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Abstract: William Rowe advances a distinctive understanding of

the evidential problem of evil, grounded in his epistemic principle
that “the truth of a proposition is not a necessary condition for its
rational acceptance.” Building upon this foundation, he introduces
the theory of “friendly atheism,” arguing for the rationality of belief
in God through “epistemic friendliness.” However, four decades
later, Rowe revisits his theory, shifting his emphasis from epistemic
to “ethical friendliness.” The findings of this article indicate that,
despite ambiguities regarding the meaning of rationality in Rowe’s
epistemic principle, “epistemic friendliness”—as it seeks to affirm
the evidence both for and against God—faces paradoxes and
succumbs to relativism in rationality. The theory of incomplete
determination fails to resolve these difficulties. In contrast, ethical
friendliness is framed as a normative approach specific to atheist
behavior, yet appears to weaken the rational foundations of Rowe’s
theory and may be considered a form of new atheism aimed at
undermining belief in God.
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ntroduction: After the various

formulations of the logical
problem of evil—pioneered by
philosophers such as Plantinga
and  Yandell—came under
intense scrutiny, atheist
philosophers including
Madden, Hare, Martin, Salmon,
and Rowe reframed the problem
of evil as an argument against
the existence of God. Rowe
contends that no philosopher
has successfully demonstrated a
logical inconsistency between
the existence of evil and the
existence of God. He instead
advances one of the most
influential probabilistic-
inductive  versions of the
problem of evil, striving to show
that, while the existence of evil
in a world governed by an
absolute, omnipotent, and
wholly benevolent God is not
logically  impossible,  the
existence of countless
gratuitous and horrendous evils
provides cumulative evidence
against the existence of God,

thereby greatly diminishing the
probability of theism and

rendering it highly improbable.
In response to critiques, Rowe
refines his position, recasting
his argument in the form of a
Bayesian probability equation
and concluding that the
probability of atheism surpasses
that of theism. He then
introduces “friendly atheism” in
both epistemic and ethical
forms.

ethodology: This study begins

by explicating concepts such as
the nature of God, types of
atheism, and the notion of
“friendly atheism.” The analysis
then proceeds to examine and
critique, from William Rowe’s
perspective, the rational or
ethical basis for adopting a
friendly stance toward those
whose  views on  God
fundamentally differ from and
even oppose those of the atheist.

indings: The attraction of

“friendly atheism” lies in its
allowance for the rational
acceptance of belief in God
without relinquishing atheism.
Upon critical examination, it
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emerges that “friendly atheism,”
when grounded in Rowe’s
epistemic principle, encounters
paradox if postulated under
condition PA. To address this,
Rowe gravitates toward
situation SGA, seeking superior
reasons and evidence for
atheism over theism.
Nevertheless, even if this
superior-evidence scenario
prevails, he is left vulnerable to
relativism in rationality, and
appeal to the theory of
incomplete determination
offers no escape from this
challenge. “Ethical friendliness”
emerges as a normative
approach pertaining to the
conduct of atheists, but it
appears to erode the rational
basis of the theory and may be
interpreted as a variant of new
atheism requiring the
weakening of belief in God.

Rowe’s treatment of the
problem of evil overlooks a
significant  perspective:  he
might have examined atheism
through the lens of theist

attitudes, distinguishing three

modes of theism—unfriendly,
indifferent, and  friendly
theism—and thereby grounded
friendly atheism in “moral
friendliness.” However, “moral
friendliness,” whether theistic
or atheistic, is essentially a
normative principle governing
the behavior of atheists and
theists toward one another.
Such an approach does not
constitute a novel theory, as
proponents of  behavioral
pluralism have long advocated
for similar approaches. The
unique value of “friendly
atheism” resides in its emphasis
on the problem of “epistemic
friendliness,” which, due to its
inability to overcome
contradictions and relativism—
as well as the influence of the
theory of evolution and natural
selection—ultimately adopts a
more cautious posture,
prioritizing behavioral
rationality and cognitive duty
over theoretical rationality.

iscussion and Conclusion: The

theory of “friendly atheism” has

prompted the emergence of
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“friendly  theism”  among
religious thinkers, which in
recent decades has arguably not
benefited theism. On the
contrary, it has catalyzed
increasingly antagonistic
responses  from  atheists,
culminating in a new and
assertive movement against
religion. Leading proponents of
this  development—including
Dawkins, Dennett, Harris, and
Hitchens—have  popularized
and disseminated scientific
theories such as evolution and
natural selection to a broad
audience. In 2010, William
Rowe revisited the concept of
“friendly atheism,” ultimately
“epistemic

“ethical

friendliness,” and stating that

reducing
friendliness” to

only traditional theists are
rational in their arguments and
evidence for the existence of
God.  Following  extensive
debate, he no longer endorsed
the rationality of belief in God,
instead advocating “friendly
atheism” solely as an ethical—or
perhaps socio-political—good,
contingent upon reciprocal

adherence by theists to such
ethical friendliness.
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