
william rowe philosophy of religion
william rowe philosophy of religion represents a significant and influential perspective within
contemporary analytic philosophy, particularly in the debate surrounding the problem of evil and the
rationality of religious belief. Rowe's arguments, especially his formulation of the evidential problem
of evil, have had a profound impact on discussions about the existence of God and the nature of
suffering. This article explores William Rowe's contributions to the philosophy of religion, examining
his key arguments, critiques, and legacy within the broader context of philosophical theology.
Emphasizing clarity and depth, the analysis will cover his background, major philosophical positions,
and the ongoing relevance of his work in contemporary debates. The following sections provide a
detailed overview of William Rowe’s philosophy of religion, including his argument from evil,
responses to theodicy, and critiques of religious epistemology.
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Background and Context of William Rowe
William Rowe was a prominent American philosopher known for his rigorous approach to issues in the
philosophy of religion, metaphysics, and epistemology. His work is particularly noted for addressing
the problem of evil in a manner that significantly shaped contemporary debates. Rowe’s philosophical
career spanned several decades during which he engaged with classical and modern arguments
concerning the existence and nature of God. Understanding the broader context of his thought
involves recognizing his commitment to analytic clarity and logical rigor, which allowed him to
formulate influential arguments that remain central to philosophical theology.

Academic and Philosophical Influences
Rowe’s philosophical outlook was influenced by the analytic tradition, emphasizing precise
argumentation and clarity in conceptual analysis. He drew upon the works of earlier philosophers of
religion such as Epicurus, David Hume, and contemporary thinkers including Alvin Plantinga and
Richard Swinburne. This intellectual background shaped his approach to the problem of evil and the
rationality of religious belief, situating him within ongoing philosophical dialogues concerning divine
attributes and human suffering.



Philosophical Focus and Approach
Rowe’s philosophy of religion is characterized by a focus on evidential rather than logical arguments
against the existence of God. Rather than claiming a logical contradiction between God’s existence
and evil, Rowe argued that the observable presence of seemingly gratuitous suffering offers strong
evidence against an all-powerful, all-knowing, and wholly good deity. This evidential approach marked
a notable shift in the discourse, emphasizing empirical and probabilistic reasoning.

The Evidential Problem of Evil
One of William Rowe’s most important contributions to the philosophy of religion is his formulation of
the evidential problem of evil. This argument challenges the likelihood of God’s existence based on
the presence of evil and suffering in the world, especially instances of apparently pointless or
gratuitous suffering that do not seem to serve any greater good or purpose.

Formulation of the Argument
Rowe’s argument can be summarized as follows:

There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient being could have1.
prevented without thereby losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or
worse.

The existence of such suffering is evidence against the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient,2.
and wholly good God.

Therefore, the existence of God is unlikely given the evidence of gratuitous suffering.3.

This argument does not claim that the existence of evil logically contradicts God’s existence but
rather that the empirical evidence of unnecessary suffering makes God’s existence improbable.

Examples of Gratuitous Evil
Rowe famously illustrated his argument with hypothetical cases such as a fawn suffering painfully in a
forest fire with no apparent reason or justification for its suffering. These examples are employed to
highlight the problem of seemingly unnecessary pain that a benevolent deity would presumably
prevent if such prevention did not interfere with some greater good.

Impact on the Problem of Evil Debate
Rowe’s evidential problem of evil provided a new framework that has been widely discussed and
debated in philosophical literature. It shifted the focus from attempting to prove a logical
inconsistency to assessing the evidential weight of evil and suffering in relation to God’s existence,
influencing both critics and defenders of theism.



Rowe’s Theodicy and Responses to Critics
In response to criticisms, William Rowe also engaged with theodicies—attempts to justify the
existence of evil within the framework of belief in God. While skeptical of many traditional theodicies,
he acknowledged that some defensive strategies could reduce the evidential force of the problem of
evil.

Critiques of Traditional Theodicies
Rowe critically examined various traditional theodicies such as the soul-making theodicy and free will
defense. He argued that these explanations often fail to account for all instances of gratuitous
suffering, especially natural evils that do not result from human free will or appear to contribute to
moral or spiritual development.

Rowe’s Agnostic Position on God’s Reasons
Although Rowe’s argument points to the improbability of God’s existence, he maintained an agnostic
stance regarding the actual reasons why suffering occurs. He conceded that human beings might lack
the cognitive capacity to fully understand God’s purposes, but emphasized that this epistemic
limitation does not eliminate the evidential challenge posed by gratuitous evil.

Responses from Theists
Theists have responded to Rowe’s argument in various ways, including:

Questioning the existence of truly gratuitous evil

Arguing for unknown but sufficient reasons for suffering

Appealing to skeptical theism, which suggests our epistemic limitations prevent us from judging
God’s reasons

These responses have generated extensive debate regarding the strength and implications of the
evidential problem of evil.

Contributions to Religious Epistemology
Beyond his work on the problem of evil, William Rowe also made important contributions to religious
epistemology, particularly concerning the justification and rationality of religious belief. His analyses
often focused on how evidence and rational inquiry relate to faith and skepticism.



Rationality of Religious Belief
Rowe explored the conditions under which belief in God can be considered rational or justified. He
acknowledged the complexity of religious belief, which often involves a mixture of faith, experience,
and philosophical reasoning. While critical of some arguments for theism, he also emphasized the
importance of careful evaluation of evidence in forming rational beliefs.

Role of Evidence and Experience
Rowe argued that evidential considerations play a crucial role in religious belief formation. He
encouraged an empirical approach that takes seriously the existence of evil and suffering alongside
other religious experiences and arguments. This balanced perspective highlights the interplay
between reason and faith in the philosophy of religion.

Legacy and Influence in Philosophy of Religion
William Rowe’s philosophy of religion has left a lasting legacy in both academic circles and broader
theological discussions. His evidential problem of evil remains a foundational argument that shapes
contemporary debates and encourages ongoing inquiry into the nature of God, evil, and human
suffering.

Influence on Contemporary Philosophers
Rowe’s work has influenced a wide range of philosophers, theologians, and scholars who engage with
the problem of evil and religious epistemology. His careful, analytic approach continues to serve as a
model for rigorous philosophical inquiry in the field.

Enduring Relevance
The enduring relevance of William Rowe’s philosophy of religion is evident in its continued citation
and discussion in contemporary philosophy of religion literature. His arguments challenge thinkers to
grapple seriously with the implications of evil and suffering, contributing to a deeper understanding of
religious belief and skepticism.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was William Rowe in the context of philosophy of
religion?
William Rowe was a prominent American philosopher known for his work in the philosophy of religion,
particularly his arguments concerning the problem of evil.



What is William Rowe's most famous argument in the
philosophy of religion?
William Rowe is best known for his formulation of the evidential problem of evil, which argues that the
existence of seemingly pointless suffering provides evidence against the existence of an omnipotent,
omnibenevolent God.

How does William Rowe define the problem of evil?
Rowe distinguishes between the logical problem of evil, which argues that the existence of evil is
logically incompatible with God, and the evidential problem of evil, which claims that the amount and
kinds of evil we observe make God's existence improbable.

What is the 'fawn in the forest fire' example in William Rowe's
philosophy?
Rowe's 'fawn in the forest fire' is a thought experiment where a young deer suffers and dies painfully
in a wildfire with no apparent greater good resulting, illustrating what he calls gratuitous or pointless
suffering.

How does William Rowe's evidential problem of evil challenge
theism?
Rowe's evidential problem of evil challenges theism by suggesting that the existence of seemingly
unnecessary suffering is strong evidence against the existence of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-
good God.

Did William Rowe believe the problem of evil disproves God's
existence?
No, Rowe acknowledged that the problem of evil does not conclusively disprove God's existence but
argues that the evidence of gratuitous evil makes God's existence unlikely.

What responses to Rowe's problem of evil are commonly
discussed?
Common responses include the free will defense, soul-making theodicy, skeptical theism, and appeals
to unknown divine reasons for permitting evil.

How has William Rowe influenced contemporary discussions
in philosophy of religion?
Rowe's clear formulation of the evidential problem of evil has significantly influenced contemporary
debates, prompting theologians and philosophers to refine their theodicies and defenses of God's
existence.



Where can one find William Rowe's major works on philosophy
of religion?
Rowe's major works on the philosophy of religion can be found in various academic journals and
collections, notably his influential article "The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism,"
published in 1979.

Additional Resources
1. The Problem of Evil and William Rowe’s Theodicy
This book explores William Rowe’s influential approach to the problem of evil, focusing on his
evidential argument against the existence of an all-powerful, benevolent God. It analyzes Rowe’s
famous example of pointless suffering and discusses various responses from theistic philosophers.
The text provides a thorough examination of the philosophical implications of evil and suffering in
religious belief.

2. William Rowe and the Evidential Argument from Evil
A comprehensive study of Rowe’s evidential argument, this work delves into the nuances of his
reasoning and the impact it has had on contemporary philosophy of religion. It compares Rowe’s
views with other major thinkers and evaluates counterarguments. The book serves as a critical
resource for understanding the evidential problem of evil in modern theology.

3. Skepticism and Faith: Dialogues on William Rowe’s Philosophy
This volume presents a series of dialogues and essays that engage with Rowe’s philosophical
skepticism regarding traditional theistic claims. Contributors discuss the tension between faith and
reason, highlighting Rowe’s contributions to debates on divine attributes and human suffering. The
text encourages readers to critically assess the rationality of religious belief.

4. The Philosophy of Religion: Perspectives Inspired by William Rowe
Drawing heavily on Rowe’s work, this book offers an overview of key topics in the philosophy of
religion, including arguments for and against the existence of God. It situates Rowe’s contributions
within broader philosophical discussions and provides accessible explanations for students and
scholars alike. The book emphasizes the ongoing relevance of Rowe’s ideas.

5. Divine Hiddenness and the Legacy of William Rowe
Focusing on the problem of divine hiddenness, this book connects Rowe’s arguments about evil with
questions about God’s apparent absence. It investigates how hiddenness challenges belief and
considers Rowe’s influence on this area of philosophy. The text also explores the interplay between
divine justice and human experience.

6. William Rowe’s Influence on Contemporary Theodicy
This collection of essays examines how Rowe’s critiques have shaped modern attempts to justify the
existence of evil in a world governed by a good God. Contributors analyze various theodicies that
respond to Rowe’s evidential problem of evil and explore their philosophical strengths and
weaknesses. The book highlights the dynamic nature of theodical debate.

7. Atheism and the Problem of Evil: Insights from William Rowe
This book presents an in-depth look at how Rowe’s arguments have bolstered atheistic perspectives
within philosophy of religion. It discusses the evidential problem of evil as a significant challenge to



theistic belief and examines responses from both theistic and atheistic viewpoints. The work provides
a balanced exploration of the debate.

8. Philosophical Reflections on Suffering: William Rowe’s Contributions
Focusing on the theme of suffering, this book investigates Rowe’s philosophical analysis of pain and
its implications for religious belief. It explores the ethical and metaphysical questions raised by
suffering and how Rowe’s arguments influence contemporary discourse. The text is valuable for those
interested in the intersection of philosophy, theology, and human experience.

9. Arguments for and Against God: A Study Centered on William Rowe
This volume offers a critical examination of various philosophical arguments about the existence of
God, with a particular emphasis on Rowe’s evidential argument from evil. It presents both the
arguments supporting God’s existence and the challenges posed by Rowe’s critiques. The book
encourages readers to engage deeply with foundational questions in philosophy of religion.
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