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Central claim
Traditional eternal conscious punishment—an irreversible postmortem condition of grave suffering or permanent

deprivation—does not satisfy the necessary aims of rehabilitation, proportionate retribution, or wrath-satisfaction: reform
cannot change the imposed condition, no culpability-sensitive measure explains unending grave harm, and appeasement
either reaches completion or fails. A defender must supply the missing account or a different rationale, or adopt an open,

mild, remedial, or nonpunitive model; the conclusion challenges this target, not every doctrine of hell or theism.

Preview: The three tests

Target Normative bridge Three failures Rational implication

Final, punitive, irreversible grave
postmortem harm

A rationale justifies a condition only if
the condition can satisfy its necessary
aim

No reform-responsive treatment,
explained upper bound, or completion
for wrath-satisfaction

Supply the missing account, invoke
another rationale, or change the model

The comparison is with finite or genuinely remedial punishment, not with impunity; no single defender need endorse all three rationales.

Visual preview:

The three columns compress objections under examination, not independent findings. The lower strip raises developmental and psychological
hypotheses; the argument does not treat its categorical or causal wording as established.
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Abstract

This paper argues that traditional eternal conscious punishment is not justified by rehabilitation, propor-
tionate retribution, or wrath-satisfaction. The target is narrow: a final and irreversible postmortem condition
involving grave conscious suffering or permanent deprivation, with no exit after death. The test is internal:
each rationale must satisfy its own necessary aim. The target gives reform no effect on how the person is
treated; it supplies no culpability-sensitive measure explaining why finite wrongdoing warrants unending grave
harm, even when intensities differ; and a response meant to appease wrath either reaches a fitting terminus or
never succeeds. Replies based on infinite offense, continuing sin, self-exclusion, inscrutability, deterrence, or
a mild hell either leave a necessary condition unmet or change the model. The case is therefore cumulative
but bounded: it rejects three offered justifications unless the missing normative account is supplied, not every
doctrine of hell, nonpunitive separation, or theism. Here emotional stability means reason-responsive moral
anger, not the absence of anger or a clinical diagnosis; limited evidence about the emotional toll of hell belief
supports pastoral caution but does not establish doctrinal falsity.

Keywords: hell; eternal punishment; proportionality; rehabilitation; retribution; appeasement; philosophy of
religion

1. The Target and the Burden

Debates over hell often pass one another because the same word names radically different conditions: punitive
torment, self-exclusion, privation, annihilation, temporary correction, a door locked from within, or even an
everlasting state containing substantial happiness. Philosophical criticism must therefore identify its target before
assigning a burden to its defenders. The literature supplies many competing models rather than one uncontested
doctrine (Kvanvig, 1993; Manis, 2019; Talbott, 2025; Walls, 1992).

This paper targets traditional eternal conscious punishment: a postmortem condition that is (i) final and
irreversible after death, (ii) punitive rather than merely descriptive, and (iii) gravely harmful through conscious
suffering or permanent deprivation. The condition has no completed term after which restored agency can be
exercised. A model that allows genuine exit, is chiefly remedial, ends the person rather than perpetuating suffering,
or makes the enduring condition mild has changed at least one defining feature.

The theological vocabulary also needs care. A God-concept is a specified conception of a deity, including
the character, powers, purposes, and relations attributed to that deity. Theism is the more general claim that at
least one deity exists. The argument tests whether a just and emotionally stable God-concept can coherently
authorize the stipulated punishment for the three reasons examined. Emotional stability is normative here, not
clinical: indignation remains answerable to reasons, proportionate to its object, and capable of changing when
its justifying conditions change. It does not mean the absence of anger. The argument does not infer that no deity
exists.

The comparison is not impunity. Finite retribution, restitution, incapacitation, annihilation, continuing but
revocable separation, and remedial discipline all remain conceptually available. Nor does the paper assume that
one defender invokes rehabilitation, retribution, and appeasement together. The thesis is disjunctive: the target
fails each of these independent attempts at justification. A defender may concede one failure and rely on another;
the remaining rationale must then do the work.

The governing test
A punishment rationale succeeds only if the imposed condition can satisfy the rationale’s own
necessary condition. Traditional eternal conscious punishment makes reform irrelevant to continued
treatment, supplies no culpability-sensitive upper bound that explains unending grave harm, and
supplies no completion condition for wrath-satisfaction. These three rationales therefore fail unless
the missing normative account is supplied or the target is revised.
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This is a claim about public moral intelligibility. It does not assume that human judgment is infallible or
that every divine reason must be transparent. It asks whether the offered words—rehabilitation, retribution, and
appeasement—retain enough of their ordinary normative content to explain why the punishment is just rather than
merely label it so. Classic critiques press this demand for intelligibility, while contemporary defenses attempt to
meet it through desert, freedom, or divine perfection (Adams, 1975; Haratine & Smith, 2024).

2. Three Rationales, Three Necessary Conditions

The argument begins from modest conditions rather than a complete theory of punishment. Retributive theory
itself remains contested, but central accounts treat desert, culpability, and proportional severity as constraints, not
optional ornaments (Walen, 2020). Rehabilitation is future-directed: it seeks an alteration of agency that changes
how the person can live or be treated. The third rationale is narrower than divine anger or moral expression in
general. Wrath-satisfaction treats imposed suffering as a means of settling, satisfying, or discharging indignation.
Work on blame helps explain why anger can be fitting while its payback tendency still requires moral governance
(Hartman, 2025).

Table 1: Justification ledger for the stipulated target

Rationale Necessary condition Target failure Nearest coherent
alternative

Rehabilitation Reform can change how the
condition treats the person,
not merely the person’s
inner state.

Grave punishment persists
unchanged even after
demonstrated reform.

Remedial discipline with a
genuine path to restoration.

Retribution Duration and intensity
remain within a
culpability-sensitive upper
bound.

Eternity supplies no upper
bound; intensity ranking
alone does not explain fit.

Finite, graded punishment
or an independently
defended desert measure.

Wrath-satisfaction Suffering meant to settle
indignation has a fitting
completion condition.

Either a finite response can
suffice, or endless suffering
never achieves settlement.

A finite fitting response,
restitution, or nonpunitive
expression.

These conditions are separable. A nonrehabilitative punishment could still be defended retributively. A
retributive sentence need not be designed to soothe anyone. And an expressive response need not impose
suffering. The benefit of testing each rationale alone is that failure cannot be hidden by sliding into another
purpose mid-argument.

3. Why Irreversibility Defeats Rehabilitation

Rehabilitation aims at constructive change in the person punished. Confinement or hardship may be part of the
process, but their rehabilitative point depends on improved judgment and character making some difference to
how the person can live or be treated. A sentence that remains gravely harmful and unchanged regardless of
transformation makes reform irrelevant to the continuation of that harm.

The stipulated target has precisely that structure. If the condition has no exit after death, then remorse, insight,
moral repair, and stable reform cannot alter its finality. The subject may change internally, but the punishment
contains no recognized point at which that change affects its grave and punitive character.

A defender might use rehabilitation more weakly to mean any internal improvement, even if treatment never
changes. Grant that possibility. Improvement could benefit the subject, but it would not explain why grave
punishment must continue after reform. Once treatment remains fixed regardless of what rehabilitation achieves,
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some retributive, incapacitative, or other rationale must justify its continuation. The necessary condition is
therefore not automatic release from every consequence; it is that reform can make a normative difference to how
the person is treated.

Two distinctions prevent overstatement. First, this conclusion does not show that the target is unjust under
every theory. It shows only that rehabilitation cannot justify it. A defender may explicitly prefer retribution,
as strong Anselmian defenses do (Haratine & Smith, 2024). Second, an endless process of improvement is not
the target if improvement continually changes the person’s condition and preserves a real path away from grave
suffering. Such a model is open or remedial rather than an irrevocable punitive sentence.

The same point answers deterrence when deterrence is offered as a benefit to the condemned. Warning can
shape conduct before punishment, but once an irrevocable sentence begins, no later reform can alter its outcome.
General deterrence—using one person’s fate to influence others—is a different rationale and must answer a
further question: why is an unending grave harm necessary rather than a finite warning or truthful description
of a proportionate consequence? The pedagogical usefulness of a threat does not by itself make the threatened
penalty just.

4. Why an Unbounded Grave Status Undermines Proportionate Retribution

Retribution is the strongest of the three candidates because it does not require a beneficial future. It claims that
culpable wrongdoing itself can make punishment deserved. Yet desert is not merely a permission to harm. It
ordinarily imposes comparative structure: more serious wrongdoing may warrant more severe punishment, while
differences in intention, knowledge, capacity, coercion, and harm affect culpability (Walen, 2020).

Traditional eternal conscious punishment threatens that structure in two ways. First, human wrongdoing
occurs within finite histories by agents with limited knowledge and power. This does not make every harm
small or fix one simple scale of desert. It does mean that relevant differences are finite and graded, while the
target imposes a grave burden with no terminal upper bound. Second, if the status of the offended deity turns
every offense into an infinite wrong, victim rank threatens to overwhelm the agent’s act, understanding, intention,
constraints, and effects. A defender may preserve rankings by varying intensity, but ranking punishments is not
yet an account of why each punishment fits its offender.

4.1 The infinite-offense reply

The reply from infinite offense says that an offense against a being of unsurpassable worth has unbounded
seriousness. But the inference needs a bridge. The value of the offended party may increase the gravity of
some wrongdoing; it does not follow that any finite rejection or failure acquires literally infinite desert. Ordinary
retributive assessment considers what was done, with what understanding and intention, under what constraints,
and with what effects. A rank principle that overwhelms all those variables produces a status rule, not a graded
desert rule.

Even if offenses against the divine are uniquely serious, uniqueness is not infinity. A highest finite category
can remain severe without removing every upper bound. The defense therefore needs an independent account of
why unsurpassable worth yields an unending grave penalty and why that rule preserves culpability-sensitive fit
rather than merely an ordering among offenders. Effingham’s recent defense of this divine-injury response draws
the crucial distinction: the proposal may be logically consistent, yet still lack the evidence needed to show that
injury to an unsurpassable being merits infinite punishment (Effingham, 2024). The classic problem of hell turns
partly on this explanatory gap (Kvanvig, 1993).
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4.2 The continuing-sin reply

A more sophisticated reply treats punishment as responding to sins committed continually in hell. On this view,
the sentence is not an infinite penalty for a finite history; new wrongdoing continually generates new desert
(Himma, 2003). This proposal avoids one crude formulation of the proportionality objection, but it does not yet
justify the target.

New culpable acts could at most ground new proportionate responses. They do not explain why the initial
postmortem condition must be irrevocable, why no interval of reform can change it, or why the environment
should remain one of grave deprivation. Culpability also depends on agency under the imposed conditions. If
isolation, anguish, impaired understanding, or entrenched vice reduces responsiveness to reasons, the punishing
order partly sustains the very conditions cited to renew punishment. If capacity remains adequate, the absence of
any open route to repentance again requires defense.

The argument is not that continuing wrongdoing is irrelevant. It is that successive wrongs do not automatically
aggregate into one justified eternal status. The defense must show proportionality at each stage and justify closure
to reform. Without both, continuing sin explains recurrence while leaving finality unexplained.

4.3 Duration and intensity must be assessed together

An important limitation follows. Duration alone does not prove disproportion. A very mild recurring cost might be
less severe in relevant respects than a short catastrophic punishment, and some models describe an everlasting state
containing substantial goods or happiness (Lembke, 2026). Different intensities can also preserve comparative
ranking among offenders. Neither point supplies proportional fit by itself. Ranking one unending grave burden
below another does not explain why finite culpability warrants a grave burden with no terminal upper bound. The
target in this paper therefore combines severity, finality, culpability, and duration. A genuinely mild hell may
evade this argument, but it does so by leaving grave punishment behind; a graduated grave hell retains the target
but still owes the missing measure.

5. Why Wrath-Appeasement Either Ends or Fails

This rationale differs from retribution and from the claim that punishment expresses condemnation. It treats
suffering as a means of settling wrath or satisfying indignation. The rationale faces a dilemma. If the indignation
is rationally proportioned to the wrong, a fitting response should have some completion condition. Once the fitting
response has occurred, further imposed suffering is unnecessary for appeasement. If no amount of suffering can
ever complete the response, appeasement is never achieved. The mechanism becomes permanent maintenance of
wrath, not its settlement.

This does not assume that a perfect agent must lack anger. Moral anger can register wrongdoing, protect
victims, and motivate repair. Emotional stability, in the normative sense defined above, requires that anger
remain responsive to its reasons and distinguish enough from never enough. A stable God-concept could express
condemnation or impose proportionate consequences without requiring a victim’s misery forever. If endless
suffering remains necessary solely because wrath never reaches a fitting terminus, the explanation resembles
insatiable vengeance more than governed moral judgment.

A defender might say that punishment does not calm the divine agent but eternally manifests justice. That
reply abandons appeasement and returns to retribution or moral expression. It must then show proportional desert
or explain how an expressive act requires grave conscious harm. The change of rationale is legitimate, but it
cannot count as a successful appeasement defense.
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6. Defense Migration

Several important replies reduce one pressure by revising the target. Such migration may yield a more coherent
doctrine. It does not vindicate the original conjunction of punitive gravity, irreversibility, and eternity.

Table 2: What prominent replies preserve and what remains to be shown

Reply Coherent insight Remaining burden Effect on the target

Self-exclusion Freedom can make
separation partly
attributable to the chooser.

Show informed capacity,
persistence, and why
revision becomes
impossible.

A genuinely open door
removes irreversibility.

Moral vice Entrenched character can
impede response to reasons.

Explain why assistance
cannot restore agency and
why closure is just.

Restorable agency makes
the model remedial or open.

Graduated eternity Different intensities can
preserve a ranking among
offenders.

Explain why each finite
culpability warrants no
terminal upper bound.

Keeps the target but leaves
proportional fit unshown.

Inscrutable justice Human judgment can be
limited.

Retain criteria that
distinguish justice from
arbitrary power.

With no public criteria,
“just” ceases to justify.

Mild or happy hell Infinite duration need not
equal maximal misery.

Explain the punitive role
and the residual loss.

A non-grave condition exits
this paper’s target.

6.1 Self-exclusion and the open door

Choice-based accounts recast hell as a consequence of freely refusing relationship rather than a penalty externally
imposed (Walls, 1992). This shift matters. A choice can justify allowing some consequences when it is informed,
capacity-competent, sufficiently voluntary, and persistently revocable where the stakes are catastrophic. Finite
persons with mixed motives, partial evidence, and changeable character do not obviously make an eternally settled
choice at death.

If the door remains genuinely open and the person can later respond to reasons, the condition is not irrevocable.
Buckareff and Plug argue that divine motivation gives reason to preserve such escape possibilities (Buckareff &
Plug, 2005). If the door is closed because vice becomes fixed, the moral-vice account still needs to explain why a
perfectly resourceful loving agent cannot restore the person’s ability to recognize and answer reasons. Hartman
develops this challenge to finality in detail (Hartman, 2023). Either response may generate a serious model, but
neither automatically justifies an unalterable punitive sentence.

6.2 Inscrutability and voluntarism

The appeal to transcendent justice says that divine reasons may exceed human understanding. Modest epistemic
humility is appropriate; incomplete access does not entail absence of reasons. Yet inscrutability cannot serve
as the public reason that the sentence is just. If proportionality, culpability, and moral stability can all be
suspended whenever they conflict with the doctrine, no accessible distinction remains between perfect justice and
unconstrained will.

The problem is semantic as well as evidential. Justice-talk guides judgment only if it preserves stable
inferential connections: relevantly like cases should be treated alike, culpability matters, and severity needs a
reason. A defense may reject some human application of those norms. It cannot discard every norm and still
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use justice as an explanation rather than an honorific. This concern has shaped both critical and reconstructive
approaches to hell (Adams, 1975; Manis, 2019; Talbott, 2025).

7. Secondary Developmental and Emotional Implications

The central case does not depend on developmental thresholds or psychological outcomes. These considerations
matter downstream, after the normative target is clear.

Popular appeals to an “age of accountability” try to shield children who lack sufficient understanding. The
moral intuition is sound: culpability depends on cognitive and volitional capacity. The difficulty is assigning
irreversible stakes at an unseen threshold amid gradual, person-specific development. If salvation or damnation
turns on the instant at which adequate understanding appears, a defender owes a non-arbitrary account of the
relevant capacity and why uncertainty about it is compatible with fair warning. The problem strengthens the
culpability objection; it is not an independent proof against every doctrine of hell.

The emotional effects of hell teaching require the same restraint. Shariff and Aknin report cross-national,
individual, and experimental associations between hell belief and lower well-being, including a short-term
negative mood effect after a hell prime (Shariff & Aknin, 2014). These findings do not establish long-term
pastoral outcomes for every community, identify one universal causal pathway, or show that the doctrine is false.
Distressing truths can be true, and comforting beliefs can be false.

The combination of catastrophic content and limited evidence supports a precautionary duty of care, not a
settled causal verdict. When a teaching concerns irreversible catastrophe, is directed at children or distressed
adults, and may intensify fear, teachers should distinguish warning from coercion, state uncertainty honestly,
and avoid implying that anxiety itself confirms the threat. A doctrine defended as morally improving should
also be evaluated for possible harms with appropriately designed evidence. Pastoral caution is compatible with
philosophical neutrality about whether emotional effects track truth.

8. Conclusion

Traditional eternal conscious punishment fails the three justifications tested here for different reasons. Rehabil-
itation cannot explain why grave treatment persists after reform. Proportionate retribution cannot explain an
unending grave burden merely by ranking its intensity; it needs a culpability-sensitive measure of fit and an upper
bound. Wrath-appeasement either reaches a fitting completion point or never achieves appeasement at all.

The strongest replies clarify the boundary of the conclusion. Continuing sin makes new acts relevant but
does not justify initial finality or closure to reform. Graduated eternal penalties preserve ordering but do not by
themselves establish proportional fit. Self-exclusion makes freedom relevant, but a genuinely open exit removes
irreversibility. Inscrutability counsels humility, but it cannot supply the missing public justification. Mild or
happy models show that duration alone is insufficient, while also leaving the stipulated grave condition behind.

The cumulative result is exact rather than total. A defender may abandon rehabilitation, supply the missing
measure of proportionate desert, replace appeasement with expression, preserve an open door, or adopt a
nonpunitive model. What cannot be done coherently is to retain the traditional target and treat the labels of
rehabilitation, retribution, or appeasement as reasons for it. The burden is to show how the condition satisfies the
rationale invoked. Until that burden is met, finite or genuinely remedial alternatives better preserve proportional
justice and reason-responsive moral judgment. This conclusion challenges one family of hell doctrines; it neither
disproves theism nor settles every account of postmortem separation.
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A. Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

The central inference can be stated without specialized symbols:

P1. A proposed punishment rationale justifies a condition only if that condition can satisfy the rationale’s necessary
normative aim.

P2. Rehabilitation justifies punishment only if reform can change how the person is treated; under traditional
eternal conscious punishment, grave treatment persists regardless of reform, so rehabilitation cannot justify
its continuation.

P3. Proportionate retribution requires a culpability-sensitive measure explaining duration and intensity within a
deserved upper bound; ranking different unending grave burdens does not supply that fit unless an independent
proportional measure is defended.

P4. Wrath-appeasement requires a fitting completion point; if finite satisfaction is possible, eternity is unnecessary,
and if no satisfaction is possible, appeasement never succeeds.

P5. Replies that add an open exit, a remedial purpose, a mild condition, or a nonpunitive natural consequence
alter at least one defining feature of the stipulated target.

P6. Therefore these three rationales, without the missing normative account, do not justify traditional eternal
conscious punishment; avoiding the result requires a completed justification or a changed model.

The inference is deductively valid as a conditional internal critique: if P1 states a genuine constraint on
justification and the necessary conditions in P2–P4 hold, the target is not justified by those rationales as presently
specified; P5 prevents a changed target from counting as a defense of the original one. Soundness remains
disputable at the level of premise support. A defender may reject a necessary condition, supply the independent
proportional measure identified in P3, or deny that the condition is grave, punitive, or irreversible. Those moves
identify the exact point of disagreement. They do not show that the three labels already justify the target. The
conclusion remains intentionally bounded: it does not entail that every doctrine of hell is incoherent or that theism
is false.
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