william rowe philosophy of religion 1

william rowe philosophy of religion 1 is a foundational topic within the study of philosophy of
religion, focusing on the influential arguments and ideas presented by William Rowe, a prominent
contemporary philosopher. Rowe's contributions prominently include his critical examination of the
problem of evil, as well as his defense of atheism and agnosticism through philosophical rigor. This
article explores Rowe’s key arguments, his approach to theodicy, and his impact on modern debates
in religious philosophy. By analyzing his philosophical methodology and major works, the article
provides a comprehensive overview of william rowe philosophy of religion 1 and its significance in
the broader context of philosophical theology. Readers will gain insights into how Rowe’s arguments
challenge traditional theistic views and contribute to ongoing dialogues about the existence of God,
suffering, and divine justice.
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William Rowe’s Background and Philosophical Context

William Rowe was an American philosopher best known for his contributions to philosophy of
religion and metaphysics. His work is particularly noted for its clarity and rigorous argumentation.
Rowe’s academic career included teaching positions at several universities, where he developed and
refined his thoughts on the problem of evil and the rationality of belief in God. The philosophical
context in which Rowe operated was marked by ongoing debates between theists and atheists
regarding the coherence of divine attributes and the existence of unnecessary suffering in the world.
His approach combined analytic philosophy’s emphasis on logical clarity with a deep engagement
with theological issues.

The Problem of Evil According to William Rowe

The problem of evil is a central theme in william rowe philosophy of religion 1, as Rowe sought to
address how the existence of evil can be reconciled with the notion of an omnipotent,
omnibenevolent God. He distinguished between two main forms of the problem: the logical problem
of evil and the evidential problem of evil. While the logical problem argues that the coexistence of
God and evil is logically impossible, Rowe focused primarily on the evidential problem, which
suggests that the existence of evil provides strong evidence against the existence of God.



Logical vs. Evidential Problem of Evil

Rowe acknowledged that the logical problem of evil had been challenged by various theistic
responses, such as those presented by Alvin Plantinga. Instead, Rowe concentrated on the evidential
problem, which he considered more persuasive. The evidential problem does not claim a logical
contradiction but argues that the amount and kinds of evil we observe are unlikely if an all-powerful,
all-good God exists. This nuanced approach allows for the possibility of God’s existence but
maintains that evil counts as significant evidence against it.

Types of Evil Discussed by Rowe

Rowe categorized evil into moral evil and natural evil. Moral evil refers to suffering resulting from
human actions, while natural evil includes suffering caused by natural events such as earthquakes
and diseases. His analysis emphasized that both types of evil present challenges to theistic
explanations because they involve intense and seemingly gratuitous suffering.

Rowe’s Evidential Argument from Evil

One of the most influential aspects of william rowe philosophy of religion 1 is his formulation of the
evidential argument from evil. This argument is grounded in empirical observation and inductive
reasoning, asserting that the presence of unnecessary suffering in the world is strong evidence
against the existence of an omnipotent and omnibenevolent deity.

The Core Premises of the Argument
Rowe’s argument can be summarized in the following way:
1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient being could have

prevented without thereby losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or
worse.

2. Such a being would prevent the occurrence of any intense suffering it could unless it could not
do so without losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse.

3. Therefore, there does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, and wholly good being.

This argument is notable for its reliance on observable facts about the world and its appeal to
common intuitions about unnecessary suffering, making it a powerful challenge to traditional
theism.

Examples Used by Rowe

Rowe famously illustrated his argument with a hypothetical scenario involving a fawn trapped in a
forest fire, suffering intensely before dying painfully. He argued that if an all-good, all-powerful God
existed, such gratuitous suffering would not occur because God would intervene to prevent it unless



a greater good justified the suffering. Since there is no evident greater good in the scenario, the
gratuitous suffering counts as evidence against God’s existence.

Responses to Rowe’s Argument

Rowe’s philosophy of religion 1 has prompted numerous responses from theistic philosophers and
scholars. These responses often aim to challenge the premises of his evidential argument or to
provide alternative explanations for the presence of evil.

The Free Will Defense

One prominent response is the free will defense, which argues that moral evil arises from the free
choices of human beings, which God allows to preserve human freedom. According to this defense,
the existence of evil is a necessary consequence of granting humans genuine freedom, and this
justifies the presence of certain evils.

The Greater Good Theodicies

Other responses appeal to greater good theodicies, which suggest that some evils are permitted
because they lead to greater goods that would not be achievable otherwise. These theodicies
attempt to show that what appears as gratuitous suffering may in fact be necessary for a higher
purpose or ultimate good that humans might not fully comprehend.

Critiques of the Evidential Argument

Some critics argue that Rowe’s argument relies on an assumption that humans can accurately judge
what counts as gratuitous suffering. They contend that the limits of human knowledge mean that
what appears unnecessary may have reasons beyond human understanding. Additionally, some
question whether the examples used by Rowe effectively represent the broader problem of evil.

Rowe’s Influence on Contemporary Philosophy of
Religion

The impact of william rowe philosophy of religion 1 extends widely across contemporary
philosophical debates about religion. His rigorous articulation of the evidential problem of evil has
become a standard reference point in discussions about God’s existence and the problem of
suffering.

Contributions to Atheism and Agnosticism

Rowe’s work has provided strong intellectual support for atheistic and agnostic positions by
demonstrating that belief in a traditional theistic God is not the most rational conclusion given the



evidence of evil. His arguments have been influential in academic philosophy and have shaped public
discourse on the rationality of religious belief.

Encouraging Philosophical Dialogue

Beyond supporting specific positions, Rowe’s philosophy has encouraged a more nuanced and
respectful dialogue between theists and atheists. By framing the problem of evil in evidential terms
rather than purely logical ones, he has opened space for ongoing debate and exploration,
emphasizing the importance of evidence, reason, and humility in philosophical inquiry.

e Clarification of the evidential problem of evil
e Influence on the development of theodicies
e Stimulating responses from both theistic and atheistic perspectives

e Enhancement of analytic philosophy in religious studies

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is William Rowe in the context of philosophy of religion?

William Rowe was an American philosopher known for his influential work in the philosophy of
religion, particularly his arguments concerning the problem of evil and the existence of God.

What is William Rowe's stance on the problem of evil?

William Rowe is famous for articulating the evidential problem of evil, arguing that the existence of
seemingly gratuitous evil provides strong evidence against the existence of an omnipotent,
omnibenevolent God.

What is the evidential problem of evil according to William
Rowe?

The evidential problem of evil, as presented by Rowe, suggests that while the existence of evil does
not logically disprove God, the amount and kinds of evil we observe make God's existence unlikely.

How does Rowe's 'fawn example' illustrate his argument?

Rowe's 'fawn example' describes a fawn suffering in a forest fire with no apparent greater good
resulting from its suffering, illustrating the concept of gratuitous evil that challenges the existence
of an all-good God.



Does William Rowe believe the problem of evil conclusively
disproves God's existence?

No, Rowe acknowledges that the problem of evil is an evidential argument, meaning it shows that
the existence of God is unlikely, but not impossible or conclusively disproven.

What is the difference between the logical and evidential
problem of evil in Rowe's philosophy?

The logical problem of evil claims that the existence of evil is logically incompatible with God’s
existence, whereas Rowe’s evidential problem argues that evil makes God’s existence improbable
but not impossible.

How has William Rowe influenced contemporary debates in
philosophy of religion?

Rowe's formulation of the evidential problem of evil has become a central topic in contemporary
philosophy of religion, prompting extensive discussion and responses from theistic philosophers.

What are some common theistic responses to Rowe’s
evidential problem of evil?

Common responses include the free will defense, soul-making theodicies, and appeals to unknown
greater goods or divine reasons beyond human understanding.

Did William Rowe address the concept of gratuitous evil in his
works?

Yes, Rowe explicitly discusses gratuitous evil—evil that appears to serve no greater purpose—as a
key element in his evidential argument against the existence of God.

Where can one find William Rowe’s main writings on
philosophy of religion?

William Rowe's main writings on philosophy of religion can be found in his essays such as "The
Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism' and various anthologies and philosophy journals.

Additional Resources

1. The Problem of Evil

This book offers a comprehensive exploration of the problem of evil, a central issue in William
Rowe’s philosophy of religion. It examines the logical and evidential arguments concerning the
existence of evil and its implications for theism. The text also provides critical engagement with
Rowe’s famous evidential argument from evil, highlighting its impact on contemporary debates.



2. Philosophy of Religion: An Introduction

A foundational text that introduces key themes in the philosophy of religion, including arguments for
and against the existence of God, the nature of faith, and the problem of evil. It discusses William
Rowe’s contributions, especially his evidential argument from evil, situating his work within broader
philosophical discussions. The book is accessible to newcomers but rich enough for advanced study.

3. Atheism and the Problem of Evil

This book focuses on the atheistic responses to the problem of evil, drawing heavily on William
Rowe’s arguments. It critically evaluates the evidential problem of evil and explores how atheists use
it to challenge the rationality of belief in God. The text also considers various theistic replies and
their philosophical strengths and weaknesses.

4. Philosophical Perspectives on Theodicy

A detailed study of theodicy, the attempt to reconcile the existence of evil with a benevolent God,
featuring extensive analysis of Rowe’s work. The book surveys multiple theodicies and examines
their philosophical viability in light of Rowe’s evidential argument from evil. It encourages critical
reflection on the limits of theodical explanations.

5. Reason and Faith in the Philosophy of Religion

This collection explores the relationship between reason and faith, with significant attention to
William Rowe’s philosophical approach. It addresses how rational arguments, including those about
evil and suffering, interact with faith commitments. The book provides a balanced view of skepticism
and belief within religious philosophy.

6. Arguments from Evil: A Critical Examination

A thorough critique of various arguments from evil, highlighting William Rowe’s evidential
perspective. The book evaluates the strength of these arguments and their implications for theism
and atheism. It includes responses from contemporary philosophers and assesses the ongoing
relevance of Rowe’s ideas.

7. Philosophy of Religion: Classical and Contemporary Issues

This anthology covers key topics in philosophy of religion, presenting classical arguments alongside
modern contributions like Rowe’s. It features discussions on the problem of evil, divine attributes,
and religious experience, providing a broad context for understanding Rowe’s impact. The book is
ideal for students and scholars interested in the evolution of religious philosophy.

8. Faith, Doubt, and the Problem of Evil

Focusing on the existential and philosophical challenges posed by evil, this book engages deeply
with William Rowe’s evidential argument. It explores how believers and skeptics grapple with doubt
and faith in the face of suffering. The text combines philosophical analysis with pastoral insights,
making it relevant for both academic and religious audiences.

9. Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Religion

A collection of essays that address current issues in philosophy of religion, including the problem of
evil as articulated by William Rowe. Contributors debate the adequacy of Rowe’s evidential
argument and explore alternative perspectives. The book highlights the dynamic and ongoing nature
of philosophical inquiry in this field.
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