richard swinburne problem of evil

richard swinburne problem of evil represents a critical examination of one of the most enduring
challenges in philosophy of religion: the existence of evil in a world governed by an omnipotent,
omnibenevolent God. Swinburne, a prominent philosopher of religion, provides a sophisticated theodicy
that attempts to reconcile the presence of suffering and evil with the existence of a loving deity. His
approach is distinctive in its reliance on the concepts of free will, soul-making, and the probabilistic
nature of divine action. This article explores Swinburne’s formulation of the problem of evil, his
arguments addressing both moral and natural evil, and how his views fit within broader theistic
discourse. Additionally, the discussion highlights criticisms and defenses of Swinburne’s position,
illuminating the ongoing philosophical debate. The following sections provide a detailed analysis and

contextual understanding of the richard swinburne problem of evil and its implications.
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Understanding the Problem of Evil

The problem of evil is a fundamental philosophical and theological issue questioning how an all-
powerful, all-knowing, and all-good God can permit the existence of evil and suffering. It is traditionally
divided into two main categories: moral evil, which arises from human actions, and natural evil, which
involves suffering caused by natural events such as disasters and diseases. This problem challenges
the coherence of theistic belief and has been addressed by numerous thinkers throughout history.
Richard Swinburne’s analysis offers a distinctive perspective that seeks to defend theism against these

challenges by explaining the necessity and purpose of evil.

Richard Swinburne’s Theodicy

Richard Swinburne’s theodicy is a comprehensive response to the problem of evil that incorporates
free will, soul-making, and the probabilistic nature of divine governance. His approach acknowledges
the reality of evil while arguing that its existence can be compatible with a benevolent God. Swinburne
emphasizes that God’s allowance of evil serves greater purposes related to human freedom and moral
development. Unlike some traditional theodicies, Swinburne’s argument is framed within a probabilistic
framework, suggesting that God’s existence is more probable given the presence of both good and evil

in the world.

Core Principles of Swinburne’s Theodicy

Swinburne bases his theodicy on several key principles:

¢ Free Will: God grants humans freedom to make morally significant choices, which inevitably

allows for the possibility of moral evil.
¢ Soul-Making: Suffering and adversity provide opportunities for moral and spiritual growth.

» Probabilistic Reasoning: The presence of evil does not disprove God’s existence; instead, it



makes the existence of God more reasonable by explaining why evil might be necessary.

Free Will and Moral Evil

One of the central components of Swinburne’s explanation for evil is his defense of human free will.
He argues that free will is a valuable good that justifies the risk of moral evil. According to Swinburne,
genuine freedom requires that humans have the ability to choose wrongly, which inevitably leads to

moral evil. This freedom is essential for meaningful moral responsibility and personal growth.

The Value of Free Will

Swinburne maintains that without free will, humans would be akin to automatons, incapable of genuine
love, virtue, or moral achievement. The possibility of choosing evil is a necessary condition for the
existence of moral goodness. While God could prevent evil choices, doing so would undermine human

freedom and the development of authentic moral character.

Moral Evil as a Consequence

In Swinburne’s view, moral evil results from the misuse of free will rather than being directly caused by
God. God permits this misuse because it allows for greater goods such as love, courage, and
compassion to emerge. The risk of moral evil is therefore a necessary consequence of a world where

free creatures can freely respond to God’s love.

Natural Evil and Soul-Making

Natural evil, such as natural disasters and diseases, presents a more complex challenge since it does

not result directly from human choices. Swinburne addresses this by proposing that natural evil serves



a soul-making purpose, contributing to human moral and spiritual development.

Natural Evil as a Developmental Tool

Natural evils create conditions in which virtues such as patience, courage, and compassion can be
cultivated. Swinburne argues that a world without challenges and suffering would be less conducive to
the development of morally significant character traits. Consequently, natural evil plays a role in

shaping individuals in morally valuable ways.

Relationship Between Natural Evil and Free Will

Although natural evil is not directly caused by human actions, Swinburne suggests it may be indirectly
linked to free will through the laws of nature. The laws that enable free agents to exist also permit
natural processes that cause suffering. This connection provides a framework for understanding why

natural evil might coexist with free will and divine benevolence.

Probabilistic Arguments and Divine Action

Unlike classical theodicies that claim the existence of evil is logically incompatible with God, Swinburne
employs a probabilistic approach. He argues that the existence of evil makes the existence of God

more probable, rather than less, because it explains why God would permit evil.

Probability and Explanation

Swinburne’s probabilistic argument asserts that the presence of evil is best explained by a God who
allows evil for valuable reasons, such as free will and soul-making. This explanation increases the
likelihood of God’s existence in light of the observed world, as opposed to a world with gratuitous evil

that would be inexplicable if God existed.



Divine Intervention and Constraints

Swinburne also discusses the limitations God faces in intervening to prevent evil without undermining
free will or the natural order. He suggests that divine intervention is typically constrained by the need

to preserve the overall framework that allows for genuine freedom and moral growth.

Criticisms and Responses to Swinburne’s Approach

Although Swinburne’s theodicy is influential, it has faced several criticisms. Critics question whether
free will can justify the extent of suffering in the world and whether soul-making adequately addresses
natural evil. Responses to these criticisms clarify and reinforce Swinburne’s position, highlighting the

complexity of the problem of evil.

Critiques of Free Will Defense

Some argue that the immense scale of suffering, including that experienced by innocents such as
children, cannot be reconciled with the free will defense. Others challenge whether free will necessarily

entails the possibility of such severe evils.

Soul-Making and Excessive Suffering

Critics also question whether soul-making justifies natural evils that cause extreme pain and death.

They argue that such suffering may not lead to moral growth and instead appears gratuitous.

Swinburne’s Responses

In response, Swinburne emphasizes the probabilistic nature of his theodicy, suggesting that while
some suffering may seem excessive, the overall presence of evil is compatible with a loving God. He

also points to the limits of human understanding regarding divine purposes and the ultimate value of



experiences beyond this life.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Richard Swinburne in the context of the problem of evil?

Richard Swinburne is a prominent philosopher of religion known for his work defending the existence
of God, including addressing the problem of evil through theodicies that justify God's allowance of evil

and suffering.

What is Richard Swinburne's approach to the problem of evil?

Swinburne approaches the problem of evil by arguing that the existence of evil is compatible with an
omnipotent, omnibenevolent God because evil and suffering are necessary for greater goods such as

free will, soul-making, and the development of virtues.

How does Swinburne address the logical problem of evil?

Swinburne contends that the logical problem of evil, which claims that God and evil cannot coexist, is
not sound because there are plausible reasons why an all-good God might allow evil, such as to

enable free will and moral growth.

What role does free will play in Swinburne's theodicy?

Free will is central in Swinburne's theodicy; he argues that God allows evil because granting humans
genuine free will means they can choose evil actions, which is necessary for moral responsibility and

authentic relationships.

How does Swinburne distinguish between natural and moral evil?

Swinburne distinguishes moral evil as the result of human free choices, while natural evil refers to

suffering caused by natural processes; he argues both types of evil can be explained as necessary for



soul-making and the development of virtues.

Does Swinburne believe the problem of evil disproves God's existence?

No, Swinburne argues that the problem of evil does not disprove God's existence; instead, he offers a
theodicy suggesting that the existence of evil is compatible with and can even support belief in a

loving, omnipotent God.

Additional Resources

1. The Problem of Evil by Peter van Inwagen

This book provides a comprehensive philosophical analysis of the problem of evil, engaging with
historical and contemporary arguments. Van Inwagen explores the logical and evidential challenges
that evil poses to the existence of an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God. It is a critical resource for
understanding debates in the philosophy of religion, including responses like those offered by Richard

Swinburne.

2. Faith and Reason by Richard Swinburne

In this influential work, Swinburne defends the rationality of religious belief amidst challenges such as
the problem of evil. He argues that the existence of evil does not necessarily negate the existence of
an all-good God, proposing the free will and soul-making theodicies. The book is essential for grasping

Swinburne's approach to reconciling faith with philosophical skepticism.

3. God, Freedom, and Evil by Alvin Plantinga

Plantinga’s book is a seminal text in the philosophy of religion that addresses the logical problem of
evil. He introduces the Free Will Defense, arguing that the existence of evil is compatible with an
omnipotent, omnibenevolent God because of human free will. This work lays important groundwork

that intersects with Swinburne’s theodicies.

4. The Coherence of Theism by Richard Swinburne

In this book, Swinburne systematically examines the attributes of God and argues for their coherence,



including responses to the problem of evil. He defends the idea that God's existence is not
contradicted by the presence of evil, using probabilistic reasoning. This text is key to understanding

Swinburne’s broader theistic philosophy.

5. Evil and the God of Love by John Hick

Hick offers a theodicy known as the "soul-making" theodicy, which suggests that evil and suffering are
necessary for spiritual growth and development. His ideas complement and contrast with Swinburne’s
views on why an all-loving God might permit evil. The book is a classic in theodicy literature and

deeply engages with the problem of evil.

6. The Problem of Pain by C.S. Lewis

Lewis explores the problem of pain from a Christian perspective, providing accessible arguments about
why God might allow suffering. His reflections offer a literary and philosophical complement to
Swinburne’s more technical philosophical approach. This book is valued for its clarity and pastoral

sensitivity to the issue.

7. Philosophy of Religion: An Anthology edited by Louis P. Pojman and Michael Rea

This anthology includes key essays and excerpts on the problem of evil, featuring arguments by
Swinburne and his critics. It provides a broad overview of philosophical perspectives on religion,
making it a useful resource for studying the problem of evil in context. The collection facilitates

comparative analysis of different approaches.

8. Is God a Moral Monster? Making Sense of the Old Testament God by Paul Copan

Copan addresses difficult questions about the nature of God and evil as presented in religious texts,
offering apologetic responses to common objections. His work intersects with Swinburne’s arguments
by defending the moral coherence of God in the face of evil and suffering. The book is valuable for

those interested in biblical theodicy and ethical issues.

9. The Evidential Argument from Evil by William Rowe
Rowe’s book articulates the evidential problem of evil, arguing that the amount and kinds of evil in the

world provide strong evidence against the existence of an all-powerful, all-good God. Swinburne



engages directly with arguments like Rowe’s in his own work. This text is fundamental to

understanding contemporary debates on evil and theism.
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