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Philosophy of Religion Assessment 2 (HPPH4903)
Does the existence of evil provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist?
Many philosophers have argued over ‘the problem of evil.’ The problem of evil states that an omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent God such as the one which Jews, Muslims, and Christians believe in would not permit evil to exist within the world he created. Therefore, it is argued that a God cannot exist, or at least if one does he must lack at least one of these characteristics as evil does exist, and people are suffering daily. Here I will explain why evil is necessary in this life, and why God can be justified in his decision to include it in his world.
I will begin by introducing the idea of first and second order evils. In Evil And Omnipotence, J.L Mackie describes this theory, stating 
Let us call pain and misery ' first order evil ' or ' evil (1)'. What contrasts with this, namely, pleasure and happiness, will be called ' first order good ' or ' good (1) '. Distinct from this is ' second order good' or 'good (2)' which somehow emerges in a complex situation in which evil (1) is a necessary component-logically, not merely-causally, necessary. (Exactly how it emerges does not matter: in the crudest version of this solution good (2) is simply the heightening of happiness by the contrast with misery, in other versions it includes sympathy with suffering, heroism in facing danger, and the gradual decrease of first order evil and increase of first order good.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  J.L Mackie, ‘Evil And Omnipotence’, Mind, Vol. 64, No. 254 (1955), 200-212 (p. 206). ] 

Here we will be exploring a similar argument, stating that evil helps to bring about good, however I will be focusing less on goods which make the world a better place, such as compassion or charity, and focusing more on goods which can affect the quality of an individual’s life. When one experiences pain for example, whether through a traumatic experience such as war, through an issue such as starvation, or even through betrayal, opportunities for progression are created. As human beings, due to our free will and awareness of the world around us, progression is necessary to live a satisfactory life. We must always be working towards something, otherwise our life can become unfulfilling, and this can lead to even more evil. Occupying the minds of the people is necessary for peace within society, as if people do not have anything to strive for, they may either feel pain and sadness within themselves, or they could possibly go on to cause damage to others. Marcus Aurelius famously said ‘I am rising to the work of a human being. Why then am I dissatisfied if I am going to do the things for which I exist and for which I was brought into the world?’[footnoteRef:2] Here he emphasises the necessity of work to provide purpose to life, but he also refers to how some view work as an evil, or at least how it causes some discomfort. This can support the fact that we need goals and something to work towards, but this also raises some issues. Here, work is a necessary evil, providing a good as a result, fitting perfectly with Mackie’s first and second order evil theory. However, can the same be said about the more extreme evils previously mentioned, such as war, starvation, or betrayal? Mackie states that these evils can provide an opportunity for certain other goods within society, such as sympathy or heroism, however here we are focusing on whether evils can be justified in increasing the quality of an individual’s life. Some may argue that if we can find purpose and motivation without these extreme evils, then they are not necessary and the lesser evils, such as the unwanted necessity to work for example, are more than sufficient in occupying our minds and making sure that we are mentally stable. In response to this I would like to emphasise the fact that not every man and woman is the same, and some require different levels of mental stimulation to feel truly satisfied in life. Having these terrible evils in the world can often provide such people with a much more meaningful goal in trying to prevent them or correct the damage which has occurred as a result. Whilst Mackie writes that the evils produce goods, and that this could be their purpose, I will take this a step further. There is no such thing as a selfless good deed. This means that every time that one decides to show compassion for another, act heroically, fight against a terrible evil, or rectify the results of said evil, that person is also benefiting, and therefore improving the quality of their life. There are certain people in this world who feel it is necessary to help others at all times, and not necessarily because that person is in need. People feel better about themselves when they do good, and these evils which can cause real damage to some people, provide others with the opportunity to do so. Furthermore, those who are suffering at the hands of these evils, are constantly battling. Battling to stay safe and alive, to find food, or even just to recover from the troubles which they have faced. This not only occupies their minds, but it also helps them to grow into much stronger versions of themselves. This has been summarised perfectly by Africa's #1 Youth Empowerment Specialist, Gbenga Adebambo, who stated [2:  Marcus Aurelius, The Thoughts of the Emperor M. Aurelius Antoninus, Translated By George Long, (Boston: Ticknor And Fields, 1864), p. 142.
] 

Many people don’t know what they are capable of until they face their pain. It is only what we face that we can phase out. Pain gives us the platform to express abilities that have been long subdued in us.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Gbenga Adebambo, ‘Until you see the purpose in your pain, it will remain painful’, The Guardian, 16 February 2019. https://guardian.ng/saturday-magazine/until-you-see-the-purpose-in-your-pain-it-will-remain-painful/ [accessed 4 January 2023].
] 

If one can accept that pain provides us with challenges to overcome, goals, purpose and a reason or opportunity to better ourselves, then the question can be asked as to why this is necessary. It could be argued that the human instinct to strive for greatness, find purpose, and try to better ourselves is torture in itself, and therefore an evil which God could have easily removed, which would then remove any need for further evils to provide the purpose which we are looking for. That being said, these characteristics are what make us individuals, what help us progress as a race, and also what differentiate us from animals in the world. Unlike animals, we have the opportunity to be whoever we want to be, and therefore it is our obligation to embrace this life, become the best versions of ourselves, strive for greatness and influence those around us by doing so. As people fight through their struggles, and overcome the evils in their lives, they do not only become stronger in themselves, but they can then go on to show the world that these evils are not acceptable, whilst simultaneously showing the true potential of humans to those around them. Sartre’s Existentialism Is A Humanism not only describes how we are born without purpose, and how it is our responsibility to find one, but also how we must decide as if we are deciding for the whole of mankind as we all have an influence on those around us. He writes ‘man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world — and defines himself afterwards.’[footnoteRef:4] This aligns with the idea that we do strive for a purpose, although it does not necessarily confirm that this striving is a positive thing. However, as he goes on he then states ‘For in effect, of all the actions a man may take in order to create himself as he wills to be, there is not one which is not creative, at the same time, of an image of man such as he believes he ought to be.’[footnoteRef:5] This means that as one searches for their purpose, makes decisions on what they will do, and strives for greatness, they are doing so for the whole of mankind. If this is the case, not only is man’s desire for progression necessary for his own growth, but also for that of the human race. Therefore, God making humans in such a way, and providing evils which push them to be so, could be considered a viable decision. If the world we lived in was perfect, there would be no room for progression, no desire to learn, and we would therefore be no more intelligent or important than the animals which are also on this planet.  [4: 
 Jean-Paul Sartre, 'Existentialism is a Humanism', translated by Walter Kaufman, originally printed in Kaufman, Walter, Existentialism from Dostoyevsky to Sartre: Basic Writings of Existentialism by Kaufmann, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Jaspers, Heidegger, and Others, (New York: Meridian Books, 1956), (p. 3),
<https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/complexity/people/students/dtc/students2011/maitland/philosophy/sartre-eih.pdf> 
[accessed 4 January 2023].]  [5:  Sartre, Existentialism Is A Humanism, p. 3.
] 

We can agree that as humans we are more intelligent than the animals with whom we share our planet. The question then stands as to why God would want a creature on earth which has a higher level of consciousness such as we do, and why he would not just create a world of peace and harmony where there are no creatures capable of committing the monstrosities which humans commit. Due to the way of the world and every living thing’s need to survive, the animal kingdom is a violent place. Much more violent than any typical 21st century society is, and this can only be due to the fact that the decisions we have made over the years have educated us on what is right and what is wrong, and we have developed accordingly. These decisions have been influenced by the nature around us, and we have learned from how the animals act and elevated ourselves above them due to our superior intelligence and conscience. There are also many natural evils such as diseases and natural disasters which one could refer to when trying to disprove the existence of God through the existence of evil. As is the case with the animal kingdom, these natural evils may occur to educate us on our planet, our bodies, and also to help us to improve our moral code. Therefore, it would seem that God created this planet primarily for humans, and the nature is there to enhance our experience and, like the evils he provided, help us to be the best that we can be. There is no peace and harmony in the animal kingdom, and therefore it is for us to find within ourselves. If God wanted peace and goodness on his planet, it seems that the only way for this to be possible is for him to have given humans, or another alternative race, a higher level of consciousness.
In conclusion, we have an obligation to find our purpose in this life. We must strive to be the best versions of ourselves, as in doing so we are striving for greatness for the human race. God may have provided evils to help us do this, as pain can often push people to achieve things they didn’t think they could have, and suffering can occupy the minds of the people and also provide purpose to both those suffering and those who would like to help. There is a lot of societal good which can come from evil, as Mackie stated, however there are also benefits for each individual, and the existence of evil makes our lives on this earth all the more fulfilling.
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