Rowe’s Objection to the Principle of Sufficient Reason
Let the PSR state that every non-necessary situation (or state of affairs) would obtain only if there were some explanation of its obtaining. When I first read Rowe's, The Cosmological Argument, I was convinced that PSR had to be false because it entails that the situation in which a necessary situation explains the contingent ones could not itself be explained without circularity. Recently, however, I've had a change of thinking about Rowe's argument. I no longer believe that PSR entails self-explaining contingent situations. Let me explain. On p. 105 of the 1997 edition, Rowe asks what might explain the state of affairs qRt, which is the state of affairs of a q's explaining why there are positive, contingent states of affairs. Quick side point: I don't think we need to restrict ourselves to "positive" contingent states of affairs, so I'll let the explanandum, t, be something like this: there being (obtaining) the contingent states of affairs that there actually are (that have obtained). Now qRt is itself contingent (otherwise t would be necessary), which makes it part of t. Rowe says this is a problem because "to explain t, q must explain why there are [the] contingent states of affairs-- and clearly q cannot serve this explanatory role by virtue of standing in relation R to t, if the fact that q stands in R to t is itself a positive, contingent fact." We might put the problem this way: q can't explain t unless it explains qRt, but qRt is a fact by virtue of which q has an explanatory role to begin with. Thus, it looks like qRt must already exist for q to explain anything, which is circular because qRt cannot exist unless it is already explained by q.

I think I was misled by Rowe's use of truth-making. "qRt makes it true that q explains t," says Rowe. Fine, I say. (I have metaphysical quibbles here, but I can put them to the side.) But it is a mistake to infer that q's having an explanatory role is ontologically posterior to the existence of qRt. Think of it this way. Let '[qRt]' stand for the (or a) proposition that qRt makes true. Let '[qRt]s' stand for the state of affairs of <qRt> being true'. Let '->' stand for explains. The truth-making claim can then be expressed as 

T. qRt -> [qRt]s  
But now it's not clear what circularity can be derived. It is true that PSR entails that

1. q -> the state of affairs of q ->ing qRt.

2. q -> the state of affairs of q ->ing the state of affairs of q ->ing qRt.

3. q -> the state of affairs of q ->ing the state of affairs of q ->ing the state of affairs of q ->ing qRt
... and so on.

But is there circularity here? The regress is infinite, of course. But it's not at all clear to me that that's a problem: perhaps q can provide a statistical explanation for part of t, where the statistical explanation entails that q goes on to explains why q statistically explains that part. Is this any more problematic than the regress of numbers, for example, that results from the successor relation? That's not clear to me. 

On page 106, Rowe applies his argument to the state of affairs of God's willing that there be contingent states of affairs. But at best, Rowe only shows that the state of affairs of God's willing that there be contingent states of affairs cannot obtain. Rowe is trying to give an example of his general argument to reveal a kind of circularity. But although there may be circularity in this example, I no longer think circularity results from the general argument, as I explained. 
Still, has Rowe shown an incompatibility between theism and PSR? I don’t think he has. A theist may think that there are contingent states of affairs not because God wills that there be contingent situations in general, but because certain contingent states of affairs were willed by God, which thereby entails that there be contingent states of affairs in general. God's willing this might in turn be statistically explained by God's essential nature. There will be an infinite regress of statistical explanations here, but see above. 

 

