might or might not be justified and 
that is reality based or wish fulfilling, rational or irrational. 

Two hypotheses were therefore entertained in this study. First, explana
tions would vary as a function of the evil event, so that natural and moral 
evils would draw different explanations and judged severity of an evil (in 
terms of any consequences) would interact with the type of event. Given the 
work of Lalljee et al. (1990), it was assumed that God-type explanations 
would be judged more relevant to natural disasters than to those involving 
evil actions. It was also hypothesized that religious differences would be in
volved in the ratings of explanations for evil events irrespective of their na
ture or outcome. To test these hypotheses, we systematically examined the 
effects of religious denomination, the judged importance of religion, the 
use of religion as a comfort in adversity, and the centrality of religion in 
daily life as independent religious variables. This allowed us to examine 
whether the religiousness of people in different traditions can account for 
their explanations of different kinds of disaster as evil events. 

METHOD 

Subjects 

In all, 108 (38 male, 70 female) subjects in London took part in this study. 
They ranged in age from 18 to 55 years, the majority being in their early 
20s, and were broadly categorized as Protestants (n = 36), Catholics 
(Λ = 23), Muslims in = 15), Jews (n = 13), or agnostics and atheists 
(n = 21). These participants were drawn from a variety of occupations; all 
were English speaking and were contacted through local community 
groups. 
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Questionnaires 

Each subject completed a six-part questionnaire. In the first section, they 
were given 15 "explanations" for the existence of suffering (in general) in 
the world and were asked to rate each for its importance. These explana
tions, which had been derived from earlier interviews with lay people about 
their interpretations of evil, retained the original phraseology as much as 
possible. Four "unfortunate" happenings were then given to each subject: a 
child born blind, a child blinded by a madman, 30 people killed in a mining 
accident, and 30 people killed in an earthquake. These events, which were 
chosen because they were primarily natural or manmade and involved one 
or many deaths, were not further elaborated. The subjects were asked to 
rate the importance of each of the previous 15 explanations (in randomized 
orders) for its relevance to each of those happenings. They then gave infor
mation about their age, sex, and religious denomination and rated the im
portance of their religion to them, their frequency of attending public 
worship and praying, the extent to which they found their religion a com
fort in sorrow, and the central importance to them of their religious 
beliefs. 

Procedure 

The subjects were tested in a variety of settings. All subjects completed the 
questionnaires anonymously and alone, each taking about 40 min. When 
possible, each subject was debriefed. 

RESULTS 

To check the underlying structure of the 15 explanations, we factor-ana
lyzed with varimax rotations the ratings of explanations (in a pilot sample 
of 100 people) for their application separately to the causes of suffering in 
the world and to each of the four specific events that had been identified. 
That coherent patterns emerged supports the relevance of those events. Us
ing the scree test, three major factors were interpreted. The first, which ac
counted for 25% to 33% of the variance, concerned human ignorance or 
wickedness; the second, which accounted for 12% to 18% of the variance, 
concerned God; the third, which accounted for 8% to 15% of the variance, 
concerned nature. Despite some variations in the loadings of each variable 
on each factor and in the amount of variance that was accounted for, the 
broad findings, details of which are available from Dr. Furnham, are set 
out in Table 1. For further confirmation, another three subjects made Q 
sorts of the explanations, producing the same factors. The item ratings on 
each of these factors were therefore combined to form three separate scores 
for further analyses, giving each subject three attribution scores for each 
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TABLE 1 
The Major Variables in Each Factor 

/. Ignorance II. God (or Theology) III Nature 

Human ignorance 

The moral decay of people 

Injustice 

Man's inhumanity to man 

A punishment sent from God 

That good may come from 
evil 
It shows the reality of evil 

To test our faith in God 
Part of God's plan 

The nature of the physical 
world 
Just bad luck 

We cannot control what 
happens 
A random event 
Because of genetic effects 
A natural part of life 

evil event. These results are summarized in the following sections in relation 
to religious denomination and religiosity. 

Religious Denomination 

Separate three-way ( 2 x 2 x 5 ) repeated analyses of variance (ANOVAs) 
were performed for each of the three explanation factors, with each type of 
explanation considered (a) in relation to the four (2 χ 2) separate events as 
either manmade or natural, more or less severe (as a repeated measure) and 
(b) in relation to each subject's religion (as Protestant, Catholic, Jew, Mus
lim, or agnostic and atheist). These results showed consistent patterns. 

1. Natural explanations yielded a significant main effect for type of di
saster, F(l, 102) = 188.23, p< .001, with higher scores for natural than for 
manmade events. On their rated severity, F(l, 102) = 11.16, ρ < .001, less 
severe events drew higher scores for natural explanations, although there 
was no significant interaction with type of disaster. Neither religious de
nomination nor religiosity showed significant interactions with type or se
verity of disaster. 

2. Theological explanations involving God yielded a highly significant 
difference, F(4, 101) = 8.18, /?<.001, with Muslims and Jews endorsing 
them more often than Catholics and Protestants, followed by agnostics and 
atheists. Although there was no type-of-disaster effect, severity, F(l, 
101) = 12.29, p< .001, indicated that God-type explanations were of less 
importance for more severe events but of most importance for less severe 
manmade events and of least importance for more severe natural events. 

3. Human ignorance yielded three significant differences, with main ef
fects for type of disaster, F(l, 102) = 182.125, p< .001, in which manmade 
disasters were rated more highly on ignorance. On severity, F(l, 
102) = 11.99, ρ < .001, less severe disasters were rated more highly on igno
rance. A Type x Severity interaction, F(l, 102) = 11.56, p< .001, showed 
that, on ignorance, the less severe manmade disaster was rated more highly 
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and the more severe natural disaster was rated less highly. Religious denom
ination showed no significant main effect. 

4. A four-way ANOVA involving Explanation (3) x Religious Denomi
nation (5) x Type of Disaster (2) χ Severity of Disaster (2) confirmed the 
previous results. Apart from religious denomination, all main effects were 
significant, with natural explanations endorsed most and God-type expla
nations least, F(2, 202) = 238.57, p< .001. There were also significant in
teractions with explanations, especially for a Religion χ Explanation 
interaction, F(4, 101) = 4.0, /?<.001, because Muslims and Jews, com
pared to agnostics and atheists, overstressed God's involvement and under-
stressed natural explanations. 

Importance of Religion 

Ratings of the importance of religion on a 4-point scale were used as an in
dependent variable in a further set of three-way ANOVAs ( 2 x 2 x 5 ) for 
each type of explanation. 

1. Natural explanations again showed significant main effects for type 
of disaster, F(l, 101) = 214.97, p< .001, with higher scores for natural di
sasters than for manmade disasters, and for severity of disaster, F(l, 
101) = 7.08, p< .001, with less severe disasters again drawing higher scores 
than more severe disasters. There was also a marginally significant Type 
χ Severity of Disaster effect, F(l, 101) = 7.08, p< .001, with less severe di
sasters being rated more highly against natural explanations than more se
vere disasters. There was also a marginally significant Type χ Severity 
interaction, F(l, 101) = 4.06, /?<.05, although there was no significant 
main effect for religious denomination or for any interaction. 

2. Theological explanations showed a highly significant effect for im
portance of religion, F(3, 101) = 21.58, ρ < .001, with subjects who judged 
religion to be important for them endorsing God-type explanations more 
strongly. There was also a main effect for severity, F(l, 100) = 13.62, 
/?<.001, and a Type χ Severity interaction, F(l, 100) = 28.70, p<.001, 
similar to that found for natural explanations. There was a significant inter
action between importance of religion, God's involvement, and severity of 
event, F(3, 100) = 2.81, p< .05, because those for whom religion is more 
important endorsed God-type explanations for severe events more strongly 
than did those for whom religion is less important. 

3. Human ignorance yielded significant main effects for importance of 
religion, F(3, 101) = 6.33, /?<.001, type of event, F{1, 101) = 232.06, 
p< .001, and severity, F(l, 101) = 14.12, p< .001, with a significant Type 
x Severity interaction, F(l, 101) = 15.86, ρ < .001. Again, the more impor
tant religion was for a subject, the more likely the subject was to endorse 
explanations of the events in terms of human ignorance. 
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Other Analyses 

The same sets of analyses (three sets of three-way ANOVAs followed by a 
four-way ANOVA) were done for each of the other independent variables: 
religion offering "comfort when sorrows and misfortunes strike" (rated on 
a 4-point scale) and the fact that religious beliefs involved one's "whole ap
proach to life" (rated true or false). A different but consistent pattern of 
findings emerged here, because neither variable showed a significant main 
effect or interaction for natural explanations. However, significant main ef
fects were found for God-type explanations, indicating that those who de
rive more comfort from religion endorsed God's involvement more 
frequently, F(3, 100) = 4.07, ρ < .01, as did those whose life was oriented 
toward religion, F{1, 97) = 26.26, p < . 0 0 1 . Neither of these variables 
showed main effects or significant interactions for human ignorance as an 
explanation of evil. 

DISCUSSION 

The results of this study show that religious or God-based explanations of 
evil depend on the nature of the event being accounted for and on the reli
gious background of those offering these explanations. This study, which 
distinguished between manmade and natural disasters and between those 
that are more or less severe (in terms of number of lives lost), showed the 
importance of both factors in the types of explanations that are accepted. 
Other distinctions about the nature of evil events—such as the suffering ex
perienced as a consequence of evil, the number of people affected, and the 
pain experienced—are also likely to be involved, because a far wider range 
of specific explanations is available than was explored in this study (cf. 
Vieth, 1988). 

We have also shown that individual differences in religious belief and in
stitutional alignments are extremely important in shaping the explanations 
offered for evil events, although our results suggest that these variables ap
ply primarily to God-based explanations, which are themselves applied dif
ferentially to evil events. That Muslims and Jews stressed the importance of 
God-type explanations more than either Christians or agnostics and athe
ists shows the central role of religious traditions in these judgments. This 
finding not only stresses that an important basis for any explanation of evil 
is to be found in religious belief or practice but emphasizes differences 
among religions in the role that God is given in everyday affairs. Neverthe
less, the "solutions" that many of our religious subjects used seemed to re
strict God's involvement to ongoing events in which people are implicated. 
Natural events are understood differently, despite the extent to which God's 
existence is supported by the orderliness of nature (cf. Brown, 1987). 

Although the explanations for evil presented to our subjects do not 
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sound "theological," they refer to arguments that cluster into a limited set 
of categories. But, to explain evil as a consequence of natural, physical, or 
biological events over which God cannot, will not, or does not intervene 
may be a tautological appeal to the processes of Nature. God-based expla
nations, on the other hand, are drawn from a variety of theological or doc
trinal positions that accept many events as, in some sense, under the control 
of God. Appeals to human ignorance or wickedness make people them
selves a source of evil—whether through their sins of omission or commis
sion, intentions, or free will. 

Psychologists of religion, however, have neglected the study of theodicy, 
perhaps because studies of moral judgment stress good behavior. But, as 
Hartshorne and May (1928) concluded, "The mere urging of honest behav
ior by teachers on the discussion of standards and ideals of honesty, no 
matter how much such general ideas may be emotionalised, has no neces
sary relation to the control of conduct" (p. 412). 

Tensions about the meaning of events, who has responsibility for them, 
and what might be done about them are pervasive. This study attempted to 
redress this situation by identifying some of the "social representations" 
that ground individuals' judgments about public events. However, further 
study is needed of the extent to which prayer and the reasons for losing 
one's faith, for example, might be influenced by the implications of good 
and bad events that we are involved in or hear about. 

Vieth (1988) identified a set of responses to the problems involving evil 
that could depend on the dualism between the good and the evil that might 
cause suffering and that could be within God's creation or is an unavoid
able aspect of the dialectic between suffering within an ordered universe 
and free choice. It might also involve God's retributive judgment on our 
sinful ways, be a test of our faith, or aim to assist our development through 
hardship, anguish, and defeat. On the other hand, evil could be a conse
quence of erroneous thinking or an inadequate perspective on an essentially 
harmonious universe. Evil might therefore make it impossible to believe in 
a benevolent God, stressing the incomprehensible nature of God to finite 
minds. These and other problems must be solved if we are to preserve an in
tegrated or religious view of the world, especially given the different empha
ses on sin among religious traditions. 
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