The University of Tehran Press

FALSAFEH

Online ISSN: 2716-974X

https://jop.ut.ac.ir

The Answer to the Problem of Evil Based on Some Avestan Texts and Narrations

from Ishragi Wisdom

Sara Ghezelbash®

Ph.D. Graduated in Philosophy from the Institute of Humanities and Cultural Studies, Researcher, Tehran, Iran. Email:

Sghezelbash2@gmail.com

Article Info

Avrticle Type:
Research Article

(183-197)

Avrticle History:

Receive Date:
31 August 2025

Revise Date:
31 August 2025

Accepte Date:
22 October 2025

Published online:
23 November 2025

Keywords:

Abstract

The problem of evil, as one of the most challenging issues in the philosophy of
religion, has always driven scholars and thinkers to explore diverse theological and
philosophical approaches across different civilizations. This article, aiming to
provide a comparative analysis of how the problem of evil is addressed, examines
two distinct intellectual traditions: In the first section, relying on the Avestan texts,
it is explained how Zoroastrianism, by introducing the dual principle of good
(Ahura Mazda/Spenta Mainyu) and evil (Angra Mainyu/Ahriman) from eternity,
views the problem of evil not as a result of divine deficiency or inaction, but as a
consequence of a cosmic struggle between two independent origins. This eternal
duality presents evil as having an independent and real source, and while offering a
clear answer to the origin of evil, it faces challenges such as undermining divine
omnipotence. In the second section, the article explores the approach of
Suhrawardi’s Illuminationist philosophy (Hikmatlal-Ishrag). Suhrawardi, contrary
to the Zoroastrian view, does not consider evil as an existing entity with an
independent origin. He divides evils into two main categories: privative and
relative evils, and natural and essential evils. This article attempts to answer the
questions of the problem of evil by examining the general principles of the
ontological system of Zoroastrianism and Suhrawardt’s Illuminationist philosophy,
such as the non-existence (privation) of evil, possibility, deficiency, and causality
as ontological sources of evil, and the necessity of temporal movement of beings in
the material world from deficiency to perfection and from potentiality to actuality
within the context of time as the quality of the manifestation of evils. The article
ultimately concludes that both traditions strive to offer a coherent response to the
problem of evil. The Avestan texts, by accepting the eternal existence of evil,
bestow upon it an independent nature, whereas Illuminationist philosophy, by
emphasizing the non-existence of evil and its place in the best possible system
(orim) explains evil as a secondary and dependent aspect of good."”
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Introduction
Summary of the article “The answer to the problem of evil based on some Avestan texts and narrations
from Ishragi wisdom™:

"The problem of evil, the most challenging topic in the philosophy of religion, has led scholars to
explore different theological approaches. This article examines two intellectual traditions: Firstly,
Zoroastrianism, with its dual principle of good and evil, posits the problem of evil as stemming from a
cosmic struggle between two independent origins. This view considers evil primordial and having a
real source. In the second section, Suhrawardt, within Illuminationist philosophy, introduces a
differing perspective, presenting evil as a privative phenomenon without an independent origin. The
article concludes that both traditions offer a coherent answer to the problem of evil, albeit from
different viewpoints regarding the nature and source of evil. The existence of evil is presented as a
contradiction to the logic of an omnipotent God; additionally, the explanation of the ontological
system based on light in both Zoroastrian and Illuminationist views is discussed.

The problem of evil is a profound philosophical challenge that examines the contradiction between
the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, and benevolent God and the existence of evil and suffering.
If God is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent, how can His existence be justified with the
presence of evil? David Hume raised the question of whether God wills to prevent evil but cannot. J. L.
Mackie argued that the existence of evil is a refutation of arguments for God’s existencea Types of evil
include moral evil (a consequence of free actions) and natural evil (natural processes). The problem of
evil is divided into two main categories: logical and evidential. Mackie claims that the existence of evil is
incompatible with the classical attributes of God, while Rowe believes that the evidence and extent of
evil, particularly gratuitouslevil, provide strong evidence for God’s pon-existence.

Philosophical responses to the problem of evil are divided into two categories: defenses and
theodicies. Defenses demonstrate that the existence of God with the triad of attributes does not
logically preclude the existence of evil. Theodicies offer reasonable explanations for God’s permission
of evil, including: 1. The Free Will Defense: meaning God must grant freedom for morality and love
to be genuine, which leads to evil. 2. Soul-Making Theodicy: viewing the world as a ‘soul-making’
environment where challenges are necessary for growth and virtue. 3. Epistemological Theodicy for
better understanding experiences: If God intervened in a world without evil, humans could not grasp
concepts like good and evil. The experience of evil is necessary for the knowledge of good. The
theodicy proposed by Leibniz claims that God created the best possible world. The main challenge is
the problem of ‘gratuitous evil,” which demands an answer for unjustified suffering.

In Zoroastrian belief, evil is an independent and active principle, and unlike many monotheistic
religions, it is not considered a deficiency of good. The world is seen as a battlefield between Spenta
Mainyu (the GoodcSpirit) and AngraMainyu (the Evil Spirit). Evil exists based on Ahriman’s choice,
not Ahura Mazda’s creation. These two forces are fundamentally opposed, and(évil manifests in the
material realm as a defect and a pestilence. Ahura Mazda created the good forces with the aim of
overcoming Ahriman, while evil inherently possesses an independent existence, operating to corrupt
good. Therefore, evil is defenseless and does not originate from Ahura Mazda. The dualism of good
and evil in Zoroastrianism is characterized by cosmic and ethical dimensions. Ahriman is the source of
evils and destruction, symbolizing darkness. Humans, through their free will, choose between these
two forces, impacting their individual destiny and the cosmic struggle. This perspective naturally
presents a challenge to the goodness of creation.

According to the Illuminationist school, evil and darkness are the absence of something or the
absence of perfection. Light is intrinsically good, but in the material world, the existence of evil is
necessary due to the inherent deficiency of beings. Essences, due to their poverty, have a darker aspect.
Evil in the elemental world arises from changes under the governance of celestial movements. Absolute
good means absolute light and has degrees of perfection. Minor evil is subject to the will of the Lights.

The Zoroastrian response to the problem of evil emphasizes the pivotal role of humans in choosing
between good and evil. Individuals possess free will, and each good action they take helps strengthen
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Ahura Mazda and weaken Ahriman. Meanwhile, there is an expectationof Ahura Mazda’s ultimate
victory and the destruction of Ahriman in the future, a process known as ‘Frashokereti’. Furthermore,
according to the Illuminationist system, the existence of evil is justified through interaction with other
luminous realms. The natural and temporal movement of beings, influenced by celestial lights, aids in
achieving greater luminosity. Thus, the existence of evils in the world is considered part of the overall
flow of existence and the struggle against deficiency and corruption. There are degrees of luminosity,
intensity, and weakness, and the dispelling of darkness and evils is a deliberative matter under the
guidance of disembodied Lights. If God is omnipotent, He must repel evil. However, from the
Illuminationist perspective, evil is the inevitable consequence of the potentiality of secondary causes
and a product of the absence of absolute good. The concept of absolute good should not be confused
with divine benevolence, and evil should be attributed to the capacity of beings.

This article, by comparatively examining the approaches of Zoroastrianism and Suhrawardv’s
[lluminationist philosophy to the problem of evil, has analyzed two distinct intellectual traditions that,
despite their differences, share commonalities in providing a coherent answer.

Zoroastrianism, by positing the principle of existential dualism, defines evil not as a deviation from
good or a deficiency in divine will, but as the product of an eternal struggle between two independent
essences, Ahura Mazda (absolute good) and Angra Mainyu (absolute evil). Thishapproach posits an
independent and objective origin for evil. However, this acceptance of the eternal existence of evil
presents challenges to the concept of God’s absolute power and His perfect benevolence, as the
existence of an independent origin of evil raises questions, assuming God’s absolute dominion over
creation.

In contrast, Suhrawardt, in his Illuminationist philosophy, does not consider evil to be
independently existent or to have a substantial essence. He categorizes evils into two broad types:
“privative” and “relative.” This view considers evil a secondary matter, dependent on good, and
interprets evil within the framework of an ontology based on “light” and “darkness” (or perfection and
deficiency) as a natural consequence of the movement of beings from potentiality to actuality and
from deficiency to perfection within the context of time.

According to both Zoroastrian and Hluminationist views, the dispelling of evil in the world is not
instantaneous but gradual and temporal, as the movement of coming-to-be and passing-away, and the
force of transformation from potentiality to actuality, occur within the context of life-oriented
transformations and towards perfection, which is only possible through a gradual process. Therefore, it
can be said that the natural world is oriented towards absolute good, and its deficient aspect is the
aspect of the presence of evil. In reality, the only way for the actualization of life in things is the
temporal movement in the constant flow of coming-to-be and passing-away, accompanied by a chain
of deficiency and perfection. Based on this, the argument for the necessity of evil in the world can be
explained as follows:

1. God is absolute light, good, and perfection.

2. All creatures (effects) are inherently possible, deficient, and possess a darker aspect.

3. Life is the movement in the constant flow of coming-to-be and passing-away (potentiality and
actuality), which is under the management of the constant movements of the lights for the
reception of luminous grace and movement towards perfection, actualization, and escape from
deficiency.

4. Therefore, evil is a necessary and real phenomenon in the course of occurrences in a world
mixed with good (perfection and actuality) and evil (deficiency and potentiality).”
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