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INTRODUCTION:
THE QUESTION
THAT HAUNTS
HUMANITY

At some point in nearly
every  life,  a  moment
arrives  that  shatters
our  sense  of  order.  A
loving  parent  loses  a
child to a rare illness. A
generous  neighbor
loses  their  home in  a
wildfire.  A  devoted
community volunteer is
d i agnosed  w i th  a
debilitating  condition.
In these moments, the
s a m e  a n g u i s h e d

question  surfaces:
Why does bad things
happen  to  good
people?  This question
i s  n o t  m e r e l y
philosophical; it strikes
at the very core of how
we understand justice,
mean ing ,  and  the
nature  of  existence.
We yearn  for  a  world
w h e r e  v i r t u e  i s
rewarded and suffering
is  distributed  only  to
those who "deserve" it.
Yet reality often tells a
different  story.  This
article  explores  the
many  layers  of  this
t imeless  di lemma,
d r a w i n g  f r o m
p s y c h o l o g y ,
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philosophy, spirituality,
and  everyday  human
e x p e r i e n c e .  B y
e x a m i n i n g  w h y
misfortune  str ikes
without  regard  for
moral  character,  we
may  not  find  a  neat
answer,  but  we  can
discover  a  deeper
sense  of  resilience,
compass i on ,  and
purpose.

THE AGE-OLD
QUESTION: A
HUMAN
UNIVERSAL

Origins in
Ancient
Texts and
Traditions
T h e  p r o b l e m  o f
undeserved  suffering
has  been  debated  for
millennia.  The  biblical

Book of Job is perhaps
t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
e x p l o r a t i o n :  a
righteous  man  loses
everything,  and  his
friends  insist  that  his
suffering  must  be
punishment  for  secret
sin.  Job’s story rejects
that  simplistic  logic,
ultimately  pointing
toward  a  mystery
b e y o n d  h u m a n
comprehension.  In
H i n d u i s m  a n d
Buddhism, the concept
of  karma  attempts to
explain  suffering  as  a
consequence of actions
in past lives,  offering a
framework  where  no
suffering  is  truly
random—but  this  still
l e a v e s  r o o m  f o r
profound  pain  in  the
present. Ancient Greek
ph i losophers  l i ke
Epicurus  famously
quest ioned  how  a
b e n e v o l e n t ,  a l l -
powerful  God  could
al low  evi l :  “ Is  God
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willing to prevent evil,
but not able? Then he
is not omnipotent. Is he
able,  but  not  willing?
T h e n  h e  i s
malevolent .”  This
l o g i c a l  p u z z l e
continues  to  shape
theological  debates
today.

The
Universali
ty of the
Question
Every  culture  across
history  has  grappled
w i t h  t h e  t e n s i o n
b e t w e e n  m o r a l
goodness  and  worldly
misfortune. Whether in
the  proverbs  of  West
Africa,  the  poetry  of
R u m i ,  o r  t h e
meditations  of  Marcus
Aurelius,  the  theme
p e r s i s t s .  T h i s

universality  suggests
that  why  does  bad
things  happen  to
good people is not a
q u e s t i o n  w i t h  a
g e o g r a p h i c a l  o r
temporal  boundary—it
i s  a  f u n d a m e n t a l
express ion  o f  the
human  des i re  f o r
c o h e r e n c e  a n d
fairness.  When  life
seems  arbitrary,  our
m inds  r evo l t .  We
search  for  patterns,
causes, and meanings.
The  question  itself
reflects  our  deep
evolutionary  need  to
predict and control our
environment,  as  well
as our social instinct to
maintain justice within
communities.

PSYCHOLOGICAL
PERSPECTIVES:
WHY WE
STRUGGLE WITH
UNFAIRNESS
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The Just-
World
Hypothes
is
Psychologists  have
identified  a  powerful
cognitive  bias  known
as  the  just-world
h y p o t h e s i s — t h e
tendency  to  believe
t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  i s
fundamentally fair and
that  people  get  what
they deserve. This bias
helps us feel safe and
in  control.  However,
when  we  encounter  a
good  person  suffering
severely,  this  belief  is
threatened.  To  reduce
discomfort,  we  may
unconsciously  blame
the victim: “They must
have  done  something
wrong,” or “They didn’t
t a k e  p r o p e r

precautions.”  Victim-
blaming  is  a  deeply
harmful  but  common
r e a c t i o n .
Understanding this bias
helps  us  realize  why
the question why does
bad  things  happen  to
good  people  feels  so
urgent—our brains are
w i r e d  t o  r e j e c t
randomness.

Cognitive
Dissonan
ce and
Meaning-
Making
W h e n  r e a l i t y
c o n t r a d i c t s  o u r
expecta t ions ,  we
experience  cognitive
d i s s o n a n c e .  T o
resolve  this,  we  often
try to create meaning.
Some  people  turn  to
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religious  explanations,
others to philosophical
acceptance,  and  still
others  to  activism  or
s t o r y t e l l i n g .
Psychologist  Viktor
Frankl,  a  Holocaust
survivor,  argued  that
humans have an innate
drive  to  find  meaning
in  suffering.  His  book
M a n ’ s  S e a r c h  f o r
Meaning  demonstrates
that even in the most
horrific  circumstances,
individuals can choose
their  attitude  and  find
purpose. This does not
answer  “why”  but
provides  a  pathway
forward.

THE ROLE OF
RANDOMNESS AND
CHAOS

Nature

Does Not
Discrimin
ate
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
uncomfortable truths is
that  the natural  world
operates without moral
judgment.  A  hurricane
does  not  check  the
ethics of the families in
its  path.  A  genetic
mutation does not ask
whether  a  ch i ld ’ s
parents  a re  k ind .
Diseases, earthquakes,
and  acc idents  are
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
physical processes, not
m o r a l  c h o i c e s .
A c c e p t i n g  t h i s
randomness  is  difficult
because  it  threatens
our  sense  of  agency.
Yet  understanding
that  many  events
are  non-moral  can
f r e e  u s  f r o m  t h e
exhausting  search  for
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h idden  fau l t .  The
question  “why  does
bad  things  happen  to
good  people”  may
sometimes  have  no
a n s w e r  b e y o n d
“because the universe
is not a moral agent.”

Free Will
and
Human
Choices
Another  source  of
suffering  comes  from
the  choices  of  others.
Good  people  can  be
harmed  by  criminals,
corrupt  systems,  or
s imp ly  neg l i gen t
drivers.  Human  free
wil l—the  abi l i ty  to
choose  c rue l ty  or
carelessness—inevitabl
y  leads  to  outcomes
that  affect  innocent
bystanders. This is not

a  fai lure  of  cosmic
justice; it is a feature of
a  world  where  people
are granted autonomy.
The  challenge  is  then
t o  c r e a t e  s o c i a l
structures  that  reduce
harm,  not  to  demand
that  the  un iverse
protect the virtuous.

SPIRITUAL AND
RELIGIOUS
ANSWERS ACROSS
TRADITIONS

Testing
and
Growth in
Abrahami
c Faiths
In Judaism, Christianity,
and  Islam,  suffering  is
often seen as a test of
faith  or  a  means  of
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purification.  The  story
o f  J o b  e n d s  w i t h
restoration,  but  not
w i t h  a  n e a t
explanation.  Many
believers  find  comfort
in the idea that earthly
suffering  is  temporary
and  that  u l t imate
justice  exists  in  an
after l i fe .  Another
perspective is that God
gave humans free will
and a broken world as
a  consequence  o f
original  sin,  meaning
that  suffering  is  a
collective reality rather
t h a n  a  p e r s o n a l
punishment.  Church
t e a c h i n g s  o f t e n
encourage  turning  to
prayer,  community
support, and service as
responses to tragedy.

Karma

and
Reincarn
ation in
Eastern
Traditions
I n  H i n d u i s m  a n d
Buddhism,  suffering  is
not  seen  as  random
but  as  the  result  of
karma from past lives.
Even a “good” person
in  th is  l i fe  may  be
exper ienc ing  the
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
actions  from  previous
incarnations.  This
framework  provides  a
logical explanation, but
i t  a l s o  p l a c e s
responsibility  on  the
sufferer,  which  can  be
problematic. Buddhism
goes a step further by
t e a c h i n g  t h a t
attachment to fairness
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itself  is  a  source  of
suffering.  The  path  to
peace lies in accepting
impermanence  and
compassion  for  al l
beings,  regardless  of
their  circumstances.
For  many,  this  offers  a
profound  answer  to
why does bad things
happen  to  good
people:  because  the
world  is  governed  by
cause  and  effect,  not
by  moral  judgment.

New Age
and
Modern
Spiritual
Perspecti
ves
C o n t e m p o r a r y
spirituality often blends

ideas:  that  we choose
our  trials  before  birth
for soul growth, or that
suffering  is  an  illusion
created by ego.  While
these  views  can  be
empowering, they also
r i s k  m i n i m i z i n g
genuine  pain.  What
unites  them  is  the
e m p h a s i s  o n
transformation—the
belief  that  adversity
can  be  a  catalyst  for
spiritual deepening.

PRACTICAL
LESSONS: FINDING
MEANING AND
RESILIENCE

Shifting
from
“Why



Why Does Bad Things Happen To Good
People 9

9

Me?” to
“What

Now?”
While  the  question
“why does  bad things
h a p p e n  t o  g o o d
people” may never be
fully answered, we can
shift our focus to how
we respond. Resilience
is  not  about  avoiding
p a i n  b u t  a b o u t
integrating  it  into  a
larger story. Studies of
post-traumatic  growth
s h o w  t h a t  m a n y
individuals  report
increased  appreciation
f o r  l i f e ,  d e e p e r
relationships,  and  a
g r e a t e r  s e n s e  o f
personal strength after
hardship. This does not
mean the suffering was
“worth  it,”  but  rather
that  humans  have  an
astonishing capacity to
adapt.

The
Power of
Communi
ty and
Empathy
When tragedy strikes a
good  pe r son ,  t he
response of others can
either  deepen  or  heal
t h e  w o u n d .
Communities that rally
around  the  suffering
p r o v i d e  a
counterwe ight  to
randomness.  Acts  of
k indness,  support
groups,  and  shared
grief  create  meaning
where  log ic  fa i l s .
Moreover, experiencing
o r  w i t n e s s i n g
undeserved  suffering
can cultivate profound
empathy. Many of the
w o r l d ’ s  m o s t
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c o m p a s s i o n a t e
leaders—from  Mother
T e r e s a  t o  N e l s o n
Mandela—were shaped
b y  i n j u s t i c e .
Recognizing  that  all
l i v e s  c o n t a i n
unpredictable hardship
can  make  us  more
gentle  with  ourselves
and others.

Embracin
g Mystery
Without
Despair
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
mature  responses  to
t h e  p r o b l e m  o f
suffering  is  to
acknowledge  that  not
everything  can  be
u n d e r s t o o d .  T h e
phi losopher  Søren
Kierkegaard called this
a  “ l e a p  o f
faith”—trusting  in

goodness  despite  the
evidence of chaos. For
those  who  are  not
religious,  adopting  a
s tance  o f  “ t rag i c
optimism”  (Frankl’s
term)  can  be  equally
valid.  This  involves
accepting  that  l i fe
includes  inevitable
p a i n ,  w h i l e  s t i l l
choosing  to  act  with
love and integrity.

CONCLUSION:
BEYOND THE
QUESTION

The  quest ion  why
does  bad  th ings
happen  to  good
people  wi l l  never
disappear,  because  it
a r i s e s  f r o m  o u r
deepest  hopes  for
justice  and  meaning.
There  is  no  s ing le
satisfying  answer  that
works  for  everyone.
Some will find solace in
f a i t h ,  o t h e r s  i n
philosophy,  and  still
others in the simple act
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of showing up for those
who suffer. Perhaps the
truest  answer  is  that
life  is  not  a  ledger  of
r e w a r d s  a n d
punishments;  it  is  a
c o m p l e x ,
interconnected web of
cause,  chance,  and
choice.  What  matters
m o s t  i s  n o t  w h y

suffering  happens,  but
how  we  respond  to
i t—wi th  courage ,
compassion,  and  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
reducing  the  suffering
o f  o the rs .  I n  tha t
response, we transform
the question from a cry
of despair into a call for
solidarity.


