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Abstract

This research investigates and critiques William Rowe’s objection to Plantinga’s modal
ontological argument using a descriptive-analytical approach. According to Plantinga, God
is defined as a maximally great being—a being who is omniscient, omnipotent, and
omnibenevolent in all possible worlds. Plantinga’s argument holds that, since the existence
of such a being is possible, it must follow that this being exists in the actual world. The key
premise of this argument, known as the "possibility premise," asserts that God's existence
is not impossible. William Rowe argues that Plantinga’s argument epistemologically
commits the fallacy of "begging the question." Rowe claims that the only way to affirm the
possibility premise—the possibility of God’s existence—is by already accepting the
conclusion that God exists in the actual world. This research provides a detailed analysis
of Rowe’s objection and argues that his claim—that the modal ontological argument begs
the question—is inconsistent with his own criteria for identifying this fallacy. Furthermore,
as some of Rowe’s critics have pointed out, his reasoning would imply that all valid
arguments are guilty of begging the question, which is evidently false. Consequently, Rowe
fails to demonstrate that the modal ontological argument commits the fallacy of begging
the question.

Keywords: Alvin Plantinga, begging the question, modal ontological argument, William
Rowe.

Introduction

According to Plantinga's formulation of the modal ontological argument, God is defined as
a being who is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent in all possible worlds. If the
existence of such a being is not impossible (the possibility premise), then, based on the
axiom ¢Op = gp in the modal logic system S5, this being also exists in the actual world
(Plantinga, 1977: 107—198).

William Rowe argues that this argument is epistemologically flawed, as it commits the
fallacy of begging the question. In an epistemological sense, begging the question occurs
when “knowledge of one of the premises of the argument” depends on “knowledge of the
conclusion of the argument.” By “dependency,” Rowe means that it is impossible to know
the premise without prior knowledge of the conclusion—so much so that “knowledge of
the conclusion” becomes a necessary condition for “knowledge of the premise” (Rowe,
1976: 444). Based on this reasoning, Rowe asserts that knowledge of the possibility
premise depends on knowledge of the conclusion. Specifically, one can only know the
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proposition “there is a possible world in which there exists a being who is omnipotent,
omniscient, and omnibenevolent in all possible worlds” if one already knows the
proposition “an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent being exists in the actual
world” (Rowe, 2009: 89). The hypothesis of this research is twofold. First, Rowe’s
reasoning—that the modal ontological argument epistemologically begs the question—is
inconsistent with his own analysis of the criteria for identifying this type of fallacy. Second,
as critics such as Graham Oppy (1995: 53—-54) and Keith Burgess-Jackson (2014: 5-18)
have argued, if Rowe’s reasoning is correct, then all valid arguments would
epistemologically commit the fallacy of begging the question, which is demonstrably false.
Therefore, Rowe has not successfully shown that the modal ontological argument commits
the fallacy of begging the question.

Research Findings

Rowe’s claim that the modal ontological argument epistemologically begs the question is
based on the criterion that “the premise must necessarily be false if the conclusion is false.”
Specifically, if “a maximally great being” does not exist in the actual world (i.e., the
conclusion is false), then there can be no possible world in which “a maximally great being”
exists (i.e., the possibility premise is false). This, according to Rowe, demonstrates the
epistemological dependence of the possibility premise on the conclusion. However, Rowe
also argues that the entailment between two propositions, A and B (i.e., A entails B), is not
a sufficient condition for the epistemological dependence of “knowledge of proposition A”
on “knowledge of proposition B” (Rowe, 1976: 446). Since the statements “A entails B,”
“A is not true unless B is true,” and “the falsity of B necessarily leads to the falsity of A”
are logically equivalent, Rowe’s positions appear inconsistent. He asserts that the
epistemological dependence of the possibility premise on the conclusion arises because the
possibility premise entails the conclusion (the falsity of the conclusion necessarily leads to
the falsity of the premise). Yet, he also maintains that mere entailment is insufficient to
establish epistemological dependence unless it is demonstrated that there is no other path
to knowledge of A except through knowledge of B. Rowe provides no argument beyond
pointing to the entailment between the possibility premise and the conclusion of the modal
ontological argument to support his claim that the argument begs the question.
Furthermore, as critics such as Graham Oppy (1995: 53-54) and Keith Burgess-Jackson
(2014: 5-18) have observed, if Rowe’s criterion for epistemological dependence—that the
premises entail the conclusion—is accepted, it would imply that all valid arguments
commit the fallacy of begging the question, a conclusion that is clearly false.

Conclusion

William Rowe argues that the modal ontological argument epistemologically commits the
fallacy of begging the question. His reasoning is based on the claim that if a “maximally
great being” does not exist in the actual world, then the “possibility premise” must also be
false. This research has demonstrated two key issues with Rowe’s argument. First, his
views on the criteria for identifying epistemological dependence between two propositions
are inconsistent. Second, adopting his criterion for determining whether an argument
epistemologically begs the question leads to the unacceptable consequence that all valid
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arguments would fall into this fallacy. Therefore, Rowe has not successfully demonstrated
that the modal ontological argument commits the fallacy of begging the question.
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