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Read the following extract:
J.L. Mackie ‘Evil and Omnipotence’ (1977)
Taken from: The Philosophy of Religion, edited by B Mitchell (Oxford, OUP, 1977),
Chapter V, Evil and Omnipotence, pp. 92–104.
The traditional arguments for the existence of God have been fairly thoroughly
criticized by philosophers. But the theologian can, if he wishes, accept this criticism.
He can admit that no rational proof of God’s existence is possible. And he can still
retain all that is essential to his position, by holding that God’s existence is known
is some other non-rational way. I think, however, that a more telling criticism can
be made by way of the traditional problem of evil. Here it can be shown, not that
religious beliefs lack rational support, but that they are positively irrational, that the
several parts of the essential theological doctrine are inconsistent with one another,
so that the theologian can maintain his position as a whole only by a much more
extreme rejection of reason than in the former case. He must now be prepared to
believe, not merely what cannot be proved, but what can be disproved from other
beliefs that he also holds.
The problem of evil, in the sense in which I shall be using the phrase, is a
problem only for someone who believes that there is a God who is both omnipotent
and wholly good. And it is a logical problem, the problem of clarifying and
reconciling a number of beliefs: it is not a scientific problem that might be solved
by further observations, or a practical problem that might be solved by a decision
or an action. These points are obvious; I mention them only because they are
sometimes ignored by theologians, who sometimes parry a statement of the
problem with such remarks as ‘Well, can you solve the problem yourself?’ or ‘This is
a mystery which may be revealed to us later’ or ‘Evil is something to be faced and
overcome, not to be merely discussed.’
In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent: God is wholly
good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contradiction between these
three propositions, so that if any two of them were true, the third would be false.
But at the same time all three are essential parts of most theological positions: the
theologian, it seems, at once must adhere and cannot consistently adhere to all
three. (The problem does not arise only for theists, but I shall discuss it in the form
in which it presents itself for ordinary theism.)
However, the contradiction does not arise immediately; to show it we need
some additional premisses, or perhaps some quasi-logical rules connecting the
terms ‘good’, ‘evil’ and ‘omnipotent’. These additional principles are that good is
opposed to evil, in such a way that a good thing always eliminates evil as far as it
can, and that there are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do. From these it
follows that a good omnipotent thing eliminates evil completely, and then the
propositions that a good omnipotent thing exists, and that evil exists, are
incompatible.

A. Adequate Solutions
Now once the problem is fully stated it is clear that it can be solved, in the
sense that the problem will not arise if one gives up at least one of the propositions
that constitute it. If you are prepared to say that God is not wholly good, or not
quite omnipotent, or that evil does not exist, or that good is not opposed to the
kind of evil that exists, or that there are limits to what an omnipotent thing can do,
then the problem of evil will not arise for you.

There are, then, quite a number of adequate solutions of the problem of evil,
and some of these have been adopted, or almost adopted, by various thinkers. For
example, a few have been prepared to deny God’s omnipotence, and rather more
have been prepared to keep the term ‘omnipotence’ but severely to restrict its
meaning, recording quite a number of things that an omnipotent being cannot do.
Some have said that evil is an illusion, perhaps because they held that the whole
world of temporal, changing things is an illusion, and that what we call evil belongs
only to this world, or perhaps because they held that although temporal things are
much as we see them, those that we call evil are not really evil. Some have said
that what we call evil is merely the privation of good, that evil in a positive sense,
evil that would really be opposed to good, does not exist. Many have agreed with
Pope that disorder is harmony not understood, and that partial evil is universal
good. Whether any of these views is true is, or course, another question. But each
of them gives an adequate solution of the problem of evil in the sense that if you
accept it this problem does not arise for you, though you may, of course, have
other problems to face.
But often enough these adequate solutions are only almost adopted. The
thinkers who restrict God’s power, but keep the term ‘omnipotence’, may
reasonably be suspected of thinking, in other contexts, that his power is really
unlimited. Those who say that evil is an illusion may also be thinking,
inconsistently, that this illusion is itself an evil. Those who say that ‘evil’ is merely
privation of good may also be thinking, inconsistently, that privation of good is an
evil. (The fallacy here is akin to some forms of the ‘naturalistic fallacy’ in ethics,
where some think, for example, that ‘good’ is just what contributes to evolutionary
progress and that evolutionary progress is itself good.) If Pope meant what he said
in the first line of his couplet, that ‘disorder’ is only harmony not understood, the
‘partial evil’ of the second line must, for consistency, mean ‘that which, taken in
isolation, falsely appears to be evil’, but it would more naturally mean ‘that which,
in isolation, really is evil’. The second line, in fact, hesitates between two views,
that ‘partial evil’ isn’t really evil, since only the universal quality is real, and that
‘partial evil’ is really an evil, but only a little one.
In addition, therefore, to adequate solutions, we must recognize unsatisfactory
inconsistent solutions, in which there is only a half-hearted or temporary rejection
of one of the propositions which together constitute the problem. In these, one of
the constituent propositions is explicitly rejected, but it is covertly re-asserted or
assumed elsewhere in the system.

B. Fallacious Solutions
Besides these half-hearted solutions, which explicitly reject but implicitly assert
one of the constituent propositions, there are definitely fallacious solutions which
explicitly maintain all of the constituent propositions, but implicitly reject at least
one of them in the course of the argument that explains away the problem of evil.
There are, in fact, many so-called solutions which purport to remove the
contradictions without abandoning any of its constituent propositions. These must
be fallacious, as we can see from the very statement of the problem, but it is not so
easy to see in each case precisely where the fallacy lies. I suggest that in all cases
the fallacy has the general form suggested above: in order to solve the problem
one (or perhaps more) of its constituent propositions is given up, but in such a way
that it appears to have been retained, and can therefore be asserted without
qualifications in other contexts. Sometimes there is a further complication: the
supposed solution moves to and fro between say, two of the constituent
propositions, at one point asserting the first of these but covertly abandoning the

first. These fallacious solutions often turn upon some equivocation with the words
‘good’ and ‘evil’, or upon some vagueness about the way in which good and evil are
opposed to one another, or about how much is meant by ‘omnipotence’. I propose
to examine some of these so-called solutions, and to exhibit their fallacies in detail.
Incidentally, I shall also be considering whether an adequate solution could be
reached by a minor modification of one or more of the constituent propositions,
which would, however, still satisfy all the essential requirements of ordinary theism.
1. ‘Good cannot exist without evil’ or ‘Evil is necessary as a counterpart to good.’
It is sometimes suggested that evil is necessary as a counterpart to good, that
if there were no evil there could be no good either, and that this solves the problem
of evil. It is true that it points to an answer to the question ‘Why should there be
evil?’ But it does so only by qualifying some of the propositions that constitute the
problem.
First, it sets a limit to what God can do, saying that God cannot create good
without simultaneously creating evil, and this means either that God is not
omnipotent or that there are some limits to what an omnipotent thing can do. It
may be replied that these limits are always presupposed, that omnipotence has
never meant the power to do what is logically impossible, and on the present view
the existence of good without evil would be a logical impossibility. This
interpretation of omnipotence may, indeed, be accepted as a modification of our
original account which does not reject anything that is essential to theism, and I
shall in general assume it in the subsequent discussion. It is, perhaps, the most
common theistic view, but I think that some theists at least have maintained that
God can do what is logically impossible. Many theists, at any rate, have held that
logic itself is created or laid down by God, that logic is the way in which God
arbitrarily chooses to think. (This is, of course, parallel to the ethical view that
morally right actions are those which God arbitrarily chooses to command, and the
two views encounter similar difficulties.) And this account of logic is clearly
inconsistent with the view that God is bound by logical necessities – unless it is
possible for an omnipotent being to bind himself, an issue which we shall consider
later, when we come to the Paradox of Omnipotence. This solution of the problem
of evil cannot, therefore, be consistently adopted along with the view that logic is
itself created by God.
But, secondly, this solution denies that evil is opposed to good in our original
sense. If good and evil are counterparts, a good thing will not ‘eliminate evil as far
as it can’. Indeed, this view suggests that good and evil are not strictly qualities of
things at all. Perhaps the suggestion is that good and evil are related in much the
same way as great and small. Certainly, when the term ‘great’ is used relatively as
a condensation of ‘greater than so-and-so’ and ‘small’ is used correspondingly,
greatness and smallness are counterparts and cannot exist without each other. But
in this sense greatness is not a quality, not an intrinsic feature of anything; and it
would be absurd to think of a movement in favour of greatness and against
smallness in this sense. Such a movement would be self-defeating, since relative
greatness can be promoted only by a simultaneous promotion of relative smallness.
I feel sure that no theists would be content to regard God’s goodness as analogous
to this – as if what he supports were not the good but the better, and as if he had
the paradoxical aim that all things should be better than other things.
This point is obscured by the fact that ‘great’ and ‘small’ seem to have an
absolute as well as a relative sense. I cannot discuss here whether there is absolute
magnitude or not, but if there is, there could be an absolute sense for ‘great’, it
could mean of at least a certain size, and it would make sense to speak of all things

getting bigger, of a universe that was expanding all over, and therefore it would
make sense to speak of promoting greatness. But in this sense great and small are
not logically necessary counterparts: either quality could exist without the other.
There would be no logical impossibility in everything’s being small or in everything’s
being great.
Neither in the absolute nor in the relative sense, then, of ‘great’ and ‘small’ do
these terms provide an analogy of the sort that would be needed to support this
solution of the problem of evil. In neither case are greatness and smallness both
necessary counterparts and mutually opposed forces or possible objects for support
or attack.
It may be replied that good and evil are necessary counterparts in the same
way as any quality and its logical opposite: redness can occur, it is suggested, only
if non-redness also occurs. But unless evil is merely the privation of good, they are
not logical opposites, and some further argument would be needed to show that
they are counterparts in the same way as genuine logical opposites. Let us assume
that this could be given. There is still doubt of the correctness of the metaphysical
principle that a quality must have a real opposite: I suggest that it is not really
impossible that everything should be, say red, that the truth is merely that if
everything were red we should not notice redness, and so we should have no word
‘red’; we observe and give names to qualities only if they have real opposites. If so,
the principle that a term must have an opposite would belong only to our language
or to our thought and would not be an ontological principle, and, correspondingly,
the rule that good cannot exist without evil would not state a logical necessity of a
sort that God would just have to put up with. God might have made everything
good, though we should not have noticed it if he had.
But, finally, even if we concede that this is an ontological principle, it will
provide a solution for the problem of evil only if one is prepared to say, ‘Evil exists,
but only just enough evil to serve as the counterpart of good’. I doubt whether any
theist will accept this. After all, the ontological requirement that non-redness should
occur would be satisfied even if all the universe, except for a minute speck, were
red, and, if there were a corresponding requirement for evil as a counterpart to
good, a minute dose of evil would presumably do. But theists are not usually willing
to say, in all contexts, that all the evil that occurs is a minute and necessary dose.
2. ‘Evil is necessary as a means to good.’
It is sometime suggested that evil is necessary for good not as a counterpart
but as a means. In its simple form this has little plausibility as a solution of the
problem of evil, since it obviously implies a severe restriction of God’s power. It
would be a causal law that you cannot have a certain end without a certain means,
so that if God has to introduce evil as a means to good, he must be subject to at
least some causal laws. This certainly conflicts with what a theist normally means
by omnipotence. This view of God as limited by causal laws also conflicts with the
view that causal views are themselves made by God, which is more widely held
than the corresponding view about the laws of logic. This conflict would, indeed, be
resolved if it were possible for an omnipotent being to bind himself, and this
possibility has still to be considered. Unless a favorable answer can be given to this
question, the suggestion that evil is necessary as a means to good solves the
problem of evil only by denying one of its constituent propositions, either that God
is omnipotent or that ‘omnipotent’ means what it says.
3. ‘The universe is better with some evil in it than it could be if there were no evil.’
Much more important is a solution which at first seems to be a mere variant of

the previous one, that evil may contribute to the goodness of a whole in which it is
found, so that the universe as a whole is better as it is, with some evil in it, than it
would be if there were no evil. This solution may be developed in either of two
ways. It may be supported by an aesthetic analogy, by the fact that contrasts
heighten beauty, that in a musical work, for example, there may occur discords
which somehow add to the beauty of the work as a whole. Alternatively, it may be
worked out in connection with the notion of progress, that the best possible
organization of the universe will not be static, but progressive, that the gradual
overcoming of evil by good is really a finer thing than would be the eternal
unchallenged supremacy of good.
In either case, this solution usually starts from the assumption that the evil
whose existence gives rise to the problem of evil is primarily what is called physical
evil, that is to say, pain. In Hume’s rather half-hearted presentation of the problem
of evil, the evils that he stresses are pain and disease, and those who reply to him
argue that the existence of pain and disease makes possible the existence of
sympathy, benevolence, heroism, and the gradually successful struggle of doctors
and reformers to overcome these evils. In fact, theists often seize the opportunity
to accuse those who stress the problem of evil of taking a low, materialistic view of
good and evil, equating these with pleasure and pain, and of ignoring the more
spiritual goods which can arise in the struggle against evils.
But let us see exactly what is being done here. 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.) It is also being
assumed that second order good is more important than first order good or evil, in
particular that it more than outweighs the first order evil it involves.
Now this is a particularly subtle attempt to solve the problem of evil. It
defends God’s goodness and omnipotence on the ground that (on a sufficiently long
view) this is the best of all logically possible worlds, because it includes the
important second order goods, and yet it admits that real evils, namely first order
evils, exist. But does it still hold that good and evil are opposed? Not, clearly, in the
sense that we set out originally: good does not tend to eliminate evil in general.
Instead, we have a modified, a more complex pattern. First order good (e.g.
happiness) contrasts with first order evil (e.g. misery): these two are opposed in a
fairly mechanical way; some second order goods (e.g. benevolence) try to
maximize first order good and minimize first order evil; but God’s goodness is not
this, it is rather the will to maximize second order good. We might, therefore, call
God’s goodness an example of a third order goodness, or good (3). While this
account is different from our original one, it might well be held to be an
improvement on it, to give a more accurate description of the way in which good is
opposed to evil, and to be consistent with the essential theist position.
There might, however, be several objections to this solution.
First, some might argue that such qualities as benevolence – and a fortiori the
third order goodness which promotes benevolence – have a merely derivative
value, that they are not higher sorts of good, but merely means to good (1), that

is, to happiness, so that it would be absurd for God to keep misery in existence in
order to make possible the virtues of benevolence, heroism, etc. The theist who
adopts the present solution must, of course, deny this, but he can do so with some
plausibility, so I should not press this objection.
Secondly, it follows from this solution that God is not in our sense benevolent
or sympathetic: he is not concerned to minimize evil (1), but only to promote
good (2), and this might be a disturbing conclusion for some theists.
But thirdly, the fatal objection is this. Our analysis shows clearly the possibility
of the existence of a second order evil, an evil (2) contrasting with good (2) as evil
(1) contrasts with good (1). This would include malevolence, cruelty, callousness,
cowardice, and states in which good (1) is decreasing and evil (1) increasing. And
just as good (2) is held to be the important kind of good, the kind that God is
concerned to promote, so evil (2) will, by analogy, be the important kind of evil,
the kind which God, if he were wholly good and omnipotent would eliminate. And
yet evil (2) plainly exists, and indeed most theists (in other contexts) stress its
existence more than that of evil (1). We should, therefore, state the problem of evil
in terms of second order evil, and against this form of the problem the present
solution is useless.
An attempt might be made to use this solution again, at a higher level, to
explain the occurrence of evil (2): indeed the next main solution that we shall
examine does just this, with the help of some new notions. Without any fresh
notions, such a solution would have little plausibility: for example, we could hardly
say that the really important good was a good (3), such as the increase of
benevolence in proportion to cruelty, which logically required for its occurrence the
occurrence of some second order evil. But even if evil (2) could be explained in this
way, it is fairly clear that there would be third order evils contrasting with this third
order good: and we should be well on the way to an infinite regress, where the
solution of a problem of evil, stated in terms of evil (n), indicated the existence of
an evil (n+1), and a further problem to be solved.
4. ‘Evil is due to human free will.’
Perhaps the most important proposed solution of the problem of evil is that
evil is not to be ascribed to God at all, but to the independent actions of human
beings, supposed to have been endowed by God with freedom of the will. This
solution may be combined with the preceding one: first order evil (e.g. pain) may
be justified as a logically necessary component in second order good (e.g.
sympathy) while second order evil (e.g. cruelty) is not justified, but is so ascribed
to human beings that God cannot be held responsible for it. This combination
evades my third criticism of the preceding solution.
The free will solution also involves the preceding solution at a higher level. To
explain why a wholly good God gave men free will although it would lead to some
important evils, it must be argued that it is better on the whole that men should act
freely, and sometimes err, than that they should be innocent automata, acting
rightly in a wholly determined way. Freedom, that is to say, is now treated as a
third order good, and as being more valuable than second order goods (such as
sympathy and heroism) would be if they were deterministically produced, and it is
being assumed that second order evils, such as cruelty, are logically necessary
accompaniments of freedom, just as pain is a logically necessary pre-condition of
sympathy.
I think that this solution is unsatisfactory primarily because of the incoherence
of the notion of freedom of the will: but I cannot discuss this topic adequately here,

although some of my criticisms will touch upon it.
First I should query the assumption that second order evils are logically
necessary accompaniments of freedom. I should ask this: if God has made men
such that in their free choices they sometimes prefer what is good and sometimes
what is evil, why could he not have made men such that they always freely choose
the good? If there is no logical impossibility in a man’s freely choosing the good on
one, or on several occasions, there cannot be a logical impossibility in his freely
choosing the good on every occasion. God was not, then, faced with a choice
between making innocent automata and making beings who, in acting freely, would
sometimes go wrong: there was open to him the obviously better possibility of
making beings who would act freely but always go right. Clearly, his failure to avail
himself of this possibility is inconsistent with his being both omnipotent and wholly
good.
If it is replied that this objection is absurd, that the making of some wrong
choices is logically necessary for freedom, it would seem that ‘freedom’ must here
mean complete randomness or indeterminacy, including randomness with regard to
the alternatives good and evil, in other words that men’s choices and consequent
actions can be ‘free’ only if they are not determined by their characters. Only on
this assumption can God escape the responsibility for men’s actions; for if he made
them as they are, but did not determine their wrong choices, this can only be
because the wrong choices are not determined by men as they are. But then if
freedom is randomness, how can it be a characteristic of will? And, still more, how
can it be the most important good? What value or merit would there be in free
choices if these were random actions which were not determined by the nature of
the agent?
I conclude that to make this solution plausible two different senses of
‘freedom’ must be confused, one sense which will justify the view that freedom is a
third order good, more valuable than other goods would be without it, and another
sense, sheer randomness, to prevent us from ascribing to God a decision to make
men such that they sometimes go wrong when he might have made them such that
they would always freely go right.
This criticism is sufficient to dispose of this solution. But besides this there is a
fundamental difficulty in the notion of an omnipotent God creating men with free
will, for if men’s wills are really free this must mean that even God cannot control
them, that is, that God is no longer omnipotent. It may be objected that God’s gift
of freedom to men does not mean that he cannot control their wills, but that he
always refrains from controlling their wills. But why, we may ask, should God
refrain from controlling evil wills? Why should he not leave men free to will rightly,
but intervene when he sees them beginning to will wrongly? If God could do this,
but does not, and if he is wholly good, the only explanation could be that even a
wrong free act of will is not really evil, that its freedom is a value which outweighs
its wrongness, so that there would be a loss of value if God took away the
wrongness and the freedom together. But this is utterly opposed to what theists
say about sin in other contexts. The present solution of the problem of evil, then,
can be maintained only in the form that God has made men so free that he cannot
control their wills.
This leads us to what I call the Paradox of Omnipotence: can an omnipotent
being make things which he cannot subsequently control? Or, what is practically
equivalent to this, can an omnipotent being make rules which then bind himself?

(These are practically equivalent because any such rules could be regarded as
setting certain things beyond his control and vice versa.) The second of these
formulations is relevant to the suggestions that we have already met, that an
omnipotent God creates the rules of logic or causal laws, and is then bound by
them.
It is clear that this is a paradox: the questions cannot be answered
satisfactorily either in the affirmative or in the negative. If we answer ‘Yes’, it
follows that if God actually makes things which he cannot control, or makes rules
which bind himself, he is not omnipotent once he has made them: there are then
things which he cannot do. But if we answer ‘No’, we are immediately asserting
that there are things which he cannot do, that is to say that he is already not
omnipotent.
It cannot be replied that the question which sets this paradox is not a proper
question. It would make perfectly good sense to say that a human mechanic has
made a machine which he cannot control: if there is any difficulty about the
question it lies in the notion of omnipotence itself.
This, incidentally, shows that although we have approached this paradox from
the free will theory, it is equally a problem for a theological determinist. No one
thinks that machines have free will, yet they may well be beyond the control of
their makers. The determinist might reply that anyone who makes anything
determines its ways of acting and so determines its subsequent behaviour: even
the human mechanic does this by his choice of materials and structure for his
machine, though he does not know all about either of these: the mechanic thus
determines, though he may not foresee, his machine’s actions. And since God is
omniscient, and since his creation of things is total, he both determines and
foresees the ways in which his creatures will act. We may grant this, but it is beside
the point. The question is not whether God originally determined the future actions
of his creatures, but whether he can subsequently control their actions, or whether
he was able in his original creation to put things beyond his subsequent control.
Even on determinist principles the answers ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ are equally irreconcilable
with God’s omnipotence.
Before suggesting a solution of this paradox, I would point out that there is a
parallel Paradox of Sovereignty. Can a legal sovereign make a law restricting its
own future legislative power? For example, could the British parliament make a law
forbidding any future parliament to socialize banking, and also forbidding the future
repeal of this law itself? Or could the British parliament, which was legally
sovereign in Australia in, say, 1899, pass a valid law, or series of laws, which made
it no longer sovereign in 1933? Again, neither the affirmative nor the negative
answer is really satisfactory. If we were to answer ‘Yes’, we should be admitting the
validity of a law which, if it were actually made, would mean that parliament was
no longer sovereign. If we were to answer ‘No’, we should be admitting that there
is a law, not logically absurd, which parliament cannot validly make, that is, that
parliament is not now a legal sovereign. This paradox can be solved in the following
way. We should distinguish between first order laws, that is laws governing the
actions of individuals and bodies other than the legislature, and second order laws,
that is laws about laws, laws governing the actions of the legislature itself.
Correspondingly, we should distinguish between two orders of sovereignty, first
order sovereignty (sovereignty (1)) which is unlimited authority to make first order
laws, and second order sovereignty (sovereignty (2)) which is unlimited authority

to make second order laws. If we say that parliament is sovereign we might mean
that any parliament at any time has sovereignty (1), or we might mean that
parliament has both sovereignity (1) and sovereignity (2) at present, but we cannot
without contradiction mean both that the present parliament has sovereignity (2)
and that every parliament at every time has sovereignity (1), for if the present
parliament has sovereignty (2) it may use it to take away the sovereignty (1) of
later parliaments. What the paradox show is that we cannot ascribe to any
continuing institution legal sovereignty in an inclusive sense.
The analogy between omnipotence and sovereignty shows that the paradox of
omnipotence can be solved in a similar way. We must distinguish between first
order omnipotence (omnipotence (1)), that is unlimited power to act, and second
order omnipotence (omnipotence (2)), that is unlimited power to determine what
powers to act things shall have. Then we could consistently say that God all the
time has omnipotence (1), but if so no beings at any time have powers to act
independently of God. Or we could say that God at one time had omnipotence (2),
and used it to assign independent powers to act to certain things, so that God
thereafter did not have omnipotence (1). But what the paradox shows is that we
cannot consistently ascribe to any continuing being omnipotence in an inclusive
sense.
An alternative solution to this paradox would be simply to deny that God is a
continuing being, that any times can be assigned to his actions at all. But on this
assumption (which also has difficulties of its own) no meaning can be given to the
assertion that God made men with wills so free that he could not control them. The
paradox of omnipotence can be avoided by putting God outside time, but the free
will solution of the problem of evil cannot be saved in this way, and equally it
remains impossible to hold that an omnipotent God binds himself by causal or
logical laws.

Conclusion
Of the proposed solutions of the problem of evil which we have examined,
none has stood up to criticism. There may be other solutions which require
examination, but this study strongly suggests that there is no valid solution of the
problem which does not modify at least one of the constituent propositions in a way
which would seriously affect the essential core of the theistic position.
Quite apart from the problem of evil, the paradox of omnipotence has shown
that God’s omnipotence must in any case be restricted in one way or another, that
unqualified omnipotence cannot be ascribed to any being that continues through
time. And if God and his actions are not in time, can omnipotence, or power of any
sort, be meaningfully ascribed to him?

Activity
Now use 3 colours to highlight in the text:
1. EXAMPLES Mackie uses to illustrate the traditional Problem of Evil
2. DISTINCTIVE ideas Mackie introduces to either support or reject the Problem of Evil
3. GOD’s role in the Problem of Evil

Read through the article once more and complete the following sentence starters:

J.L. Mackie has written this article so that his readers might be able to understand ………

Mackie analyses two types of proposed solutions to the Problem of Evil called ……………

Mackie feels that the main issue with adequate solutions is ……………………………………..

Whereas for fallacious solutions, Mackie finds a number of issues, namely …………………

Mackie’s conclusion is that ……………………………………………………………………………………..

My opinion of Mackie’s article is………………………………………………………………………………

Activity 2
Find 3 examples of Evil that may present a Theist (believer in God) with doubts about God’s
existence. These could be natural disasters, crime or extreme examples.

BRIEFLY describe why you/the source categorise this as an example of evil.
What problems does it give to the believer?
How might a believer respond to this?
What might Mackie say?

Attach the sources you used for the examples you have given e.g. web address/photocopy
of news article/TV programme title/streaming service used/you tube title……

Activity 3
Read this extract from The Brothers Karamazov - Chapter 4 – Rebellion by

Dostoyevsky
"By the way, a Bulgarian I met lately in Moscow," Ivan went on, seeming not to hear his brother's
words, "told me about the crimes committed by Turks and Circassians in all parts of Bulgaria through
fear of a general rising of the Slavs. They burn villages, murder, outrage women and children, they

nail their prisoners by the ears to the fences, leave them so till morning, and in the morning they hang
them- all sorts of things you can't imagine. People talk sometimes of bestial cruelty, but that's a great
injustice and insult to the beasts; a beast can never be so cruel as a man, so artistically cruel. The
tiger only tears and gnaws, that's all he can do. He would never think of nailing people by the ears,
even if he were able to do it. These Turks took a pleasure in torturing children, -too; cutting the unborn
child from the mothers womb, and tossing babies up in the air and catching them on the points of their
bayonets before their mothers' eyes. Doing it before the mothers' eyes was what gave zest to the
amusement. Here is another scene that I thought very interesting. Imagine a trembling mother with
her baby in her arms, a circle of invading Turks around her. They've planned a diversion: they pet the
baby, laugh to make it laugh. They succeed, the baby laughs. At that moment a Turk points a pistol
four inches from the baby's face. The baby laughs with glee, holds out its little hands to the pistol, and
he pulls the trigger in the baby's face and blows out its brains. Artistic, wasn't it? By the way, Turks
are particularly fond of sweet things, they say." "Brother, what are you driving at?" asked Alyosha. "I
think if the devil doesn't exist, but man has created him, he has created him in his own image and
likeness." "Just as he did God, then?" observed Alyosha. "'It's wonderful how you can turn words,' as
Polonius says in Hamlet," laughed Ivan. "You turn my words against me. Well, I am glad. Yours must
be a fine God, if man created Him in his image and likeness. You asked just now what I was driving
at. You see, I am fond of collecting certain facts, and, would you believe, I even copy anecdotes of a
certain sort from newspapers and books, and I've already got a fine collection. The Turks, of course,
have gone into it, but they are foreigners. I have specimens from home that are even better than the
Turks. You know we prefer beating- rods and scourges- that's our national institution. Nailing ears is
unthinkable for us, for we are, after all, Europeans. But the rod and the scourge we have always with
us and they cannot be taken from us. Abroad now they scarcely do any beating.
Manners are more humane, or laws have been passed, so that they don't dare to flog men now. But
they make up for it in another way just as national as ours. And so national that it would be practically
impossible among us, though I believe we are being inoculated with it, since the religious movement
began in our aristocracy. I have a charming pamphlet, translated from the French, describing how,
quite recently, five years ago, a murderer, Richard, was executed- a young man, I believe, of three
and twenty, who repented and was converted to the Christian faith at the very scaffold. This Richard
was an illegitimate child who was given as a child of six by his parents to some shepherds on the
Swiss mountains. They brought him up to work for them. He grew up like a little wild beast among
them. The shepherds taught him nothing, and scarcely fed or clothed him, but sent him out at seven
to herd the flock in cold and wet, and no one hesitated or scrupled to treat him so. Quite the contrary,
they thought they had every right, for Richard had been given to them as a chattel, and they did not
even see the necessity of feeding him. Richard himself describes how in those years, like the Prodigal
Son in the Gospel, he longed to eat of the mash given to the pigs, which were fattened for sale. But
they wouldn't even give that, and beat him when he stole from the pigs. And that was how he spent all
his childhood and his youth, till he grew up and was strong enough to go away and be a thief. The
savage began to earn his living as a day labourer in Geneva. He drank what he earned, he lived like a
brute, and finished by killing and robbing an old man. He was caught, tried, and condemned to death.
They are not sentimentalists there. And in prison he was immediately surrounded by pastors,
members of Christian brotherhoods, philanthropic ladies, and the like. They taught him to read and
write in prison, and expounded the Gospel to him. They exhorted him, worked upon him, drummed at
him incessantly, till at last he solemnly confessed his crime. He was converted. He wrote to the court
himself that he was a monster, but that in the end God had vouchsafed him light and shown grace. All
Geneva was in excitement about him- all philanthropic and religious Geneva. All the aristocratic and
well-bred society of the town rushed to the prison, kissed Richard and embraced him; 'You are our
brother, you have found grace.' And Richard does nothing but weep with emotion, 'Yes, I've found
grace! All my youth and childhood I was glad of pigs' food, but now even I have found grace. I am
dying in the Lord.' 'Yes, Richard, die in the Lord; you have shed blood and must die. Though it's not
your fault that you knew not the Lord, when you coveted the pigs' food and were beaten for stealing it
(which was very wrong of you, for stealing is forbidden); but you've shed blood and you must die. 'And
on the last day, Richard, perfectly limp, did nothing but cry and repeat every minute: 'This is my
happiest day. I am going to the Lord.' 'Yes,' cry the pastors and the judges and philanthropic ladies.
'This is the happiest day of your life, for you are going to the Lord!' They all walk or drive to the
scaffold in procession behind the prison van. At the scaffold they call to Richard: 'Die, brother, die in

the Lord, for even thou hast found grace!' And so, covered with his brothers' kisses, Richard is
dragged on to the scaffold, and led to the guillotine. And they chopped off his head in brotherly
fashion, because he had found grace. Yes, that's characteristic. That pamphlet is translated into
Russian by some Russian philanthropists of aristocratic rank and evangelical aspirations, and has
been distributed gratis for the enlightenment of the people. The case of Richard is interesting because
it's national. Though to us it's absurd to cut off a man's head, because he has become our brother and
has found grace, yet we have our own speciality, which is all but worse. Our historical pastime is the
direct satisfaction of inflicting pain. There are lines in Nekrassov describing how a peasant lashes a
horse on the eyes, 'on its meek eyes,' everyone must have seen it. It's peculiarly Russian. He
describes how a feeble little nag has foundered under too heavy a load and cannot move. The
peasant beats it, beats it savagely, beats it at last not knowing what he is doing in the intoxication of
cruelty, thrashes it mercilessly over and over again. 'However weak you are, you must pull, if you die
for it.' The nag strains, and then he begins lashing the poor defenceless creature on its weeping, on
its 'meek eyes.' The frantic beast tugs and draws the load, trembling all over, gasping for breath,
moving sideways, with a sort of unnatural spasmodic action- it's awful in Nekrassov. But that only a
horse, and God has horses to be beaten. So the Tatars have taught us, and they left us the knout as
a remembrance of it. But men, too, can be beaten. A well-educated, cultured gentleman and his wife
beat their own child with a birch-rod, a girl of seven. I have an exact account of it. The papa was glad
that the birch was covered with twigs. 'It stings more,' said he, and so be began stinging his daughter.
I know for a fact there are people who at every blow are worked up to sensuality, to literal sensuality,
which increases progressively at every blow they inflict. They beat for a minute, for five minutes, for
ten minutes, more often and more savagely. The child screams. At last the child cannot scream, it
gasps, 'Daddy daddy!' By some diabolical unseemly chance the case was brought into court. A
counsel is engaged. The Russian people have long called a barrister 'a conscience for hire.' The
counsel protests in his client's defence. 'It's such a simple thing,' he says, 'an everyday domestic
event. A father corrects his child. To our shame be it said, it is brought into court.' The jury, convinced
by him, give a favourable verdict. The public roars with delight that the torturer is acquitted. Ah,
pity I wasn't there! I would have proposed to raise a subscription in his honour! Charming pictures.
"But I've still better things about children. I've collected a great, great deal about Russian children,
Alyosha. There was a little girl of five who was hated by her father and mother, 'most worthy and
respectable people, of good education and breeding.' You see, I must repeat again, it is a peculiar
characteristic of many people, this love of torturing children, and children only. To all other types of
humanity these torturers behave mildly and benevolently, like cultivated and humane Europeans; but
they are very fond of tormenting children, even fond of children themselves in that sense. it's just their
defencelessness that tempts the tormentor, just the angelic confidence of the child who has no refuge
and no appeal, that sets his vile blood on fire. In every man, of course, a demon lies hidden- the
demon of rage, the demon of lustful heat at the screams of the tortured victim, the demon of
lawlessness let off the chain, the demon of diseases that follow on vice, gout, kidney disease, and so
on. "This poor child of five was subjected to every possible torture by those cultivated parents. They
beat her, thrashed her, kicked her for no reason till her body was one bruise. Then, they went to
greater refinements of cruelty- shut her up all night in the cold and frost in a privy, and because she
didn't ask to be taken up at night (as though a child of five sleeping its angelic, sound sleep could be
trained to wake and ask), they smeared her face and filled her mouth with excrement, and it was her
mother, her mother did this. And that mother could sleep, hearing the poor child's groans! Can you
understand why a little creature, who can't even understand what's done to her, should beat her little
aching heart with her tiny fist in the dark and the cold, and weep her meek unresentful tears to dear,
kind God to protect her? Do you understand that, friend and brother, you pious and humble novice?
Do you understand why this infamy must be and is permitted? Without it, I am told, man could not
have existed on earth, for he could not have known good and evil. Why should he know that diabolical
good and evil when it costs so much? Why, the whole world of knowledge is not worth that
child's prayer to dear, kind God'! I say nothing of the sufferings of grown-up people, they have eaten
the apple, damn them, and the devil take them all! But these little ones! I am making you suffer,
Alyosha, you are not yourself. I'll leave off if you like."
"Never mind. I want to suffer too," muttered Alyosha. "One picture, only one more, because it's so
curious, so characteristic, and I have only just read it in some collection of Russian antiquities. I've
forgotten the name. I must look it up. It was in the darkest days of serfdom at the beginning of the
century, and long live the Liberator of the People! There was in those days a general of aristocratic

connections, the owner of great estates, one of those men- somewhat exceptional, I believe, even
then- who, retiring from the service into a life of leisure, are convinced that they've earned absolute
power over the lives of their subjects. There were such men then. So our general, settled on his
property of two thousand souls, lives in pomp, and domineers over his poor neighbours as though
they were dependents and buffoons. He has kennels of hundreds of hounds and nearly a hundred
dog-boys- all mounted, and in uniform. One day a serf-boy, a little child of eight, threw a stone in play
and hurt the paw of the general's favourite hound. 'Why is my favourite dog lame?' He is told that the
boy threw a stone that hurt the dog's paw. 'So you did it.' The general looked the child up and down.
'Take him.' He was taken- taken from his mother and kept shut up all night. Early that morning the
general comes out on horseback, with the hounds, his dependents, dog-boys, and huntsmen, all
mounted around him in full hunting parade. The servants are summoned for their edification, and in
front of them all stands the mother of the child. The child is brought from the lock-up. It's a gloomy,
cold, foggy, autumn day, a capital day for hunting. The general orders the child to be undressed; the
child is stripped naked. He shivers, numb with terror, not daring to cry.... 'Make him run,' commands
the general. 'Run! run!' shout the dog-boys. The boy runs.... 'At him!' yells the general, and he sets the
whole pack of hounds on the child. The hounds catch him, and tear him to pieces before his mother's
eyes!... I believe the general was afterwards declared incapable of administering his estates. Wellwhat did he deserve? To be shot? To be shot for the satisfaction of our moral feelings? Speak,
Alyosha! "To be shot," murmured Alyosha, lifting his eyes to Ivan with a pale, twisted smile. "Bravo!"
cried Ivan delighted. "If even you say so... You're a pretty monk! So there is a little
devil sitting in your heart, Alyosha Karamazov!"

Activity
Re-read the extract and imagine you are Aloysha – how might you respond to Ivan’s
criticism of his brother’s faith in God even in the face of such suffering?

Internet activity
Watch the following clip on You Tube : Stephen Fry on God
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-suvkwNYSQo
What is Stephen Fry’s main argument against God? Is he an atheist or agnostic?
Summarise his argument.

Internet activity
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nfIBEJYZG7o
Watch this discussion between Richard Dawkins and Ricky Gervais about belief in God.
Summarise the main points each of them makes relating to faith in the face of suffering and
evil.

Essay task
Using all the information you have researched here and independently try to create your
own answer to the following question from a past paper:

‘Religion is wrecked on the rocks of the Problem of Evil.’ Evaluate this claim.
This would be a 15-mark AO2 (Evaluation) question
15 marks

A simple structure to follow should you need it would be as follows:
1.

Introduction – clarify your understanding of the quote and what the question is
asking of you.
2. Give examples from your research to support the view
3. Give examples from your research to oppose the view
4. Give your own evaluative conclusion.
This is not a set plan and you can respond in more of a dialogue form should you wish.
An idea for grade boundaries is:
A – 15 B – 13 C – 11 D – 8 E – 6
Any queries please email v.round@cardinalgriffin.staffs.sch.uk

