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Abstract

Skeptical theism—now among the most prominent responses to the evidential problem of
evil—rests on what I call the Principle of Epistemic Limitation: given our cognitive limitations,
it is epistemically appropriate to doubt that we can, in every case, attain a detailed and
comprehensive grasp of all of God’s reasons and purposes. A common strategy for defending
this appeals to analogies, chief among them Wykstra’s well-known “parent analogy”. This
paper argues, however, that Alston’s “chess analogy” is in important respects less vulnerable
than the parent analogy and has not received adequate attention in skeptical theism. I first
formulate the parent analogy and examine its principal difficulties: disanalogy between the
two sides of the analogy; theological bias and Christian-cultural situatedness; affective
orientation and the importation of parental norms, rather than a focus on epistemic distance. |
then show although the chess analogy avoids some of these shortcomings, it is still vulnerable
to the following objections: disanalogy between God and a human grandmaster; the
unintended association of competitive win-lose connotations; its inability to represent real
suffering and the existential dimension of evil; the in-principle reducibility of the skill gap, in
contrast to the fundamental gap between humans and God; its skill-based character, whereas
the issue at stake is understanding the God-justifying goods, not practical know-how. Beyond
this comparative point, I contend that exclusive reliance on analogies faces a deeper
challenge: even the best analogies are insufficient to bear the full argumentative weight
required to defend skeptical theism. I conclude by proposing that such analogies be retained
not as stand-alone arguments, but as heuristic devices that clarify and visualize the limits of
human cognition.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Skeptical theism, a major contemporary response to the evidential problem of evil, rests
on what this article calls the Principle of Epistemic Limitation (PEL): given our cognitive
limitations, it is epistemically appropriate to doubt that, in every situation, we are capable
of attaining a detailed and comprehensive understanding of all God’s reasons and
purposes. One way of rendering this limitation intelligible is through analogy, most
notably Stephen Wykstra’s “parent analogy”. This paper argues, however, that William
Alston’s “chess analogy” is less vulnerable to several difficulties facing the parent analogy
and has received insufficient attention in the skeptical theism literature. It reconstructs
the parent analogy and its principal objections, then identifies the relative advantages and
limitations of the chess analogy. More fundamentally, it argues that even the strongest
analogies lack sufficient independent argumentative force to establish PEL. Their proper
role, then, is to clarify and illustrate rather than to prove.
1. The Parent Analogy
Wykstra’s parent analogy, originally connected with his Condition of Reasonable Epistemic
Access (CORNEA), is central to skeptical theism literature. Its basic thought is that, just as
an infant is often unable to grasp a loving parent’s reasons for permitting painful
experiences, finite human beings should not expect to grasp all the reasons available to an
omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good God. On a minimal reading, the analogy gives
intuitive force to rejecting a characteristic noseeum inference: from “I can see no God-
justifying reason for this evil” to “probably there is no God-justifying reason for it.”

The article argues that this minimal reading is more defensible than Wykstra’s
enriched version, which appeals to a morally deep rather than a morally transparent
world and to goods lying in the distant future. These additions make the analogy more
ambitious but tie it to controversial claims about the moral structure of the world.

Critics, especially Rowe, Russell, Dougherty, and Wielenberg, reverse the parent
analogy. A loving and powerful parent would normally remain present to a suffering child,
offer reassurance, and, where possible, explain the point of the suffering. By analogy, if
God had morally sufficient reasons for permitting horrendous suffering, one might expect
sufferers to receive some awareness of those reasons or of God’s comforting presence.
The skeptical theist’s reply is that God may have morally sufficient reasons for divine
silence or hiddenness beyond our epistemic reach. Yet this reply is legitimate only if PEL
has independent support; otherwise, appealing to PEL to defend the analogy risks begging
the question.

More fundamentally, the parent analogy faces three difficulties. First, an adult
human is not cognitively comparable to an infant, while a finite, fallible parent is not
metaphysically comparable to an omniscient and omnipotent God. Second, the analogy
draws part of its force from the specifically Christian image of God as Father, limiting its
cross-traditional reach. Third, its affective and normative structure imports parental
duties of presence, consolation, care, and explanation into an epistemological question
about human access to divine reasons.
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2. The Chess Analogy

Alston’s chess analogy offers a more promising model. A novice who cannot discern a
good reason for a grandmaster’s move is not thereby justified in concluding that no good
reason exists. The novice’s failure may reflect a difference in strategic insight and depth of
calculation, capturing the skeptical theist’s point without portraying humans as
conceptually impoverished infants.

Its chief advantage is that novice and grandmaster occupy a shared, rule-governed
framework. Both know the rules and the general aim of the game, and the novice may
assess some moves, yet the grandmaster grasps strategic relations beyond the novice’s
horizon. Likewise, human beings need not lack all moral concepts or positive knowledge
of divine purposes; their limitation concerns access to the full network of goods, evils,
consequences, and relations that might figure in God-justifying reasons. The chess analogy
therefore preserves limited positive epistemic access, focuses on epistemic superiority
rather than affective relationship, and reduces the pressure toward negative theology.

Nevertheless, it too has important limitations. A grandmaster remains a finite
human agent; chess does not capture the existential gravity of real suffering; the novice-
grandmaster gap is in principle reducible through training and explanation, whereas the
God-human cognitive gap is regarded as fundamental; and chess expertise is partly
practical know-how, while the issue here concerns understanding reasons that might
justify divine permission of evil.

3. Analogy as an Illustrative and Clarifying Device

The article’s final proposal is that neither the parent analogy nor the chess analogy, nor
analogies of this general kind, has sufficient independent argumentative force to establish
PEL. Relevant similarities between source and target domains remain contestable, while
relevant disanalogies prevent any straightforward transfer of conclusions.

Yet the analogies need not be discarded. Their proper role is to clarify and illustrate
rather than to prove. Used alongside independent, non-analogical arguments for skeptical
theism claims, they can make the human epistemic position before God more intelligible,
render cognitive distance vivid, and suggest why epistemic humility may be reasonable in
some cases. Once the distinction between argumentative and clarifying functions is
explicit, the standards of evaluation also change: an analogy need not independently
establish a conclusion, but should provide a relevant, intelligible, and non-misleading
representation of the epistemic situation. Since no single analogy captures every
dimension of the God-human cognitive relation, complementary analogies may offer a
more balanced picture, although the danger of anthropomorphism remains.

Conclusion

The chess analogy is comparatively more successful than the parent analogy because it
models epistemic asymmetry within a shared conceptual framework and is less culturally
and emotionally loaded. Even so, neither analogy can bear the argumentative weight often
placed upon it. PEL should therefore rest on independent, non-analogical considerations,
while analogies should function as aids to understanding—windows through which the
limits of finite human cognition in relation to divine reasons become more vivid and
intelligible.
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