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Abstract: 

I suggest that the search for Adam Smith’s theodicy is likely to be in vain.  The paper begins with a brief 

history of approaches to evil, emphasizing the context in which they arose, and the questions authors were 

addressing.  Approaches most relevant to Adam Smith include those of Augustine and Calvin, and the early 

modern theodicies of Leibniz, Samuel Clarke and William King, as well as the attacks on them by Bayle and 

Voltaire.   Scottish Enlightenment writers were not terribly interested in theodicy, though Hutcheson and 

Kames did devote space to their versions of problems of evil.   David Hume’s Dialogues on Natural 

Religion are often taken to be classic statement of the problem of theodicy and argument against religious 

belief, but his concern was to demolish rationalistic theodicies rather than religious belief or practice.   The 

paper then turns to Smith’s writings, considering similarities and differences to these approaches to evil.  

Smith emphasizes the wisdom and beneficence of God, and that evils we observe are part of a larger 

providential plan. He makes no attempt to justify the God in the face of evil, and in this respect Smith shares 

more with Augustine and Calvin than he does with the early modern theodicists.  Smith’s approach to evil is 

simple and ameliorative.  Smith’s approach contrasts with early 19th century English political economists, 

from Malthus onwards, for whom theodicy was important.  Whatever view we take of the theodicists project 

of justifying an all-powerful and good God in the face of evil may, we still struggle to make sense of 

economic suffering and evil. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The search for Adam Smith’s theodicy seems to be well warranted.    The role of theodicy in the formation 

of political economy as a discipline in early 19th century Britain is well documented (Waterman 1991).  

Adam Smith has been argued to have been influenced by the British tradition of scientific natural theology, 

with which theodicy seems to fit (Oslington 20181).   His friend David Hume was responsible for the most 

widely cited statement of the problem of theodicy (Hume 1779).  Moreover, Hume’s Dialogues on Natural 

Religion from which it comes was entrusted to Smith for publication after his friend’s death, though Smith 

withdrew from this commitment, and publication was instead overseen by Hume’s nephew (Harris 2015, 

Ross 2010). 

 

In spite of this warrant, I suggest that the search for Adam Smith’s theodicy is largely misguided.  I will 

begin with a brief survey of the literature on theodicy most relevant to Smith, and argue that theodicy is not 

the single timeless problem as seen by many contemporary philosophers and theologians, but instead a 

historically specific enterprise of certain early modern philosophers.  It was an enterprise of justifying God 

in the face of the reality of evil, as part of a rational argument for Christianity.  The question then becomes 

whether Smith, and indeed his friend Hume, were engaged in such an enterprise.  To answer this this 

question I will consider Smith’s connections with other writers which may shed light on his intentions, and 

examine Smith’s texts.  

 

2. Theodicy: Definitions and Approaches 

 

The British theologian Kenneth Surin (1986) has written an excellent historical account of theodicy.  I will 

follow him in defining theodicy as an attempt to vindicate God in the face of human observation of suffering 

and evil in the world - a definition which aligns with the etymology (Surin 1986 p1)2.  This means that 

theodicy is much more than discussion of the origin and purpose of evil, or discussion of the place of evil in 

divine providence.   

 

For the theodicist the problem was classically stated by David Hume (1779 p100) “Is he [God] willing to 

prevent evil, but not able? then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? then he is malevolent.  Is he both 

able and willing? whence then is evil?”, though theodicists argue this is merely a very clear statement of a 

problem that philosophers and theologians have grappled with since the dawn of time.   Standard accounts of 

 
1 Smith’s approach to theodicy is discussed in my earlier book (Oslington 2018 p46-49) where I resisted placing him on the grid 
of early modern theodicies and described his approach to evil as ameliorative.   
2 Compare with the definitions of Viner (1972) that theodicy is “the optimistic justification to man of the ways of providence” and 
Waterman (1991 p62) that theodicy is “any attempt to explain the occurrence of evil in a universe which is assumed to have 
meaning and/or purpose”.    The term came into general philosophical use after Leibniz (1710) and he regarded it as exercise in 
justifying God flowing from the Scriptural text Romans 3:4-5.  Questions of theodicies in the Christian Scriptures are outside the 
scope of this paper, but discussed in Laato and De Moor (2003). 



3 
 

theodicy (such as Murray 2009) classify defenses of God or the gods that philosophers and theologians have 

offered, including such famous solutions as the free will defence, the best of all possible worlds defence, and 

a soul making theodicies.  Contemporary analytic philosophers of religion (exemplified by John Hick 1977, 

and Richard Swinburne 1998) have of course clarified the problem, as well as refining and developing the 

various defenses.  

 

Writing as a Christian theologian, Surin is skeptical about the enterprise of theodicy because he believes that 

the God that is being defended is a God constructed by philosophers, rather than the God of the Christian 

Scriptures.  As Surin puts it, the theodicist treats God as a special kind of object in a way that is foreign to 

the grammar of theology.  Treating “theodicy as if it were an essentially theoretical and ahistorical activity 

not only frustrates historically situated reflection on the manifold and forms and occurrences of evil, but also 

militates against a proper Christian response to the ‘problem of evil’” (Surin 1986 p3)3.  Others besides 

Surin have attacked the enterprise of theodicy on moral grounds and questioned whether it actually helps us 

deal with evil and suffering (for example Felderhof 2004). 

 

The power of Surin’s account for our purposes lies in his contextualization of the writers who figure in the 

standard histories of the problem of theodicy, and his insistent questioning of what these writers were 

actually doing.   This contextualization reveals a “misperception and misappropriation of theodicy’s own 

past.” (Surin 1986 p3).    For instance, examining Irenaeus context and the text of Against Heresies indicates 

that he was not offering a soul making theodicy as a response to some cosmically framed problem of evil, 

but instead making a particular argument against second century Gnostic heretics.  These heretics argued 

that knowledge available to a select few was the way to God, whereas Irenaeus uses Scripture to argue that 

growth of holiness matters more than any purported secret knowledge. “There is a problem of evil in 

Irenaeus, but it has absolutely nothing to do with ‘soul making’ or with anything resembling a theodicy” 

(Surin 1986 p18).  Another example is Augustine, whose psychological treatment of evil in terms of habit 

and memory, and as something which can only be overcome by God is foreign to the theodicist.   This 

means that “the forms and presuppositions which underlie Augustine’s treatment of evil are so crucially 

different from those of modern (post Leibnizian) theodicist that the place of evil in his theodicy has to be 

entirely different” (Surin 1986 p14).   

 

  

 
3 The question of whether there are theodicies in the Christian Scriptures, and if so, what is their character, is well beyond the 
scope of this paper.  I offer a few brief comments.  The book of Job is the most obvious candidate for a theodicy, but the speeches 
of Job's friends attempting to console him after his losses have much in common with early modern theodicies, yet are painted as 
erroneous and pathetic by the author of the book, by contrast with God’s speech from the whirlwind.  Such an interpretation aligns 
with the major commentaries of James Crenshaw and David Clines.  The Hebrew book of Genesis includes the story of the Fall 
which is central to many theodicies.  The major commentary of Claus Westermann argues that these early chapters of Genesis are 
not a single historical event a cycle of stories of human disobedience, followed by divine punishment, then divine mitigation, and 
a pointer towards future redemption.  Surin’s own view is that Jesus Christ as described in the Scriptures is God’s answer to evil, 
rather than any theodicy.  
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3. Problems of Evil: A Brief Tour  

 

Following Surin’s lead I offer a brief contextual account of the writers most relevant to Adam Smith that 

figure in the standard histories of theodicy. 

In previous work I have argued that key influences on Adam Smith were the British tradition of scientific 

natural theology and the moderate Calvinism of the Scottish Enlightenment.   So Augustine who stands 

behind Calvin’s theology, Calvin himself, and the Calvinist Westminster confession of Faith which Smith 

was required to sign on taking up his appointment at the University of Glasgow are obviously relevant to our 

investigation  

 

Consider Augustine’s approach to evil.   Gillian Evans (1982) describes how it evolved through a series of 

personal struggles.   In his youth Augustine was attracted to the teaching of the Manichees, where good and 

evil were opposed forces, under God and his opposite.   He came to see this dualistic picture of the world as 

inadequate, failing to do to do justice to the God of the Christian Scriptures in whom he came to believe.  

Neo-Platonic philosophy, with its vision of all things participating in the good and evil being merely the 

negation of the good, showed him the way to an alternative where evil was a lack or deformation of the good 

(Confessions VII v, City of God XII 6-7).  For Augustine the human will is the source of evil, and evil 

moving the human will has no cause (“the cause wickedness was nothing but wickedness itself” from 

Confessions II iv reflecting on his theft of figs), so God could in no way be the cause of evil.  This element 

of Augustine’s approach is connected to his evolving views on the freedom of the human will, including his 

later dispute with the Pelagians.  A final element of Augustine’s approach to evil was that all, including the 

human will is under God’s providence, so that evil would be restrained and human society preserved until 

God’s final judgement at the end of time.  This element was particularly developed in the City of God in 

response to what many of his fellow Christians saw as a disaster – the sack of Rome in 410.  Any short 

summary of Augustine’s complex and evolving approach to evil is bound to be inadequate, but the main 

point for our purposes is that the characterization of him as offering a particular solution to a timeless 

problem of evil - the so-called privation theory that evil is a privation of the good - picks out only one aspect 

of his approach and makes it the answer to a question about how God could be justified that he was not 

asking.  Augustine instead began with the assumption that God was just, and any human observations about 

evil had to fit in with that assumption. Gillian Evans suggests that in the end he came to see evil as 

irrelevant.  Theodicies by contrast begin with the reality of evil and ask questions about God’s existence and 

character.   

 

Calvin’s approach to evil is if anything even more foreign than Augustine’s to the approach of modern 

theodicies.   Calvin affirms on the basis of Scripture that God’s providence orders everything, and yet God is 

not the author of evil (especially in Book I Chapters 16-18 of the Institutes and in his dispute with Sebastian 
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Castellio The Secret Providence of God).   The origin of evil a mystery; unknowable by humans.  There is 

no sense that God’s justice is subject to human questioning.   

 

In the view of Paul Helm “Calvin would not have recognized the ‘problem of evil’ as it is usually discussed 

today. Today, the argument from evil challenges God’s existence. It is an ‘atheological’ argument, a product 

of the religious skepticism of the Enlightenment, claiming that since evil is prima facie incompatible with 

the existence of an all-good, all-powerful God, and evil manifestly exists, then prima facie God does not 

exist. Calvin’s approach, as a self-conscious exponent of the Christian tradition, takes as its chief premiss: 

God, our righteous Creator and Lord, exists. There is evil in the world that God originally created good. So 

there must be some way of reconciling with the original goodness of the creation and with God’s 

immaculate righteousness both evil’s entrance and its continuance. For God cannot be the author of sin; not 

the author of the first sin or of any subsequent sin. The issues raised by the modern ‘problem of evil’ and 

Calvin’s discussion of providence and evil are, then, different.”  (Helm 2004 p93). 

 

Helm makes a point about Calvin’s approach that will be relevant for our consideration of Smith on evil “It 

is a linchpin of Calvin’s account of the relation of providence and evil that there is ‘diversity of purpose’ in 

providence; in the one event, a human agent, Satan and the Lord may each have different purposes” (Helm 

2004 p100).   

 

Smith, living in 18th century Scotland, would have been familiar with the general outlines Calvin’s theology, 

though there is no record of him owning a copy of the Institutes.   The version of Calvinism with which 

Smith was indisputably familiar with was the 1647 Westminster Confession of Faith, adopted by the 

Scottish Presbyterian church, and which all Professors of the Scottish Universities, including Smith had to 

sign on appointment.  Consider the relevant sections, beginning with the opening statement of Chapter V 

“Of Providence”:  

V.I  “God the great Creator of all things does uphold, direct, dispose, and govern all creatures, actions, and 

things, from the greatest even to the least, by His most wise and holy providence, according to His infallible 

foreknowledge, and the free and immutable counsel of His own will, to the praise of the glory of His 

wisdom, power, justice, goodness, and mercy.”   

After the opening statement this chapter includes two comments on the place of sin and evil in God’s 

providential scheme: 

V. IV  “sinfulness thereof proceeds only from the creature, and not from God, who, being most holy and 

righteous, neither is nor can be the author or approver of sin” 

V.V “The most wise, righteous, and gracious God does oftentimes leave, for a season, His own children to 

manifold temptations, and the corruption of their own hearts… for sundry other just and holy ends” 

The other possibly relevant section is Chapter VI “Of the Fall of Man, of Sin, and the Punishment thereof.” 

which reinforces the above comments sin being worked into God’s purposes:    
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VI. I. “Our first parents, being seduced by the subtilty and temptations of Satan, sinned, in eating the 

forbidden fruit. This their sin, God was pleased, according to His wise and holy counsel, to permit, having 

purposed to order it to His own glory.” 

As with Calvin’s own writings there is no trace of theodicy in the Westminster Confession.  Human sin and 

is the focus not the nature and origin of evil.  There is no attempt to justify God, just the assertion backed by 

citation of Scripture that sin proceeds from human beings and that God is not the author of evil, and that 

God permits it and uses it to his purposes.  

 

I will now briefly fill in some of the background to the rise of theodicy in the early modern period, drawing 

on Surin (1986) and Newlands (2019).    Major figures are Descartes, Malebranche and Leibniz in Europe, 

though British writers Samuel Clarke, William King, Joseph Butler, Alexander Pope and Soame Jenyns are 

more directly relevant to Adam Smith.   None of the works of European theodicists were in Smith’s library 

but he did own a copy of King (1731), we know he and Hume were admirers of Butler, and that he was in 

contact with Jenyns in London before the Wealth of Nations was published.  It is interesting that Smith 

owned the works of Pierre Bayle and Voltaire who were trenchant critics of the European theodicists.  

 
As Newlands (2019) describes the previously dominant Augustinian approach to evil collapsed rapidly in 

the seventeenth century.  Various philosophical objections to what has come to be called to the Augustinian 

privation theory were offered. Leibniz rejected privation theory as a scholastic subterfuge.  He suggested 

that if evil is nothing and therefore has no cause, absolved God of responsibility for evil, then surely humans 

are also absolved.  Malebranche argued that privation theory underplayed the reality of pain.  Spinoza 

rejected privation theory because of its association with discredited teleologies and realist ethics that 

specified what things should be. Bayle asked why an omnipotent and omniscient God couldn’t create free 

creatures who freely choose only moral good, questioned the meaning of free will in accounts of evil that 

attributed it to the Fall, and also raised questions about God’s justice in distributing grace that offered a way 

out of evil to some and not others.   Newlands suggests that behind these philosophical arguments were 

cultural shifts that changed the questions and the criteria for good answers.  There was shift from trusting 

God and perplexity about evil and the perversity of the human will, to taking evil as a fact about the world 

that provoked questioning of God’s character or even existence.  In other words, rather than evil being a 

theological issue that people Christian faith wrestled with it became a problem with Christian faith for both 

insiders and outsiders.  Belief in original sin declined.  God was less and less seen as active in individual 

believers lives, and more as the distant administrator of the cosmos.  At the same time the rise of what we 

would call social scientific investigation that connected evils more clearly to particular human acts and 

systems of government meant an increasing focus on moral evils.  Suffering was also more clearly 

remediable than in the past.   
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Privation theory was replaced by a variety of rationalizations of how God and evil could co-exist.   The most 

famous of these is Leibniz’ (1710) Theodicy.  As noted above Leibniz rejected the Augustinian and Calvinist 

view that God was not responsible for evil, and took that God to be fully responsible.  Nevertheless, evils 

were inseparable from goods, and God had created the world with the minimum possible evil - in other 

words the of best possible worlds.  It was also a world worth creating because this minimum quantity of evil 

was less than the quantity of good. 

 

I will examine William King’s theodicy more closely as he is the most plausible pattern for Smith if we are 

to read Smith as offering a theodicy.  King (1650–1729) was Anglican Archbishop of Dublin from 1703 to 

1729.  His De Origine Mali was published in 1702, later translated into English and published by Edmund 

Law4 in 1731 as Essay on the Origin of Evil.  It appears to have been stimulated by Pierre Bayle’s writing 

and in particular to remedy Bayle’s separation of faith and reason.  Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding is clearly in the background of Kings arguments5.  

 

King begins by defining evil: “Whatever, therefore is incommodious or inconvenient to itself, or anything 

else; whatever becomes troublesome or frustrates any appetite implanted by God; whatever forces any 

Person to do or suffer what he would not, that is Evil.” (King 1731 p73).    He follows the then-standard 

classification of evils “of imperfection, natural and moral” (p73) to set up his question “Whence come 

Evils?” (p73), or more pointedly “Why does God suffer his Works to be deformed by them?” (p74)6.    He 

notes that “It is manifest, that tho' Good be mixed with Evil in this Life, yet there is much more Good than 

Evil in Nature… This is a Proof of the Wisdom, Goodness, and Power of God,” (p78) 

 

The first category of evils to be tackled are evils of imperfection.  He follows earlier writers in offering the 

defence that God created a plenitude of imperfect beings.  “If you say, God might have, omitted the more 

imperfect Beings, I grant it, and if that had been best he would undoubtedly have done it. But it is the part of 

infinite Goodness to choose the Goodness to very best; from, thence it proceeds therefore, that the more 

imperfect Beings have Existence; for it was agreeable to that, not to omit to have created the very least Good 

which could be produced.” (p93).  

 

 
4 Edmund Law was influential as Master of Peterhouse and Knightsbridge Professor of Philosophy at Cambridge, and later Bishop 
of Carlisle.  He was William Paley’s patron and also an important influence on Malthus. 
5 The relationship between Locke's view of freedom of the will and King’s is discussed by James Harris (2005) who suggests that 
King adopts a free will of indifference that is ruled out by Locke.  He adds though Locke’s position is difficult to interpret because 
of changes to the crucial chapter on powers in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding.  Peter Anstey (2013) is an alternative 
and in my view more persuasive discussion of Locke on the will where it has supreme command of action though operating on the 
basis of the understanding.  This makes Locke’s view closer to Augustine's, and reduces the disagreement between Locke and 
King’s views of freedom. 
6 It is politically important whether evils of civil life are regarded as natural or moral (Waterman 1991 p63).  Regarding them as 
natural supports the political status-quo, whereas if moral they serve no purpose and there is a case for reform to banish them.   
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Next are natural evils, those that “arise from the very nature of created beings” (p145).  He offers the 

explanation that “Natural Evils proceed from the original Condition of things, and are permitted by God in 

order to prevent greater” (p145).   He resists the Augustinian view that all natural evils are punishment for 

sin, for some serve a purpose, in his words some natural evils “are not permitted by God to no purpose, but-

for the good of the Universe, and at the same time of man himself” (p146). 

 

Moral Evils those evils that man brings “upon himself by depraved or foolish choice” (p150).   To prepare 

the discussion of moral evils King has a lengthy analysis of the nature, and how we come to what he calls 

undue elections (p150-225).  Hobbes argument that human freedom resides in action in action is rejected 

and King reaffirms the traditional Christian teaching that freedom resides in the will.  He is aware of 

Locke’s writings on the understanding as the material the will works with in directing action but affirms the 

primacy of the will.  Reason is involved in all human action but does not have the power to determine 

action. After this preparation he turns to his defence of God in the matter of moral evil.  King affirms the 

traditional Augustinian view that God does not cause evil elections, but difficulty lies in God permitting 

them (p226). Unlike natural evils there is no advantage to moral evils (p227). Now begins the most 

distinctive argument of King’s work, his free will defence of moral evils7.  He argues that though morals 

evils are not a necessary accompaniment of free will, none of the ways God could have avoided mankind’s 

abuse of free will are actually possible.   Firstly, God offering an illusory freedom seems inconsistent with 

his character and the great good of free will.   The same applies to God utilizing his power to prevent bad 

choices, or God removing opportunities for evil (p228-34).  So, even though moral evils are not necessary to 

human free will, they are necessary for God, for he must either tolerate these or worse. In King’s view vice 

and wickedness do not impair the beauty and goodness of creation as a whole (p279) and there remains an 

excess of good over evil.  

 

A puzzle for me remains what King was doing in De Origine Mali.   Issues of political freedom and the 

legitimacy of both English rule and the Church of Ireland were prominent for King (see Fauske 2011), but it 

is hard to connect these and his theodicy.   His cultural situation was quite different to the European 

theodicists, and different again to later English writers such as Alexander Pope and Soame Jenyns. 

 

4.  Theodicy in the Scottish Enlightenment 
 
The Scottish Enlightenment was not known for its production of or interest in theodicy, perhaps because of 

the much stronger Calvinist influence than in England.    I will now briefly review of what Smith’s 

immediate Scottish predecessors and friends wrote on the topic. 

 

 
7 Leibniz reviewed King’s book and also discussed it in an appendix to his Theodicy 1710, taking issue with King’s view that God 
is absolutely free and that humans have complete free will.   
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Smith’s Glasgow University teacher and predecessor in the Moral Philosophy Chair, Francis Hutcheson, 

began his lecture series lectures on metaphysics including natural theology.  These lectures from the 1730s 

when Smith was a student were published by Hutcheson in 1742.  Moore and Silverstone’s introduction to 

the modern edition of these lectures describe them as “rhapsodic evocation of the harmony, designed beauty 

of the world” which were the foundation of moral philosophy (Hutcheson 1742 pxvii).   Of particular 

interest for our purposes is Part Three of these lectures “On God” which begins “All philosophy is pleasant 

and profitable, but no part is richer and more fertile than that which holds the knowledge of God, and which 

is called natural theology” where there is “sole reliance on the powers of human reason” (p151).   After the 

standard proofs of God’s existence and elaboration of divine characteristics Hutcheson turns in a chapter 

“On the Will of God” to the question of evil.  His view is that “the evils which we see, though many and 

various, do not seem to be built into the actual machinery or structure of things as the proper end of them” 

but instead result from human weakness and error (p177). This is an optimistic view which suggests that 

there is much scope for reducing these evils, more for instance than in King’s discussion.  Nevertheless, 

Hutcheson does allow that some evils do bring benefits such as discouraging crime and vice and teaching 

virtue.  The discussion concludes that God is very good and just for “all things have been from the beginning 

made in the best way and are kept in the best condition they can be, having regard to the whole world and its 

government through all the ages” footnoting Leibniz Theodicy, and Samuel and John Clarke’s Boyle 

Lectures (p178).  The following chapter “On the Operations of God” discusses how evil fits into God’s 

providential scheme.  It does not matter “whether all things are said to be effected from the beginning or 

effected by the repeated intervention of divine power, provided that in both cases we maintain that in his 

counsels for ruling the world God took account of the virtues and vices which he foresaw would emerge in 

living beings endowed with reason, and adapted the outcomes of things to them” (p182).   Free will within a 

providential scheme can then work “for the perfection of the whole system” (p184).  

     

Before his move to Glasgow Hutcheson published his Inquiry Concerning the Original of Our Ideas of 

Virtue or Moral Good Hutcheson (1725).  Moore (2000 p251-2) discusses how Hutcheson sent his fellow 

Irishmen William King a copy, and how Kings translator William Law initially planned to include 

Hutcheson’s work in his 1731 edition of King’s Essay on The Origin of Evil.   The context of Hutcheson’s 

often quoted passage about the criteria of greatest happiness of the greatest number (Hutcheson 1725 p125) 

is the measurement of moral evils, and the connection of such measurement to our moral sense.  The book 

concludes with an argument about how our moral sense both has its source in God’s goodness, and is 

evidence of divine goodness.  It is unclear how much influence William King’s work had on the arguments 

of Hutcheson’s Inquiry. 

 

Further discussion of evil can be found in Hutcheson’s posthumously published System of Moral Philosophy 

(Hutcheson 1755).  This is described by James Moore (2000 p241) as a theodicy, on the basis that 

Hutcheson’s moral sense holds the system together and orients it to the good, with any weakness of 
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humankind being for our benefit.  In Moore’s words Hutcheson “seems to have been attempting to compose 

a system of a particular kind: a theodicy, in which Divine Providence is shown to have made provision for 

the happiness of the human race. Such provision is evident, he argues, in the constitution of human nature, 

where the various appetites, affections, senses, and powers of human nature conspire and work together to 

promote human happiness.” (Moore 2000 p241).  I don’t find his arguments for this intention persuasive.   

 

The closest thing to a full theodicy produced by Scottish Enlightenment is Lord Kames Essays on the 

Principles of Morality and Natural Religion, originally published anonymously in 17518.   Like Hutcheson 

he argues that our moral sense is evidence of divine benevolence.  His approach to evil is that it is an 

unfortunate side-effect of the lawful nature of the universe, both natural and moral laws.  Divine laws like 

human ones will not fit every case, and generate suffering where they do not.  Such laws do of course 

generate more good than or evil.  As Ross (2000) points out Kames as necessitarian does not have William 

King’s free will defence available to him, perhaps explaining why he downplays evil.  

David Hume, although he shares many characteristics with his fellow Scots, such as his naturalism and 

emphasis on history, is an outlier in other ways.  His naturalistic approach to human society in the Treatise 

and Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding was extended to religion in the Natural History of Religion 

published in 1758, though it seems from biographical evidence and recently discovered texts that Hume was 

thinking about religion this way from 1730s9.    Religion was a product of natural human sentiments, 

reinforced by its societal utility.  That is “true religion” which according to Hume is “of a philosophical and 

rational kind” that acknowledges an unknowable God, and opposes superstition and enthusiasm10. 

 

The Hume text on religion that has received overwhelming attention is his Dialogues published 

posthumously in 1779, though probably written around 1750.   One of the difficulties is identifying Hume’s 

voice in the Dialogues among the voices of the three protagonists: described in the preface as Cleanthes of 

“an accurate philosophic turn”, Demea the advocate of a “rigid inflexible orthodoxy” and Philo who 

exemplifies “careless skepticism” (p30).    Some have speculated that Cleanthes is modelled on Joseph 

Butler, and that Philo represents Hume’s views, but we have no way of knowing.  Some evidence from 

Hume’s correspondence of an affinity with Philo has to be balanced against the unlikelihood of characters in 

 
8 The standard modern edition is based on Kames 1779 third edition, which includes some backpedaling by Kames on his 
suggestion in the first edition that God deceived human beings into believing they have free will, even though in reality they do 
not.  The third edition also includes criticism of David Hume's recently published Dialogues for ignoring Kames arguments. 
9 Hume’s position on evil is also influenced by his attitude to freedom and necessity –and his distinctive view of causality as 
constant conjunction and interpretation of necessity as merely our perception of necessity, which need not conflict with our sense 
that we are free to act.  Harris (2005, 2015) describes this as a mediating position in the long-running debate between advocates of 
free will and necessity.   Smith's position on this debate is difficult to discern, but he does seem to affirm human free will, for 
instance in his discussion in TMS II.ii.I P78 of virtues like beneficence in which we exercise free will and others like justice where 
are human nature allows us less freedom. 
10 Oslington (2020) discusses Hume and Smith’s exchange over church establishment, with Hume in favor of establishment 
because of the moderating effects, while Smith favored religious competition because of the violence and corruption that 
accompany religious monopoly.  Both in their different ways seek a regulatory framework that promotes “true religion”, or “pure 
and rational religion”. 
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such an exquisitely constructed dialogue corresponding exactly to historical persons, including Hume 

himself11. 

The first part of the Dialogues concerns the design argument for the existence of God and the argument from 

a first cause, but then attention turns to what can be inferred about God’s character from our observation of 

the state of the world.  The Hume passage from that is endlessly quoted is Philo’s statement of the problem 

of evil for religious believers “Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? then he is impotent. Is he able, but 

not willing? then he is malevolent.  Is he both able and willing? whence then is evil?” (Hume 1779 Part X 

p100).  The argument heads towards the skeptical conclusion that while God may exist, nothing can be 

demonstrated about his character, for instance that he is good or just.  The appropriate response then is to 

suspend judgment about such matters and avoid superstition and enthusiasm in the practice of religion.   At 

the end of the Dialogues victory is awarded to Cleanthes, though some have suggested this may be Hume 

attempting to minimize controversy with the religious authorities.    

 

My reading of the Dialogues is that Hume was attacking attempts to demonstrate God’s existence and 

goodness, and rationalistic theodicies like those of King and Leibniz, rather than a blanket dismissal of 

religious practice which he sees as both consonant with natural sentiments and socially useful.  Such a 

reading accords with Hume’s comments elsewhere on the folly of trying to “establish religion on the 

principles of reason” (Hume 1748 p120).  Hume there is brutal about the weaknesses of the argument – the 

tenuousness of the argument from a single effect (the world) to a cause (God) when causality is constant 

conjunction (Hume 1748 p127) – the mistake of reasoning on the basis that God is like us “contrary to all 

rules of analogy” (Hume 1748 p128).    There is scarcely any comment in the Dialogues about actual 

religious practice – aside perhaps from occasional mockery of the character Demea.   

 

The recently discovered Hume manuscript A Fragment on Evil (published by Stewart 1994) is consistent 

with this reading of the Dialogues.   The manuscript is perhaps a passage written in the 1730s but removed 

from the Treatise before publication12.  The manuscript discusses the division of evil into natural and moral, 

and the difficulty of answering the question of whether good or evil predominates, and of the difficulty of 

inferences about divine benevolence even if we could answer the question of which predominates.  

According to Stewart (1994) this suggests that “a significant part of Hume’s philosophy of religion was fully 

worked out around the time of the Treatise, and more indebted to its logical and psychological doctrine than 

was previously recognized.”   Here again it is rational proofs of the existence and attributes of God, and the 

theodicies that go with them that Hume objects to.  

 

 
11 Ross (2014) discusses Hume’s annotations to King’s Origin of Evil, indicating Hume’s dislike of its “cosmic optimism”. 
12 The dating of the Fragment on Evil is discussed by Stewart (1994), and by Ross (2004) who argues it was one of the “nobler 
parts” that Hume removed from the Treatise before publication in 1739 according to his 1737 letter to Kames. 
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If Hume has no time for theodicies, then what is his approach to evil?    I believe we have to look beyond his 

explicitly religious works to his Moral and Political Essays and his History of England for an answer.  

Hume is an enthusiast for economic progress, and believes that increasing the wealth of a society improves it 

morally.   We could call this a practical and ameliorative approach to moral evils - the only evils that we 

have control over. 

 

5.  Adam Smith  

 

Having now considered a large number of figures and texts that may have influenced Adam Smith’s 

approach to evil it is time to narrow the field of possible influences on Smith’s approach to providence and 

evil utilizing the information we have about the Scottish Enlightenment theological context (Sher 1985, 

Fergusson 2007 2021, Graham 2015, Stewart 2018), Smith’s biography (Ross 2010, Phillipson. 2010, plus 

the recent philosophically oriented portrait of Fleischacker 2021) and comparisons of the most plausible 

influencing texts with Smith’s writings on divine providence and evil.   

 

Before doing this though I would like to deal with the issue of Stoic influence on Smith’s approach to evil.   

There is ample biographical evidence of the young Adam Smith’s interest in Stoic philosophy, somewhat 

trendy in Enlightenment Scotland because it offered an alternative to a decaying scholastic Aristotelianism 

and to hard-line Calvinism that dominated Scottish society (Ross 2010, Raphael and Macfie’s Introduction 

to TMS).  It must be borne in mind though that the Stoicism which attracted Smith was deeply entwined with 

Christian theology, to the extent that it is sometimes difficult to draw the boundary between certain strands 

of Christian philosophical theology and Stoic philosophy.   Many passages on providence in Smith could be 

read as evidence of either influence.  However, the mature Smith in the Theory of Moral Sentiments 

emphatically rejects the Stoic system, and the apathy it recommends in face of suffering and evil, writing 

that “The plan and system which Nature has sketched out for our conduct, seems to be altogether different 

from that of the Stoical philosophy” (TMS p292).   Smith also points out the contradiction between Stoic 

apathy and our “natural abhorrence of vice” TMS p36)13. 

 

Another crucial issue is how to interpret the close friendship between Hume and Adam Smith.  They shared 

an interest in many philosophical and economic questions, but often Smith came to quite different 

conclusions to his friend.  Much of the literature on Smith seems to assume that he shared Hume’s skeptical 

attitude towards Christianity, if not Hume’s atheism.  Smith’s extreme personal reticence about these matters 

encourages this view.  Smith’s undertaking as Hume’s literary executor to publish the Dialogues is taken by 

some as evidence that he shared whatever views we attribute to Hume on the basis of that text, and Smith’s 

 
13 Gloria Vivenza (2001 p68-74) discusses the relationship between Smith and the Stoic and other Classical authors on good and 
evil.   Despite the parallels between Stoic doctrines and Smith’s texts she emphasizes Smith’s move beyond Stoicism on  crucial 
points. 



13 
 

withdrawal is taken by others as evidence that he did not share Hume’s views.  In all these cases there are 

perfectly reasonable alternative explanations for Smith’s behavior.  The larger point though is that debates 

about whether Smith was or was not any sort of orthodox Christian are a distraction from the main question 

of theological influences and theological readings of his work.  Many avowed atheists are deeply shaped by 

a theological background, and many faithful Christians successfully compartmentalize their personal and 

intellectual lives so there are no discernible theological influences on their writings. 

 

For the reasons given in the introduction to my edited volume (Oslington 2011) and more fully in my 

monograph (Oslington 2018) the most important influences on Smith’s writings are Protestant natural law 

theory (Grotius and Pufendorf), the British tradition of scientific natural theology (exemplified by Newton),  

and the moderate Calvinism of the Scottish Enlightenment.  The Calvinist background has been the most 

neglected of these influences, but it in the British tradition of scientific natural theology are the most 

important influences on his views on providence and evil.   

 

Consider now the relevant passages in Smith’s writings.  It is not surprising that there are more passages 

from the Theory of Moral Sentiments (hereafter TMS) than the Wealth of Nations (WN) given that the first is 

a work of moral philosophy or perhaps more accurately moral psychology, while the other is a treatise on 

political economy.  In my view there is no need for puzzlement over the differences between the works, or 

theories of major changes in Smith’s views between the publication of the two books in 1759 and 1776.   I 

am persuaded by the view of Ian Simpson Ross, Alec Macfie, Andrew Skinner and many others that Smith’s 

system of thought is unified and fairly stable over his life14.   Evidence comes from comparison of the 

student notes taken during his 1750s Glasgow lectures with Smith’s later works, comparison of other Smith 

texts that have come to light with his later works, and perhaps most of all that Smith continued revising both 

works up until his death with no major changes to either work.  

 

One text we unfortunately do not have is Smith’s lectures on natural theology that his first biographer 

Dugald Stewart tells us were the first part of his Glasgow moral philosophy course. A student, John Millar, 

reported that “His course of lectures ... was delivered in four parts. The first contained Natural Theology; in 

which he considered the proofs of the being and attributes of God, and those principles of the mind on which 

religion is founded” (Stewart 1795 p274). The student notes we have of Smith’s lectures do not cover the 

natural theology part.  Smith’s lectures may have been among his papers burned before his death.  However, 

we do have the lectures on natural theology of his predecessors Gershom Carmichael and Francis Hutcheson 

(1742 – discussed above), and a fair guess with his admiration of Hutcheson and Smith’s seeming lack of 

interest in speculative philosophy that he followed Hutcheson’s approach to the topic.   

 
14 Jacob Viner’s view expressed in his classic 1927 paper and essentially maintained in his later work was that Smith’s views are 
fairly stable, but the reduced prominence of the providential order in WN gives Smith more theological space to criticize the 
existing economic arrangements of Britain of his day.  This is possible, but the different subject matter is a simpler and, in my 
view, more plausible explanation. 
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The most important text for Smith’s views on providence come from the Theory of Moral Sentiments.   The 

first of these is a clear endorsement of divine providence, along with the characteristically Calvinist 

accompaniment that human failings are worked into the providential scheme:   

 

TMS. II iii 3 2 p105-6 “every part of nature, when attentively surveyed, equally demonstrates the 

providential care of its Author, and we may admire the wisdom and goodness of God even in the weakness 

and folly of man” 

 

The next passage comes in a chapter about the relationship between the rules of morality and the laws of the 

Deity.  It is a stirring evocation of divine wisdom and goodness displayed in creation, and of human 

cooperation in the plan of Providence when we act according to the dictates of our moral faculties. Again, 

there is a possibility of us acting otherwise, but though it puts us in opposition to the plan of Providence, 

there is no sense that we can frustrate it: 

  

TMS III 5 7 p166 “The happiness of mankind, as well as of all other rational creatures, seems to have been 

the original purpose intended by the Author of nature, when he brought them into existence. No other end 

seems worthy of that supreme wisdom and divine benignity which we necessarily ascribe to him; and this 

opinion, which we are led to by the abstract consideration of his infinite perfections, is still more confirmed 

by the examination of the works of nature, which seem all intended to promote happiness, and to guard 

against misery. But by acting according to the dictates of our moral faculties, we necessarily pursue the most 

effectual means for promoting the happiness of mankind, and may therefore be said, in some sense, to co-

operate with the Deity, and to advance as far as in our power the plan of Providence. By acting otherways, 

on the contrary, we seem to obstruct, in some measure, the scheme which the Author of nature has 

established for the happiness and perfection of the world, and to declare ourselves, if I may say so, in some 

measure the enemies of God.” 

 

The next two passages come from Part VI “On the Character of Virtue” that was added to the 1790 sixth 

edition of TMS. The chapter is entitled “Of Universal Benevolence” and the virtues which Smith has 

describes in Part VI rest on these and other reflections about the natural order in which human beings 

operate. In the first of the passages Smith expresses his horror of the idea of a fatherless world, and it may 

be relevant that Smith’s own father died two months before Smith was born.  The wise and virtuous man in 

the second of the passages is Smith’s ideal figure in this part of TMS and the Calvinist theme of human 

ignorance of the plan of providence plays out here. Some see a Stoic theme, but remember Smith’s emphatic 

rejection of the Stoic system. 
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TMS VI ii 3 1-2 p235 “This universal benevolence, how noble and generous soever, can be the source of no 

solid happiness to any man who is not thoroughly convinced that all the inhabitants of the universe, the 

meanest as well as the greatest, are under the immediate care and protection of that great, benevolent, and 

all-wise Being, who directs all the movements of nature; and who is determined, by his own unalterable 

perfections, to maintain in it, at all times, the greatest possible quantity of happiness. To this universal 

benevolence, on the contrary, the very suspicion of a fatherless world, must be the most melancholy of all 

reflections; from the thought that all the unknown regions of infinite and incomprehensible space may be 

filled with nothing but endless misery and wretchedness… All the splendour of the highest prosperity can 

never enlighten the gloom with which so dreadful an idea must necessarily overshadow the imagination” 

 

TMS VI ii 3 3 p235-36 “The wise and virtuous man is at all times willing that his own private interest 

should be sacrificed to the public interest of his own particular order or society….He should, therefore, be 

equally willing that all those inferior interests should be sacrificed to the greater interest of the universe, to 

the interest of that great society of all sensible and intelligent beings, of which God himself is the immediate 

administrator and director. If he is deeply impressed with the habitual and thorough conviction that this 

benevolent and all-wise Being can admit into the system of his government, no partial evil which is not 

necessary for the universal good, he must consider all the misfortunes which may befall himself, his friends, 

his society, or his country, as necessary for the prosperity of the universe, and therefore as what he ought, 

not only to submit to with resignation, but as what he himself, if he had known all the connexions and 

dependencies of things, ought sincerely and devoutly to have wished for.” 

 

Turning now to the Wealth of Nations the providential framework is less explicit but still there. An example 

is a passage about the urge to better our condition implanted in our nature contributing to the natural 

progress of things towards improvement.  Providence is not mentioned, but just as in the TMS passages 

there is Calvinist theme of a plan embedded in the created order not being able to be frustrated by human 

error: 

 

WN II iii 31 p343 “The uniform, constant, and uninterrupted effort of every man to better his condition, the 

principle from which publick and national, as well as private opulence is originally derived, is frequently 

powerful enough to maintain the natural progress of things toward improvement, in spite both of the 

extravagance of government, and of the greatest errors of administration.” 

 

Another example from the Wealth of Nations comes from Smith’s review of systems of political economy, 

here criticizing the Physiocratic system: 

 

WN IV ix p674 “If a nation could not prosper without the enjoyment of perfect liberty and perfect justice, 

there is not in the world a nation which could ever have prospered. In the political body, however, the 
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wisdom of nature has fortunately made ample provision for remedying many of the bad effects of the folly 

and injustice of man; in the same manner as it has done in the natural body, for remedying those of his sloth 

and intemperance.”   

 

I will not comment on Smith’s invisible hand passages as I have discussed them at length elsewhere 

(Oslington 2012, 2018).  While the providential working of self-interested behavior into a good for society is 

a strong Smithian theme, he does not see self-interest as necessarily evil and so this theme is not a central 

concern of the present paper.   As I have argued elsewhere the invisible hand passages are not about this 

general providential theme, but wistful speculations about the possibility special providential action 

remedying faults of commercial society.  

 

In assessing whether there is a theodicy in Adam Smith, the best comparison is with a work universally seen 

as a theodicy and which Smith had in his library -that of William King (1731). My first observation is that 

while Smith’s comments occasionally on some feature of human nature or human society displaying God’s 

wisdom or goodness, even imperfections of human nature and human society, Smith does not offer 

arguments like those of the theodicists to justify God’s goodness in the face of evil.    Smith seems 

uninterested in classifying evils into metaphysical, natural and moral evils in the manner of the theodicists.  

If we take Smith’s “weakness and folly of man” as moral evil, then King’s idea that moral evil serves no 

purpose is denied by Smith. There is no trace of anything like King’s free will theodicy in Smith.  Smith 

didn’t have a theodicy because King/Leibniz framing of the problem of evil as justifying God.     

 

The strongest similarities are with Francis Hutcheson’s discussion of providence and evil. Smith shares 

Hutcheson’s enthusiasm for divine providence displayed in human nature and human society, though not 

Hutcheson’s centering of it in the moral sense.  Smith shares Hutcheson’s view that foreseen and worked 

into his plan human weakness and error.   Smith has a more developed view of how institutional structures 

like the market function restraining of the effects of sin.  They both view the problems of human society as 

remediable moral evils (though Smith does not use that language) and so there is room for optimism about 

progress. 

 

I have noted some Calvinist themes, especially the emphasis on divine sovereignty that comes out in Smith’s 

comments on the weakness of human beings and human institutions and the way they are worked into the 

providential scheme.   It is significant I think that it is always providence that is mentioned first in the 

passages, and then evil.  This is the pattern of the Westminster Confession for instance where we have 

strong affirmations of divine sovereignty and divine providence followed by comments about how sin is 

permitted and worked into God’s purposes.   
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One difference though between the Augustinian and Calvinist approach to providence and Smith’s is that 

rather than providence being about preservation, for Smith it is about benefits, especially benefits for human 

beings and human society.  

 

Though as has been discussed above Smith sees human weaknesses and error as having a place in the 

providential scheme and being restrained by God, this does not rule out moral and economic progress to 

reduce these.   The Wealth of Nations is optimistic about the potential for progress, in spite of the many 

problems Smith observes with the current economic arrangements.    His approach to evil is best labelled 

ameliorative15 – the most pressing question about economic evils is how they can be ameliorated or 

remedied.  Evil which cannot be remedied in this life may be dealt with in the next.  Smith had no interest in 

the project of theodicy16.    He follows the Calvinist tradition in this regard but familiarity with Hume’s 

arguments in the Dialogues probably reinforced his distaste for theodicies. 

 

For all of these reasons I’m doubtful that a search for Adam Smith’s theodicy is a worthwhile search - I 

don’t think he is interested in the question posed by the early modern theodicists. 

 

6. Theodicy and Political Economy  

 

As Anthony Waterman (1991) convincingly argued, theodicy had a huge impact on the development of 

political economy as a discipline in early 19th-century Britain.   His story begins (rightly if my doubts about 

Smith and theodicy are well-founded) with Malthus and his attempt in the 1798 first edition of the Essay on 

the Principle of Population to reconcile his theory with Christian theology.  Malthus believed that his theory 

cast doubt on the goodness and power of God, and that a reconciliation of his theory with Christian 

theology, or another words a theodicy, was needed. 

 

Why did Smith not see a need for a theodicy, whereas Malthus and Paley and other founders of political 

economy saw a pressing need for a theodicy?   David Hume cannot be the answer because Smith was 

perfectly familiar with his arguments even though the Dialogues were not published until after the Theory of 

Moral Sentiments and the Wealth of Nations.  Neither Malthus nor Paley saw a need to respond explicitly to 

Hume (though McLean 2003 argues that they had some influence on the way Paley framed his arguments).  

It might be argued that William Law’s influence on fellow Cambridge men Malthus and Paley meant 

William King’s On the Origin of Evil was more salient for them than for Smith.  But Smith owned a copy of 

King and through his friendship with Hume was aware of King’s work and other theodicies. 

 

 
15 It was previously described as ameliorative in Oslington 2018 p48 
16 The role of the future life in Smith’s thought, including its role in relation to evil and suffering, is discussed in Oslington 2018 
p49-51.  
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The best answer I think is that Smith’s 18th century Scottish theological context was different, and he saw no 

tension in his context between the political economy of the Wealth of Nations and Christian theology.  In 

fact, in many of the passages we see Smith enthusiastically explaining how features of human nature and the 

economic system are examples of divine benevolence and wisdom.  I would argue that the lack of tension is 

partly because of the strong theological influences on Smith.  The strong Calvinist element of the Scottish 

context must have contributed.  By contrast, rational theology and theodicy were much more important part 

of Malthus’ English context. It may be important that Malthus work was provoked by William Godwin and 

Condorcet as Waterman (1991) describes.  Whatever the contextual differences, Malthus perceived his 

theory to be in conflict with Christian theology, casting doubt on God’s goodness and power, in a way that 

Smith did not. 

 

What of theodicy today given that nobody cares about justifying God?   Providing a theodicy of economic 

life might matter within the Christian community, especially that part of the Christian community with a 

particular sort of philosophical interest, but it is hard to see that theodicy has much wider cultural utility. 

Nevertheless, there is still a problem of making sense of economic evil and suffering, responding 

appropriately to it.  If we are to stretch the meaning of theodicy beyond the meaning that I have worked with 

in the paper to encompass wider discussions of evil and suffering, then theodicy may have some cultural 

utility.  Contemporary economics offers little in this respect, but Smith reflections on the subject of evil may 

perhaps be of continuing relevance. 
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Appendix - Some Additional Questions 

 

(a) Did Smith’s “optimism” promote commerce? Matthew Arbo argues that “providence of the 

Leibnizian variety comes to express itself as rigid and totalizing Will authorizing everything that comes to 

pass.” (Arbo 2014 p135) and that “Theodicists, motivated by the need to explain the occurrence of evil, 

inadvertently instilled a zealous optimism in the minds of early eighteenth-century moral and political 

theorists. Shaftsbury and Pope are ideal examples in this regard; the latter going so far as to suggest, ‘in spite 

of Pride, in erring Reason’s spite, one truth is clear, whatever is, is Right” (p136).  He aligns Hume’s 

optimism and narrative of progress and Adam Smith’s identification of providence with humans best 

interests with the theodicists.   All these he argues were important for the progress of commerce in 19th 

century Britain because they allowed its darker sides of commercial society to be ignored.  David Fergusson 

(2018) who supervised the PhD thesis on which Arbo’s article is based makes a similar argument.  

In the light of my arguments above Arbo’s alignment of Hume and Smith with theodicists such as King and 

Leibniz is questionable.   But there does seem to be a connection between certain sorts of theodicy, 

especially those that treat the evils of civil and economic life as natural evils, and a society’s capacity to 

tolerate such evils in periods of rapid economic change, exemplified by 19th century Britain. 

 

(b) Are markets, like government, an institution of divine providence that amelioration the effects of 

human sin, in other words are markets are part of an Augustinian theodicy? Anthony Waterman 

(2002) has argued that Adam Smith’s account of markets can be read this way, though he makes no claim 

about Smith’s intentions.  It depends on what you mean by a theodicy.  If theodicy is defending God’s 

justice in the face of evil, then as I have argued above that Augustine does not have a theodicy.  But this 

does not rule out Waterman’s reading of Smith, nor the view that markets are an institution of divine 

providence, just that this cannot be described as a theodicy.  I am doubtful, as is Waterman, that this is what 

Smith was doing in TMS and WN.   

 

(c) What of John Milbank’s charge that Smith’s work is a heretical theodicy?  The charge is made in 

the chapter on political economy in Milbank (1991) as part of his larger argument that secular social science 

is a heretical and dangerous mutant of orthodox Christian theology.  Milbank is most concerned about 

Malthus’ “mean little heresy” (p47) but also suggests Smith errs in his individualistic and self-interest 

approach to economics that cuts off the realm of Christian charity.  Milbank’s argument about political 

economy has received less attention than one would expect for a seemingly important argument by a 

theologian of his standing. Anthony Waterman (2008) though has considered it and found it wanting on the 

basis of problems with Milbank’s characterizations of Smith and especially Malthus, and the vagueness of 

his definition of heresy. I agree with Waterman that Smith’s purported theodicy and the reasons why it is 

heretical are so poorly specified that Milbank’s argument cannot be sustained. 
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