Does the existence of evil provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist?

The problem of evil is one of the central questions often discussed in philosophy of religion. Although there are many definitions and classifications of what evil is, it remains an unfathomable mystery in philosophical thoughts. The existence of evil is commonly used to debunk the belief and conception of the existence of God. God is often described as an infinitely powerful, good and loving being who is the author of all creation. Therefore, if such a being indeed exists, how can this benevolent, omniscient and omnipotent divine being allow evil to thrive amongst his own creations? Or why even create evil in the world at all? Surely a being who has goodness in his nature and one who detests evil according to religious thoughts, would prefer to eliminate all evil because he is powerful enough to do so. 
Because evil has many facets, it is viewed differently by various religious beliefs such as the pantheistic and monotheistic religions. Pantheistic views on evil claim that it is not a thing in itself but a reflection of the spiritual ignorance of the human worldview.  Benedict Spinoza, a radical empiricist, provides a more modern version of pantheistic thought. Monotheistic religions however, believe that evil came into the world as a result of human greed resulting from God bestowing the freedom of choice to his creations but also a tool for the actualisation for God’s cosmic plan and purpose.[footnoteRef:1] In this essay, I shall argue that the existence of evil is not compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist. To achieve this aim, I shall examine John Hick’s Free will defence argument, J.L. Mackie’s argument against the theistic view on an ultimately powerful divine God and Spinoza’s conception of God to produce a satisfactory conclusion on whether or not the existence of evil is enough evidence to support the claim for the inexistence of God.  [1:  C. E. Plumptre, General Sketch of the History of Pantheism, Vol 1 (London: Samuel Deacon & Co, 1878)] 

There are two main arguments about the problems of evil: the logical argument and the evidential argument. The argument for the logical problem of evil is purely a deductive argument which suggests that the presence of evil in the world is inconsistent with the existence of a God who is the ultimate author and divine creator. It describes the inconsistent triad, a theory that limits the qualities of an all-powerful God who allow evil to continue to exist. If God were to exist he would have the power to end suffering or want to remove evil from the world based on the attributes of omnipotence and omnibenevolence.[footnoteRef:2] Thus, if God’s power is limited then such a being should not necessarily be called God. However, the evidential problem of evil, which is more of an inductive argument claims that evil is necessary but the amount of evil that exists in the world is logically inconsistent with the theistic notions of God.[footnoteRef:3] For instance, children suffering from cancer before death or the occurrence of large suffering and death like the holocaust.  [2:  J. L. Mackie, ‘Evil and Omnipotence’ in God and Evil, ed. By Nelson Pike (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc), pp 46-60.  ]  [3:   Nick Trakakis, ‘The Evidential Problem of Evil’, Internet encyclopaedia of Philosophy https://www.iep.utm.edu/evil-evi/ [Accessed 2nd March 2019].] 

John Hick’s theodicy serves as an alternative to the Augustinian free will defence. The Augustinian defence suggests that knowing that God is good in nature should be evidential enough to prove that God is incapable of doing evil. For Augustine, evil originates as a consequence of the misuse of the freedom of choice given to us as finite beings. Therefore, the cause of evil must be from somewhere else.[footnoteRef:4] The Augustinian argument blames humans for the existence of evil due to our moral capacity to make life changing choices ourselves. However, John Hick’s argument claims that evil in the world is inevitable because God has created us with an innate capability of making our own choices. Therefore, freedom of choice here means that we are bound to choose between good or evil. Could God have made us with the freedom to choose just good? In John Hick’s world, yes, he certainly could. However, how are we able to identify what good is if it is not in contrast to anything? Supposing there is indeed a possible world where good becomes innate in whatever choices we make, how are we so sure that this ‘good’ would not turn into a hierarchical type of good where the lowest act of good would probably eventually become evil especially if people get rewarded for a high standard of good? The fact remains that we are humans who have emotions and desires, we are competitive in nature and want the best for ourselves or people around us.  In this possible world, would God also be assigned the responsibility for bearing the consequence of evil appearing as a result of human actions?[footnoteRef:5]  [4: ]  [5: 4 R. Douglas Geivett, Evil and the Evidence for God, (Philadelphia: Temple university Press, 1993) ] 

I think the free-will defence makes a rather compelling argument, but a philosophical realist would probably argue that solving the problem of evil from our definition of God is impossible, because whatever understanding or whatever definition we have given to God, only what we think he is and what we have ascribed to him forms our perception of what we think God is. Perhaps our own perception or the understanding of evil is much different to that which God thinks it is. For instance, there is a Christian belief of God being all loving, powerful, knowledgeable and perfect, but many of the writings in the Bible, the stories and parables of creation and God’s attitude towards men, suggest that God is indeed powerful not just because he does good but also because he is a ruthless and eccentric being. He is only good because he wants to be and not because we expect and describe him to be good. Evil might just be a human invention to describe a feeling of dissatisfaction with the level of perfection that we expect in the world but is not actually possible in reality.
John Hick argues that we are raw materials formed in the likeness of God placed in the world for tempering. This he calls the ‘vale of soul-making’. Although God could indeed create humans to be perfect, he chose to allow us to live a free and self-directing life where we are able to overcome temptations and overcome adversities to help us develop higher virtues and understand their importance.[footnoteRef:6] To him, the material world is a place to go through our journey to perfection. This does sound like a plausible argument. If we are to join God someday in his abode we have to go through this process to get to the level of perfection and goodness that God aspires for us. This begs the question of whether God is willing to ignore the level of physical cruelty and natural evil in the world just for us to attain the level of perfection and goodness that he wants. Would goodness and perfection have any value if we were made to be good? Is this suffering that we have to go through in the world even worth it if we are not sure about the endpoint? For example, religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism who believe in Karma and a cycle of rebirth, evil would not matter at all because whatever suffering we experience is as a result of past actions and we have the opportunity to change our own destinies when we are reborn as the end goal is to reach Nirvirna; shedding the illusion of selfhood.[footnoteRef:7]   [6: 5 John Hick, Evil & the God of Love (London: Lowe & Brydone Ltd, 1968), pp 279-297. ]  [7: 6 Charles Taliaferro, Contemporary Philosophy of Religion, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), pp 18-20. ] 

A popular critique against the free-will defence is that if God were all powerful, he could have created us to act freely within the parameters of always choosing good. This is an argument that J. L. Mackie developed in response to the free-will defence.[footnoteRef:8] To this he presents the paradox solutions. Mackie believes it is inconsistent with God’s attributes to be unable to control the beings that he created with free-will. Mackie is more concerned with the ability or the inability of this deity that is attributed with ultimate qualities to deliver upon these qualities; from Mackie’s point of view God fails in this regard. According to Mackie, this being must be limited in power. It seems to me Mackie is grabbing at straws here just to attack the free-will defence. Why would God control beings that he created with free-will from the beginning? The purpose of creating beings with free-will is so that we can make choices, see, feel and take responsibility for the consequence of our own actions. So, does this limit God’s power like Mackie suggests? It is like asking an architect to destroy gigantic houses created from his designs just because they suddenly found out that there are some features in those houses that the tenants believe or perceive to be less than perfect. The prospect and consequences of bringing down these houses to make them perfect is obviously direful as it takes a lot of process. Mackie clearly does not consider this point at all. Mackie’s ideal world, based on his sceptical argument seems to me to be a world where there are no consequences and where God becomes a clean-up guy who cleans up after us because in Mackie’s defence, if God created us, God should be responsible for our every action. However, would an action truly be free if there is a limitation even if it is supposed to keep us ‘safe’ from learning about evil, or what it means to not be good? [8: 7 J. L. Mackie, ‘Evil and Omnipotence’ in God and Evil, ed. By Nelson Pike (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc), pp 46-60.  ] 

In what could be seen as a response to Mackie’s radical scepticism, Spinoza presents a rather profound solution to the problem of God and evil. To understand Spinoza’s take on evil, we must first comprehend his conception of God. His own definition deviates from the classical theistic notion of God. For Spinoza, God appears to be ‘an infinite entity, a substance which in itself is conceived through itself’.[footnoteRef:9] Thus, God is eternal and necessarily exists. God is nature, and everything that happens in nature happens because God is eternal and continuously manifests itself in nature. In Spinoza’s world where the ‘universe is ruled by the cause and effect of natural laws, without purpose or design’, there is no such thing as good or evil.[footnoteRef:10] Contrary to the theistic notion of a God sitting up above controlling everything in the world as he wishes, Spinoza’s God has no personality nor does it judge and intervene in the course of events as it would be going against itself. As long as we understand the nature of Spinoza’s God, our own understanding of what constitutes evil and good would take a different form because we have come to understand that everything that happens in nature or God exists necessarily. Thus, is the existence of evil a support for the claim of the inexistence of God? In Spinoza’s world, no, it is not.  [9: 8 Spinoza, ‘On God’, in Ethics, ed. By G.H.R Parkinson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp 75-112, (75). ]  [10: 9 Matthew Stewart, The Courtier and the Heretic (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc, 2006) pp 160-163.] 

For Spinoza, the ideas of good and evil are a manifestation of the human conception of what happens around us as we ascribe these same human conceptions of our own attributes to God purely because we lack an understanding of the essence of God and nature.  Therefore, the recipe for happiness in this world that Spinoza envisions is not to see things that happen in nature independently but as part of an interconnected causal links in the universe.  
Although Spinoza’s solution to the existence of God and the problem of evil is not without its flaws, it is an adequate response or solution in a world where we question everything and are waiting to develop a rather perfect answer and solution to these problems. Whether or not this is achievable is beyond my capability to infer or anyone else’s for that matter. What if there is a possibility that whatever we all conceive of God or any divine being is all right? We cannot possibly claim to be able to gain an accurate understanding of a being who we believe to have created us. Surely, if there is such a being, there is a possibility that we have been created in a way that we are not able to comprehend or understand the plans of this being for a world that ‘it’ created. Just because God created us does not mean that God’s entire life must revolve around us or that everything that is created is for us and our consumption. The fact that we all have different perceptions of this being who has got many names but ultimately the same attributes and description regardless of race, gender, or background (or whatever worldview we adopt, whether religious or not) should count as enough evidence that God indeed exists. The fact is that the problem of evil is an issue often discussed in all religions even though some religions like Hinduism view the manifestation of evil in the world differently. Rather than evil being ‘evil’ as we call and know it, it is seen as a sort of tool for balance in the world that was created by the divine. Also, compared to how we do for humans, we never give any leeway to God. If a human exhibits different kinds of behaviours that are against the norm, psychology would explain this probably as the person having a personality disorder (multiple personalities). Even though this human behaves differently from what we expect as a human based on our experiences of how humans should act, they do not cease to look less of a human to us. A rapist would not be considered a dog because of his actions, nor would a thief be a mouse. Thus, in this respect, just because this ultimate being does not do things the way we expect as a God does not make him less of a God or mean that this being does not exist.  
Hick’s and Spinoza’s theories on God and evil both centre upon evil being part of the plan of God, either as a tool for self-actualisation in the world or as a manifestation of our understanding of occurrences that are out of our control and not necessarily an undeniable indication for the inexistence of God. The existence of evil helps us understand the importance of higher virtues like courage and happiness etc, that we gain after going through the process of tempering.  They both argue for man’s accountability for the consequences of freedom of choice. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Although they both make compelling arguments, there are still flaws and difficulties within these arguments. Is the extent of evil, sorrow, pain, suffering and injustice in the world a worthy price to pay for free-will? Should God also partake in the responsibility for the ‘evil manifestations’ of free choice either natural or moral? There is no perfect answer to this. It may seem like a rather cold outlook on the problem of evil just to justify the existence of an ultimate divine being, but it is an adequate explanation and solution to a problem that we probably will never be able to comprehend as finite beings.  
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