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PLANTINGA, ALVIN

Plantinga 1974a, 1990. and 1998. and for 
a discussion of the scope of God’s know
ledge, see Grim and Plantinga, 1993). This 
being in some way grounds or explains the 
existence of everything that exists, perhaps 
even necessarily existing entities such as 
propositions, properties, relations, states of 
affairs, and possible worlds (Plantinga, 1980; 
for further discussion of these issues see 
Morris. 1987; Davidson. 2006; Bergmann 
and Brower. 2006). Plantinga thinks that 
a version of the ontological argument is 
sound {see Plantinga. 1990, ch. 2; 1974a. 
ch. X; 1974b, pp. 85ff.). His discussion of 
the ontological argument is the most subtle 
and important since the discussion of the 
argument during the Modern period. Inter
estingly, Plantinga thinks that although the 
argument is sound, he does not think it is 
cogent: he does not think that the premises 
will convince anyone who does not already 
believe the conclusion of the argument.

Important for Plantinga’s famous free 
will (see the extended essay) defense against 
the logical problem of evil (Plantinga, 1974a) 
is that God has middle knowledge: God knows 
what libertarian-free creatures would do 
were counterfactual circumstances in which 
they exist actual (this locution will be dis
cussed momentarily). This assumption in 
Plantinga’s argument has revived a hearty 
debate from the sixteenth century between 
Luis De Molina and his Dominican oppon
ents about the nature of God’s knowledge 
(e.g.. seeHasker, 1989. Flint. 1998. Hasker, 
2004. Molina. 2004). The thought that 
there is nothing to know about what 
libertarian-free creatures would do in non
actual circumstances has raised questions 
about whether there is anything for God to 
know with respect to what libertarian-free 
creatures will do (in the actual world).

Plantinga also argues that belief in nat
uralism is “self-defeating" in that anyone 
who accepts it is irrational in her belief 
that it is true. He also argues, even more 
provocatively, that anyone who accepts it 
is thereafter irrational in everything she 
believes. This irrationality arises because 
the naturalist believes (or most every nat
uralist believes) that our cognitive faculties 
were shaped by mindless evolutionary forces

(Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1975; origin
ally published in 1700).

Markosian, N.: “What Are Physical Objects?.’’ 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
61 (2000). 375-95.

Poland. J.: Physicalism: The Philosophical 
Foundations (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1994).

Quine. W.: “Whither Physical Objects?," in 
R.S. Cohen, P.K. Feyerabend. and M.W. 
Wartolsky, ed., Boston Studies in the 
Philosophy of Science 39 (Dordrecht: 
D. Reidel. 1976). 497-504.

Smart, J.J.C.: Our Place in the Universe 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989). 

van Inwagen. P.: Material Beings (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press. 1990).

NED MARKOSIAN

Plantinga, Alvin (1932- ) is one of the 
most important figures in the rebirth of 
old-fashioned, a priori, metaphysics in the 
late twentieth century and early twenty- 
first century. Along with others such as 
Saul Kripke (1980), he was instrumental in 
persuading philosophers that Quinean nat
uralism was not the only option in terms 
of a metaphysical worldview. Furthermore, 
he has been the principal force behind an 
enormous flowering of orthodox Christian 
(and. more generally, theistic) belief among 
analytic philosophers. When Plantinga wrote 
his first book, God and Other Minds, in 1967. 
theism was thought of as quaint at best, 
and intellectually sloppy and dishonest at 
worst. Yet, by the end of the twentieth cen
tury, the Society of Christian Philosophers 
had become an extremely large and active 
subgroup of the American Philosophical 
Association. In what follows, I will provide 
an overview of Plantinga’s body of work in 
metaphysics, including the philosophy of 
religion, abstract ontology, and the meta
physics of modality.

1. GOD

Alvin Plantinga believes that there is an 
omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent 
being - God - who cares about human 
beings and interacts in human history (see
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PLANTINGA, ALVIN

that select for traits that foster reproduc
tive fitness, and there conceivably are many 
ways whereby our cognitive mechanisms 
could be flawed with respect to producing true 
beliefs and still be selected for (or selected) 
by evolutionary forces. Planlinga (1993a, 
1993b. 1998. 2002) provides rigorous argu
mentation for the proposition that belief 
in naturalism is self-defeating, and Beilby 
(2002) contains responses to Plantinga’s 
provocative argument.

proposition, state of affairs). They are 
denoted by phrases like "Socrates’s being 
snubnosed". Many states of affairs are actual 
e.g., The United States's being engaged in a 
preemptively-launched war, many are not, 
e.g., Iraq’s having weapons of mass destruction. 
Some of those that aren’t actual couldn’t 
be actual, e.g., Cheney’s simultaneously being 
and not being Vice President of the United 
States of America. Some states affairs which 
are actual now, won’t be later, e.g.. George 
W. Bush’s being President of the United States 
of America. A close relative of this slate of 
affairs wfliich ahvays was and will be actual 
is George W. Bush’s being President of the 
United States of America in 2006. Plantinga 
calls states of affairs which are actual at 
every time, if actual at all, non-transient states 
of affairs. All other states of affairs are tran
sient (Plantinga. 1985). For Plantinga, all of 
these states of affairs exist necessarily.

Plantinga also defines relations between 
states of affairs (see Plantinga, 1970 and 
1974a). A state of affairs S includes a state of 
affairs S’ if and only if necessarily it’s not pos
sible for S to be actual (or obtain) and S’ not 
obtain. A state of affairs S precludes a state of 
affairs S’ if and only if necessarily it’s not pos
sible that S and S’ obtain. A possible world for 
Plantinga is a maximal non-transient state of 
affairs, a non-transient state of affairs that 
includes or precludes every state of affairs 
(Plantinga, 1985). One possible world is 
actual, or obtains. An individual x exists 
in a world W just in case W’s being actual 
entails that x exists. A proposition p is true 
in a world W just in case W's being actual 
entails that p is true.

Plantinga also believes there are individual 
essences (see Plantinga, 1979). An individual 
essence E of an object o is a property such 
that, necessarily, if E is exemplified, o exists, 
and necessarily, if o exists, E is exemplified. 
There are broadly two sorts of individual 
essences for Plantinga, haecceities and world- 
indexed essences. A haecceity is a “primitive" 
sort of individual essence, denoted by a phrase 
like “being Socrates," or “being identical 
with Socrates" (see Rosenkrantz, 1993). A 
world-indexed individual essence is a prop
erty like being the President of the United 
States in 2006 in a where “a" is a name of

2. ACTUALISM AND MODALITY

Plantinga is a staunch proponent of actual- 
ism. as Plantinga puts it. the view' that there 
neither are nor could have been objects that 
don't exist (see Plantinga. 1985). Further
more, Plantinga defends serious actualism, 
the view that objects have properties only in 
possible worlds w'here they exist (ibid.). 
In other w'ords, necessarily, an object o has 
a property only if o exists (for a discussion 
of actualism. see Adams. 1981 and Fitch, 
1996: for a discussion of serious actualism. 
seeBergmann, 1999).

One of the factors that enabled the current 
flowering of metaphysics is the acceptance of 
de re modality. Many philosophers for much 
of the middle of the twentieth century 
accepted Quine’s arguments (1960) that 
de re modality (see the extended essay on 
modality and possible worlds) is an inco
herent notion: many believed that “modality 
resides in the way we talk about objects, not 
in the objects themselves." More than any
one else, Plantinga showed that Quine’s 
arguments for this claim weren’t convinc
ing (see in particular Plantinga, 1969 and 
1974a). With the shift to thinking that 
objects have modal properties (tied to things 
like identity conditions) independently of 
the w'ay w'e think or talk about them, philo
sophers began to ask what sorts of modal 
properties objects have. Could Socrates have 
been an alligator? Could this cup lose its 
handle and persist?

3. POSSIBLE WORLDS AND ESSENCES

As mentioned above, Plantinga believes 
in states of affairs, abstract objects which 
are ways things are or could have been (see
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Naturalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer
sity Press, 2002).

Bergmann M.: “(Serious) Actualism and 
(Serious) Presentism," Nous 33 (1999), 
118-32.

Bergmann. M., and J. Brower: “A Theistic 
Argument Against Platonism (and in 
Support of Truthmakers and Divine 
Simplicity)," Oxford Studies in Metaphysics 
2 (2006). 357-86.

Davidson. M.: “God and Other Necess
ary Beings.” The Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy (2006) at http://pIato. 
stanford.edu.

Fitch, G.: “In Defense of Aristotelian Actu
alism." Philosophical Perspectives: Metaphy
sics, ed. James E. Tomberlin (Cambridge, 
MA: Blackwell. 1996), 53-72.

Flint, T.: Divine Providence (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press. 1998).

Grim. P.. and Plantinga, A.: “Truth, Omni
science, and Cantorian arguments: an 
exchange" (with Alvin Plantinga). Philo
sophical Studies 71 (1993). 267-306.

Masker, W.: God, Time, and Knowledge (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1989).

Hasker, W.: Providence. Evil, and the Openness 
of God (New York: Routledge, 2004).

Kripke, S.: Naming and Necessity (Cam
bridge. MA: Harvard University Press, 
1980).

Molina, L.: On Divine Foreknowledge, ed. 
Alfred Freddoso (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2004).

Morris, T.: Anselmian Explorations (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1987).

Rosenkrantz, G.: Haecceity: An Ontological 
Essay. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Pub
lishers, 1993).

the actual world. The property being the 
President of the United States in 2006 is 
possessed “uniquely" by one individual: 
if an individual exemplifies that property 
at any time, then that individual is George 
W. Bush.

See also the extended essay on modality
AND POSSIBLE WORLDS.
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“De Essentia.” in Essays in the Philosophy of 
Roderick Chisholm, ed. E. Sosa (Amsterdam: 
Ropoli, 1979). Repr. in Plantinga (2003). 

“De Re et De Dicto," Nous 3 (1969). Repr. in 
Plantinga (2003).
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Essays in the Metaphysics of Modality, ed. 
Matthew Davidson (New York: Oxford 
University Press. 2003).

God, Freedom, and Evil (New York: Harper and 
Row. 1974b).

God and Other Minds (2nd edn.) (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1990). 

"Naturalism Defeated" (unpublished MS, 
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The Nature of Necessity (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press. 1974a).

“Reply to Beilby’s Cohorts,” in Beilby 
(2002).

“Reply to John L. Pollock," in Alvin Plantinga, 
ed. J. Tomberlin and P. van Inwagen 
(Dordrecht: D. Reidel. 1985), 145-86. 
Repr. in Plantinga (2003).

Warrant: The Current Debate (New York:
Oxford University Press. 1993).

Warrant and Proper Function (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993).

Warranted Christian Belief (New York:
Oxford University Press. 1998).

“World and Essence," The Philosophical 
Review, 79:4 (1970). 461-92. Repr. in 
Plantinga (2003).

MATTHEW DAVIDSON

Plato (c.427-347 bc) Greek philosopher. 
Traditionally the core of Plato’s metaphy
sics has been taken to be the thesis that 
there exists a realm of non-perceptible 
objects, called Forms (eide) or Ideas (Ideal), 
which are the only strictly real things and the 
subject matter of all knowledge, and that 
perceptible objects are in some sense copies 
of these Forms, less strictly real than they are.
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