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BETWEEN EXISTENTIALISM AND ANTI-EXISTENTIALISM 

 

Abstract 

 

The article is an evaluation of Pollock‟s anti-existentialist argument and its place in the contemporary 

debates about Existentialism. We demonstrate that the main contemporary objections to Pollock‟s Anti-
Existentialism can be grouped into two argumentative directions: (1) Pollock‟s supposed confusion of in-

ner and outer truth (Fine, Speaks); (2) Pollock‟s assumption that there is such state of affairs as Socrates‟s 
not existing (Kroon). We also introduce an argument against Pollock`s crucial argumentative step against 

existentialism.  

 
Keywords: existentialism, anti-existentialism, truth, propositions, possible worlds, closure under con-

tainment. 

 

 

Introduction: What is Existentialism? 

 
Existentialism, according to Plantinga (1983), 

is a view that singular propositions depend onto-

logically on their constituents – that is, on what 

these propositions are about. Take, for example, 

the proposition [Socrates is a philosopher]. Exis-

tentialists believe that [Socrates is a philosopher] 

involves Socrates as its constituent (because 

[Socrates is a philosopher] refers directly to Soc-

rates); thus, by Existentialism, if Socrates does 

not exist, [Socrates is a philosopher] does not 

exist too. Existentialism is a very influential and 

widespread view in philosophy, and there are 

many ways to argue for it. One might argue that 

Existentialism follows from Millianism, accord-

ing to which the meaning of a name is its referent 

(Ryckman, 1988). The defender of Kripkean 

point of view (Kripke, 1980) might argue that 

proper names are rigid designators, and thus the 

sentence [Socrates was a teacher of Plato] is 

meaningless if there is no such a person as Soc-

rates – the proper name Socrates would desig-

nate nothing if Socrates did not exist. Williamson 

(2002) argues for Existentialism as follows (pp. 

200-242). Consider the proposition [Socrates is a 

philosopher]. It is necessarily the case that if 

[Socrates is a philosopher] exists, then Socrates 

is a philosopher. So, if [Socrates is a philosopher] 

is about Socrates, [Socrates is a philosopher] 

must bear a relation to Socrates. But if Socrates 

bears a relation to [Socrates is a philosopher], 

Socrates must be existent in order to be a bearer 

of this relation. How could Socrates stand in rela-

tion to [Socrates is a philosopher], being nonex-

istent? Thus, if [Socrates is a philosopher] exists, 

and if [Socrates is a philosopher] is about Socra-

tes, Socrates exists too. Similarly, (Stephanou, 

2020) argues that the existence of Socrates is a 

necessary condition for [Socrates is a philoso-

pher] to be a proposition that Socrates is a phi-

losopher – it is not the case that [Socrates is a 

philosopher] could be a proposition about Socra-

tes if Socrates is nothing or the meaning of the 

proper name Socrates is empty. 

Another strong argument for Existentialism 

was suggested by (Stalnaker, 2010, pp. 22-23). 

Suppose Kant could have had a son. If so, there 

is someone, X, such that X is Kant‟s son. But 
given that nothing in the actual world is the son 

of Kant (X), there couldn‟t be such a sentence as 
[X is the son of Kant]. For suppose otherwise. 

Let us accept that [X is the son of Kant] exists, 

such that [X is the son of Kant] is about possible 
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Kant‟s son. Now consider: 
a) [X is the son of Kant]. 

b) [Y is the son of Kant]. 

How could we distinguish between (a) and 

(b) if X and Y are both nonexistent? It is obvious 

that (a) and (b) express different propositions – 

(a) is about X, and (b) is about Y. But if X is 

nonexistent, and the proposition expressed in (a) 

refers to nothing, we have no truth-conditions for 

(a) to individuate its meaning. If X is nonexist-

ent, and [X is the son of Kant] refers to nothing, 

then it is impossible for us to distinguish between 

(a) and (b). 

Existentialism also meets some objections. 

One of them can be inferred from the following 

example of Bennett (2005, pp. 317): 

(1) Kant could have had a son who was a 

philosopher who could have been a foot-

ball player.  

It is obviously true that a philosopher could 

have been a football player. But if (1) is true, the 

existentialist seems to be forced to accept that the 
philosopher, who is the (possible) son of Kant, 

has a de re modal property of being a possible 
football player. However, if Existentialism is 

true, then the proposition that Kant‟s son could 
have been a football player is a singular proposi-

tion about the possible son of Kant. Thus, fol-

lowing Existentialism, such a singular proposi-

tion is nonexistent, since its constituent does not 

exist. Nevertheless, we can guarantee that, neces-

sarily, every philosopher could have been a foot-

ball player: 

(2) Ƒɯ��Px ĺ ۍFx). 

$JDLQ��E\������.DQW¶V�VRQ�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�D�
football player. Kant‟s son, a possible philoso-

pher, could have been existent, and thus could 

KDYH�EHHQ�D�IRRWEDOO�SOD\HU��VR�>.DQW¶V�SRVVLEOH�
son could have been a football player] is existent 

in the actual world (since this proposition attrib-

utes a de re SURSHUW\�WR�.DQW¶V�VRQ���FRQWUDGLFt-
ing Existentialism.  

Existentialists could reject this objection by 

claiming that “there are no de re modal claims 

DERXW�WKLQJV�WKDW�GR�QRW�DFWXDOO\�H[LVW´��%HQQHWW��

2005, pp. 317). But this solution seems to be 

half-hearted (at least for the problem with Exis-

tentialism). For suppose we agree that proposi-

tions do not exist if their constituent is nonexist-

ent. We can agree that everything is such that it 

could be nonexistent 

(3) Ƒɯ ~ۍy y = x. 

Say that, by (3), every contingent proposition 

could fail to exist. Also, by Existentialism, any 

proposition could be nonexistent if its constituent 

is a contingent object. Let P be a proposition 

³)LFKWH�FRXOG�KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�H[LVW´��7KLV�SURSRVi-
tion, P, is about Fichte. Thus, by Existentialism, 

³)LFKWH�FRXOG�KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�H[LVW´�GR�QRW�H[LVW�LI�
Fichte does not exist. P expresses a contingent 

truth, and so there is a possible world W such 

that Fichte does not exist in W. Then in @ (in the 

actual world), it is possible that Fichte is nonex-

istent, and the proposition that Fichte is nonexist-

ent is true. If the proposition that Fichte is nonex-

istent, P, is true, then according to Existentialism, 

the constituent of P must be existent. Thus, it is 

possible for the proposition that Fichte could 
have failed to exist not to exist and, by Existen-

tialism, Fichte must be existent to be a referent of 

P. Within this counterexample, we do not need to 

refer to a certain possible REMHFW��.DQW¶V�VRQ��WR�
provide an argument against Existentialism. 

Even if we are not allowed to attribute a de re 

PRGDO� WUXWK� WR� QRQH[LVWHQW� REMHFWV� �OLNH� .DQW¶V�
possible son), this restriction still leaves the door 

open for a most pressing challenge for Existen-

tialism – Plantinga‟s anti-existentialist argument. 

 

Plantinga‟s Anti-Existentialism and  

3ROORFN¶V�([LVWHQWLDOLVP 

 

3ODQWLQJD¶V� UHGXFWLR�RI�([LVWHQWLDOLVP��3ODQt-

LQJD�� ������ UXQV� DV� IROORZV�� /HW� ³D´� DEEUHYLDWH�
6RFUDWHV�� ³7´� – “truth”, “ȟ«” – “the sentence 
WKDW«´�� ³(´� – “exists”, ۍ and Ƒ�– “possible” 

and “necessary”, respectively. The argument is 

this: 

  Ea~ۍ (4)

 ȟ~Eaۍ�Ea ĺ~ۍ (5)
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 Tȟ~Eaۍ�ȟ~Ea ĺۍ (6)

����Ƒ��Tȟ~Ea ĺ�Eȟ~Ea) 

����Ƒ��Tȟ~Ea ĺ�~Ea) 

 Tȟ~Eaۍ (9)

�����Ƒ��Tȟ~Ea ĺ��(ȟ~Ea & ~Ea)) 

 .(Ea & Eȟ~Ea~)ۍ (11)

,Q�ZRUGV��3ODQWLQJD¶V�DUJXPHQW�against Exis-

tentialism has the following form. Consider a 

possibility of Socrates`s nonexistence (4). If it is 

possible that Socrates does not exist, the proposi-

tion Socrates does not exist is possible (5), and 

thus possibly true (6). Now we have that, neces-

sarily, if the proposition Socrates does not exist 
had been true, then the proposition Socrates does 
not exist would be existent (7). However, it is 

necessarily the case that if the proposition that 

Socrates does not exist is true, then Socrates does 

not exist (8). From (4-6) we have that the propo-

sition Socrates does not exist is possibly true (9). 

From (7-8) we have that, necessarily, if the prop-

osition Socrates does not exist is true, then Soc-
rates does not exist exists, and Socrates does not 

exist (10). Finally, from (9-10) we have the fol-

lowing: it is possible that Socrates does not exist, 

and the proposition Socrates does not exist exists 

(11). But (11) contradicts Existentialism. Ac-

cording to Existentialism, a singular proposition 

Socrates does not exist requires the existence of 

Socrates, because Socrates is a constituent of this 

proposition. Thus, if Socrates does not exist, ex-

istentialists should claim that the proposition 

Socrates does not exist must be nonexistent too. 

It is not possible for a singular proposition about 

6RFUDWHV¶V�QRQH[LVWHQFH�WR�EH�H[LVWHQW�ZKLOH�6Rc-

rates is not. 

In his ³3ODQWLQJD� RQ� 3RVVLEOH�:RUOGV´� �3Rl-

lock, 1984a), Pollock was enthusiastic about Ex-

istentialism. He offers an argument against Plant-

LQJD¶V� $QWL-Existentialism, according to which 

3ODQWLQJD¶V�DUJXPHQW�UHOLHV�RQ�WKH�PRGDO�IDOODF\��
that is, on the confusion between 

(12) ƑS (S obtains ĺ�6�H[LVWV� 
and 

(13) ƑS Ƒ (S obtains ĺ�6�H[LVWV�� 

ZKHUH�³6´�LV�VXFK�D�VWDWH�RI�DIIDLUV�DV�³6RFUa-

WHV¶V�QRQH[LVWHQFH´��7KLV�DUJXPHQW�LV�D�SDUWLFXODU�
LQVWDQFH� RI� 3ROORFN¶V� DUJXPHQW� DJDLQVW� 3ODQt-

LQJD¶V� 6HULRXV� $FWXDOLVP�� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� ZKLFK�
Plantinga illegitimately concludes that  

(14) Ƒx (Fx ĺ�*[��ĺ�Ƒx Ƒ (Fx ĺ�*[�. 
3ROORFN�DUJXHV�DV�IROORZV��/HW�)�EH�³GRHV�not 

H[LVW´�� DQG�*� LV� ³H[LVWV´��1RZ�� ³DVVXPLQJ� WKDW�
our quantifiers range only over existing objects 

«� WKH� DQWHFHGHQW� RI� ����� LV� WUXH� EHFDXVH� LW� LV�
necessary that everything which exists exists; but 

the consequent is false because it says that every-

thing haV� QHFHVVDU\� H[LVWHQFH´� �3ROORFN�� ����ɚ, 
p. 126). From this perspective, Pollock asserts 

that Plantinga fails to prove that propositions are 

bound to be existent to be true – it is not the case 

that the truth of Socrates does not exist necessari-

ly implies the existence of Socrates does not ex-
ist. Thus, according to Pollock, Plantinga is not 

able to provide a successful argument for (13), 

which is a necessary premise of his Anti-

Existentialism. 

In response to Pollock, Plantinga defends the 

essentialist reading of (14); he argues that the 

right side of our conditional should be read as a 

de re modal claim. Say that ƑFx attributes an 

essential property F to X, such that for every 

possible world W, if X has F in W, X exists in 

W – that is, X has F in every possible world. So, 

following this reading of (14), it expresses the 

claim that if everything is such that if it is F, it is 

G, then necessarily everything has essentially a 

property of being such that if it is F, it is G 

(Plantinga, 1985, p. 179). Now, we do not have a 

problem with the counterexample of Pollock. 

Assume the truth of Actualism, according to 

which there are no (and couldn¶t be) any nonex-

istent objects. We have thus a sentence that ³LI�
necessarily everything is such that if it is nonex-

istent, then it is existent, then necessarily, every-

thing necessarily has a property of being existent, 

LI� QRQH[LVWHQW´�� ZKLFK� H[SUHVVHV� D� QHFHVVDU\�
truth, given that necessarily, everything neces-

sarily exists, and nonexistence is non-exempli-

fied. However, Pollock, as Plantinga convincing-
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ly argues, understands the nature of (14) in a 

somewhat different way. His reading is rather 

(15) If necessarily everything is such that if it 

is F, then it is G, then necessarily, every-

thing necessarily has a property of being 

such that if the proposition that it is F is 

true, then the proposition that it is G is 

true (Plantinga, 1985, p. 180). 

And this claim obviously has false instances. 

Consider, for example, God. In theology, God is 

usually seen as a necessary being. Thus, it is true 

that God necessarily exists, but it is not true that 

God is such that the proposition that God neces-

sarily exists couldn‟t fail to be existent. The 
proposition that God is a necessary being is not a 

necessary being; thus, God is a necessary being 

could have been nonexistent. However, God is a 
necessary being could lack existence, but it 

couldn‟t lack the property of being (necessarily) 
true. So the question is: how could a certain 

proposition be true without having existence in 

the world? 

Pollock �����ɚ� gives the following example 

(pp. 135-136): 

“ɋonsider pictures. Pictures can correctly de-

pict a state of affairs. We can even have a picture 

that correctly depicts a state of affairs in which 

there are no pictures (e.g., a picture of a big emp-

ty Louvre) and hence in which it does not itself 

exist. There is an analogy between pictures and 

states of affairs. A currently existing state of af-

fairs can be said to represent part of the structure 

of a possible world at which it obtains, and just 

as in the case of pictures, there is no obvious rea-

son why it must exist in that world in order to 

achieve the representation. To say that the state 

of affairs represents the world is to say some-

thing about the relationship between two current-

ly existing objects - the state of affairs and the 

world. Whether the state of affairs would exist if 

the world were actual seems irrelevant to the re-

lationship in question”. 

This objection is very close to Fine‟s argu-

ment about the need to distinguish between inner 

(truth-in-W) and outer (truth-at-W) truth
1
 (Fine, 

1985, p. 194). If P is a proposition, and W is a 

possible world, say that P is true in W if P exists 

in W, and let‟s say that P is true at W if the fol-

lowing holds – P would be true in W if W exist-

ed. Consider now the truth of Socrates does not 
exist. This proposition is usually equivalent to the 

following sentence – “There is a possible world 
W such that Socrates does not exist in W”. Now, 
the proposition “X does not exist” can be ex-

pressed in two following ways
2
: either predica-

tively, by attributing the property of nonexistence 

to X of W (truth-in-W), or impredicatively, that 

is, by a formula that indicates the nonexistence of 

X with respect to a certain possible world 

W(truth-at-W), but not being true in the world 

being evaluated by this formula. Say that “X 
does not exist” (P) is true in W. If P expresses the 
inner truth about X, then X is among the constit-

uents of P, and the constituent of P, X, is existent 

in W. But if P is true at W (that is, P expresses 

the truth about W in the outer sense), P is not 

among the constituents of W and cannot be de-

duced from W. Regarding this issue, Morato 

(2006) distinguishes between the truth‟s “being 
generated” and “being evaluated” (p. 224). It is 

not the case that the constituents of outer truth 

are bound to be existent in the world of what P is 

about. 

Given this distinction, let us now return to 

Pollock‟s example with pictures which, as Pol-

lock believes, works successfully against Plant-

inga‟s Anti-Existentialism. Say that picture is a 

certain state of affairs representing another state 

of affairs. So, the picture says something true 

about these states of affairs. But according to 

Plantinga‟s anti-existentialist argument, being 
true entails being existent. If the picture is bound 

�����������������������������������������������������������
1
  Fine credits this distinction to Arthur Prior (see Prior, 

1969). 
2
  In World Stories and Maximality Morato (2017, p. 268) 

distinguishes two possible ways of the representation of 

possible object‟s nonexistence in w: nonexistence in 
virtue of direct information about object‟s nonexistence 
and nonexistence in virtue of lack of the information 

about an object. This distinction can be easily compared 

with two concepts of truth, mentioned above. 
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to be existent, the picture must be among the ob-

jects (more accurately, states of affairs) in the 
picture. This, of course, is not true. The picture is 

not a part of itself. Thus, the picture says some-

thing true about W, and is not among the constit-

uents of W – the picture does not exist in W, be-

cause the picture is not in the picture. For exam-

ple, let‟s say that propositions do not exist. One 
can argue that this proposition says something 

false because [Propositions do not exist] is itself 

a proposition, and thus the proposition [Proposi-

tions do not exist] is never true. But suppose a 

possible propositionless world W (for instance, 

the defenders of God‟s omnipotence might argue 
that it is within God‟s power to create a world 
without propositions, to destroy all propositions 

in the actual world, etc.). Now, the proposition 

[Propositions do not exist] says something true 

about W. But is the proposition [Propositions do 

not exist] true being expressed in W? Surely not. 

Otherwise, this proposition would be self-

defeating. So, “Propositions do not exist” is true 
in W only if W contains no propositions as its 

constituents, and thus the proposition [Proposi-

tions do not exist] is not among the constituents 

of W. We have that [Propositions do not exist] 

expresses a truth about W. Pollock now asks: 

why should we believe that [Propositions do not 

exist], in order to be able to say something true 

about W, must be existent in W, - that is, to be a 

part of W? Similarly, Fine asks: why should we 

believe that the premise (6) of Plantinga‟s anti-
existentialist argument is true? 

As we see, the crucial premise of Pollock‟s 
defence of Existentialism is his distinction be-

tween S‟s obtaining and S‟s existing. In his 

“Plantinga on Possible Worlds” (Pollock, 
1984a), Pollock accepts this distinction and thus 

rejects Plantinga‟s Anti-Existentialism. But later, 

in “The Foundation of Philosophical Semantics”, 
Pollock has become convinced that this distinc-

tion is false (more accurately, in this work, Pol-

lock shows the falsity of distinction between the 

possible world's being actual (actually existent) 

and being obtained. But possible worlds are 

states of affairs. Thus, what goes for S, also goes 

for W), and Existentialism is false too (because 

Existentialism relies on this distinction).  

 
Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialist Argument 

 

Pollock addresses Existentialism with the fol-

lowing challenge. Existentialist believes that 

states of affairs rigidly depend on their constitu-

ent, in the same way as sets depend on their 

members. Thus, such a state of affairs as Socra-
tes`s not existing (S) would not exist if Socrates 

is not. Consider now the possible world W such 

that S is a member of W – that is, W is a world 

that does not include Socrates. W, by definition, 

is a maximal and consistent state of affairs (that 

is, for every possible world W and a state of af-

fairs S, either S or the complement of S is in-

cluded in W, and it is not the case that W could 

include both S and its complement). So, existen-

tialists suppose that S does not exist if Socrates 

does not exist. W is a possible world in which S 

obtains, and Socrates is a constituent of S. Thus, 

given that W is a state of affairs, Socrates is a 

constituent of W. Now, existentialists must con-

clude that if S does not exist if Socrates does not 

exist, W does not exist too. So, if W (such that W 

includes S) obtains, W does not exist, and thus 

“if W obtained then W would not be the actual 
world” (Pollock, 1984b, p. 99). Thus, Existen-

tialism implies the distinction between W‟s ob-
taining and W‟s being actual. But Pollock argues 

that this is wrong, and thus Existentialism is in-

consistent.  

Pollock‟s argument runs as follows. Suppose 
that W is a possible world that includes S. 

Hence, it is necessarily the case that W‟s obtain-

ing implies S‟s obtaining. Given that S, by defi-

nition, obtains only if Socrates does not exist 

(“Socrates does not exist” is true only if Socrates 
does not exist), we have that, necessarily, W‟s 
obtaining implies the nonexistence of Socrates 

(~Ea). But if Socrates is a constituent of S, and 

W includes S, then Socrates is a constituent of 

W. Thus, if ~Ea implies ~ES (by Existentialism), 
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then ~Ea implies ~EW. Hence, necessarily, if W 

obtains (that is, if S is a member of W), then 

~EW – W does not exist. Given that, necessarily, 

there is the actual world W* among the collec-

tion of possible worlds, W* would exist if W 

obtained [Pollock 1984b: 100]. So, necessarily, if 

W obtains, then W* obtains, such that W � W*. 

Given that W*, by definition, is necessarily ex-

istent, we reach the distinction between W‟s ob-

taining and W‟s existing, and this distinction fol-

lows naturally from the metaphysical premises of 

Existentialism. In order to show that this distinc-

tion is incoherent, Pollock introduces the follow-

ing proof. We have that, necessarily, W‟s obtain-

ing implies W*‟s obtaining, and W* is the exist-
ing world. But EW* entails that W* does not 

include S: 

(15) S ב W*. 

For suppose otherwise – S א W*. By defini-

tion of S, S implies ~Ea. Given that Socrates is a 

constituent of W*, ~Ea would imply ~EW*. 

Thus, W‟s obtaining would imply ~EW*. We 

have that W‟s obtaining implies ~Ea (because W 
is a world in which S obtains), and W implies 

EW*. So, necessarily, W‟s obtaining implies 
(~Ea & EW*). But suppose that S א W*. S im-

plies ~Ea, and thus ~Ea implies ~EW*. So, if 

W* includes S, then there is a possible world W 

such that W implies (~Ea & EW* & ~EW*). No 

contradiction is possible, thus (15) is true – W* 

does not include S. 

But now we have that (15) implies that W*s 

obtaining implies ~Ea: “However, because it
3
 

would be maximal, W* would have to contain an 

“enumerative” state of affairs E listing all of the 
contingent objects existing at W*. E would be a 

state of affairs of the form being the set of all 
contingent objects. As Socrates is not among the 

contingent objects existing at W*, E, and hence 

also W*, is necessarily such that if it obtains then 

Socrates does not exist” (Pollock, 1984b, p. 100). 
Now, ~Ea implies S – if Socrates does not exist, 

then Socrates‟s not existing obtains. So, if W* 

implies ~Ea, then W* implies S (that is, S א 

�����������������������������������������������������������
3
  That is, W*. 

W*), contradicting (15). Thus, by Existentialism, 

W* includes and precludes S, and so Existential-

ism is inconsistent. 

 

Objections to Pollock‟s  
Anti-Existentialism 

 

As we see, Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialism dif-

fers slightly from Plantinga‟s Anti-Existentia-

lism: Pollock prefers to talk about states of af-
fairs, while Plantinga talks about propositions. It 
is intuitively plausible to think that if [Socrates 

does not exist] is true, then Socrates does not ex-

ist and so Socrates`s not existing obtains. How-

ever, it is not clear whether such entity as Socra-
tes‟s not existing is acceptable for existentialists, 

and why the existentialist must allow for [Socra-

tes do not exist] to be S (that is, why existential-

ists should endorse the equivalence of [Socrates 

does not exist] and S). So, one possible problem 

with Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialism is that Pol-

lock uses a much stronger formulation of Exis-

tentialism than Plantinga. Pollock‟s (1984b) 
formulation of Existentialism is as follows (p. 

98): 

(E) For any state of affairs S, if [x1,…,xn פ a] 

 S then, necessarily, S does not exist if א

any of x1,…,xn fail to exist. 
By (E), if we have a set (call it SET) of states 

of affairs of the form x1,…,xn having a, then S 

does not exist without the existence of x1,…,xn, 
because x1,…,xn are constituents of S. Now, for 
any xi א SET, if SET 6 א��WKHQ�Ƒ��xi`s implying S 

 SET). This formulation crucially depends on א

Pollock‟s Closure Under Containment Principle 

(hereafter CUC) – for any state of affairs S, S א 

S* iff S and S* are necessarily such that if S* 

obtains then S obtains (Pollock, 1984b, p. 105). 

It follows from CUC that if X is a constituent of 

S, and S is included in S*, then X is a constituent 

of S*. Following CUC, Pollock concludes that if 

Socrates is a constituent of S (Socrates`s not ex-
isting), and S א W, then Socrates must be a con-

stituent of W. 
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Kroon offers the following objection (Kroon, 

1989, p. 219). Let SET be a list of Roman phi-

losophers. Then, given that Socrates is not a 

Roman philosopher, Socrates is not a member of 

SET and thus does not exist in SET. Pollock be-

lieves that states of affairs are necessary existents 

[98], and thus the fact that Socrates does not exist 

entails S. By CUC, we have then Ƒ��SET‟s ob-
taining implies S‟s obtaining). But Socrates is a 

constituent of S, hence, by CUC, Socrates must 

be a constituent of SET. However, this is obvi-

ously false – the only constituents of SET are 

Roman philosophers, so Socrates is not a con-

stituent of SET. Socrates is a constituent of S. S 

is included, by CUC, in SET (because SET im-

plies S), so the constituents of SET must be the 

constituents of S. But it is not the case that Ro-

man philosophers could be the constituents of S 

because the only constituent of S is Socrates. 

7KXV��&8&�IDLOV��$OVR��3ROORFN¶V�LQIHUHQFH�WKDW��
necessarily, ~Ea implies ~EW, and thus if W 

obtains, Socrates does not exist, by Kroon, also 

fails. Let W be SET. W exists only if every Ro-

man philosopher in SET exists. Thus, the exist-

ence of Roman philosophers guarantees the ex-

istence of W. Socrates is not a member of SET, 

and thus Socrates is not included in W. So, Soc-

rates does not exist in W. Given that W possibly 

obtains, it is possible for W to exist without Soc-

UDWHV¶V�H[LVWHQFH��FRQWUDU\�WR�3ROORFN¶V�LQIHUHQFH�
that necessarily, ~Ea implies ~EW.  

.URRQ¶V� DUJXPHQW�� DV� RSSRVHG� WR� 3ROORFN¶V�
argument, tries to block the possibility of anti-

existentialist argumentation in terms of states of 
affairs, that is, by Kroon, the existentialist asserts 

WKDW�WKH�WDON�DERXW�6RFUDWHV¶V�QRQH[LVWHQFH�PXVW�
be formulated reductively, in terms of proposi-
tions. Let us take some xi א SET (say, Cicero). 

Cicero is a Roman philosopher and thus a con-

stituent of SET. Cicero, of course, is necessarily 

self-identical (that is, Cicero has a property of 

being Cicero essentially), and thus Cicero is nec-

essarily non-self-diverse. Say now that Cicero is 

not Harry Potter. It is necessarily the case that 

Cicero exemplifies a property of not being Harry 

Potter, DQG�WKXV��DV�LW�IROORZV�IURP�3ROORFN¶V�Dr-
gument, such a state of affairs as Cicero‟s not 
being Harry Potter (hereafter HP) must be a 

PHPEHU�RI�6(7��%XW�LI�3ROORFN¶V�DUJXPHQWDWLRQ�
is formulated properly and is adequate to Exis-

tentialism, HP could be adequately expressed by 

a proposition of the form [Cicero is not Harry 

Potter]. However, if Harry Potter is nothing in W 

(that is, in SET), the existentialist must conclude 

that [Cicero is not Harry Potter] is nothing in W, 

as long as Harry Potter is a constituent of [Cicero 

is not Harry Potter]. Thus, it is not the case that 

existentialists could agree to accept the equiva-

lence between HP – Cicero‟s not being Harry 
Potter - and [Cicero is not Harry Potter]. Assume 

that Harry Potter is a constituent of HP. Follow-

LQJ�3ROORFN¶V�DUJXPHQW�� LW�PHDQV� WKDW�+3� LV� Ln-

cluded in SET, and thus Harry Potter is a constit-

XHQW� RI� 6(7�� *LYHQ� 3ROORFN¶V� IRUPXODWLRQ� RI�
CUC, if HP is included in SET, then it is neces-

VDULO\� WKH� FDVH� WKDW�6(7�HQWDLOV�+3¶V�REWDining. 

Now, if HP is necessarily a member of SET, then 

Harry Potter is necessarily a member of SET. So, 

if [Cicero is not Harry Potter] is nothing in SET, 

Cicero is nothing in SET, and thus the existence 

of SET (that is, Roman philosophers) rigidly de-

pends on the existence of Harry Potter. This con-

clusion is unacceptable for existentialists. Even if 

the existentialist agrees that Cicero is essentially 

not Harry Potter, he disagrees that the fact that 

Cicero is essentially not Harry Potter necessarily 

implies HP, because it would mean that Cicero, 

in W, could not be Cicero without Harry Potter‟s 
existence in W. Thus, the existentialist tries to 

show that S – Socrates‟s not existing – is not a 

possibility in a proper sense. The existentialist 

response to Pollock is that the truth of [Socrates 

do not exist in W] does not necessarily imply 

that Socrates‟s not existing obtains in W. Follow-

ing the distinction between strong (always true) 

and weak (never false) propositional truth, the 

existentialist would reply to Pollock that the 

SURSRVLWLRQ¶V�EHLQJ�SRVVLEOH�LQ�:�GRHV�QRW�HQWDLO�
SURSRVLWLRQ¶V�EHLQJ�SRVVLEO\�WUXH�LQ�:�LI�D�VWDWH�
of affairs like Socrates‟s not existing could be 
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properly translated into the language of proposi-

tions. Now, Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialism faces 

the same objection as Plantinga‟s Anti-Existen-

tialism. The core of this objection is that some 

propositions are possible without being possibly 

true. For instance, consider the proposition [I do 

not exist]. I am not a necessary being, so I could 

have failed to exist. Thus, [I do not exist] is pos-

sible. Let us accept now the following principles 

borrowed from (Williamson, 2002): 

(A) Necessarily, if P, then the proposition 

that P is true. 

Ƒ (P ĺ�7�S�� 
(B) Necessarily, if the proposition that P is 

true, then the proposition that P exists. 

Ƒ��7�S��ĺ�q (q = p). 

(C) Necessarily, if the proposition that P ex-

ists, and X is a constituent of P, then X exists. 

Note that (C) is exactly what Existentialism 

asserts – P does not exist if X is nonexistent. By 

applying (A), (B), and (C) to the fact that I am 
possibly nonexistent, we have the following ar-

gument
4
 

(a) Possibly, I do not exist (Assumption). 

(b) Necessarily, if I do not exist, [I do not ex-

ist] is true. (a), (A). 

(c) Necessarily, if [I do not exist] is true, [I 

do not exist] exists. (b), (B). 

(d) Necessarily, if [I do not exist] exists, I 

exist. (c), (C). 

(e) Necessarily, if I do not exist, I exist. (b), 

(c), (d),  

Conditional Proof. 

Another consequence of (a) – (e) is what the 

existentialist wants to demonstrate: some propo-

sitions are possible but never possibly true. Con-

sider again the proposition [Propositions do not 

exist]. What is a truth-condition for [Propositions 

do not exist]? Of course, it is possible for propo-

sitions to fail to exist. But the proposition [Prop-

ositions do not exist] is never true in the world in 

which this proposition is uttered. This truth is 

true regarding the possible world, but it is not the 

�����������������������������������������������������������
4
  This argument was first formulated by Williamson 

(2002). 

case that it could be true in this world. The prop-

osition [Propositions do not exist] is possible 

without being possibly true, and that is what the 

existentialist can oppose to Pollock and Plant-

inga. Another variation of this argument, but 

without using indexicals, was suggested by Da-

vid
5
 ��������/HW�³6RFUDWHV´�EH�WKH�QDPH�RI�6Rc-

rates. Then, the inference If, possibly, “Socrates” 
does not exist, then [“Socrates” does not exist] is 
possibly true seems to be false, at least for the 

proponents of Serious Actualism (Plantinga is 

DPRQJ� WKHP���)RU� LI� ³Socrates” does not exist, 

but the proposition [“Socrates” does not exist] 
bears a property of being true (in some possible 

world), then [“Socrates” does not exist], follow-

ing Serious Actualism, must exist, and thus 

³6RFUDWHV´�PXVW� EH� H[LVWHQW� WRR��%XW� LI� ³6RFUa-

WHV´�H[LVWV��WKHQ�[“Socrates” does not exist], con-

trary to our assumption, cannot be true. So, 
[“Socrates” does not exist] is possible, but never 

possibly true. ³6RFUDWHV´� LV� D� FRQWLQJHQW� HQWLW\�
and thus could have failed to exist, but [“Socra-
tes” does not exist is true] does not express the 

possible truth – only possible non-falsehood. If 

VR��3ODQWLQJD¶V�����IDLOV��DQG�3ROORFN¶V�DUJXPHQW�
fails too. 

In response to this objection, Plantinga (1979) 

asserts that the distinction between the proposi-

WLRQ¶V� EHLQJ� SRVVLEOH� DQG� EHLQJ� SRVVLEO\� WUXH� LV�
false because the only way for the proposition to 

be possible is to be possibly true (pp. 155-156). 

Consider SOC - [[Socrates does not exist] exists 

and Socrates does not exist]]. Given that Socrates 

is a constituent of SOC, the existentialist will 

reply that SOC is impossible. But then, as Plant-

inga remarks, SOC, by Existentialism, is possi-

bly non-false, and SOC could have failed to be 

IDOVH� LI�6RFUDWHV�GLG�QRW�H[LVW�� ,I�³possibly non-

IDOVH´�LV�D�SRVVLELOLW\��WKHQ�62&�LV�SRVVLEOH��FRn-

tradicting Existentialism; and if SOC is a propo-

sition, then SOC is possibly true, if possible. If 

this claim is true, it allows us to eliminate the 

main objection to Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialism 

�����������������������������������������������������������
5
  See also (Speaks, 2012) for the development of this 

argument. 
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by validating the possibility of S, which is the 

main premise of Pollock‟s argument. 
 

No Equivalence Between Propositions  

and States of Affairs 

 

A crucial step of Pollock‟s argument is his 
move from [Socrates does not exist] to Socra-
tes‟s not existing obtains. This move could be 

acceptable for existentialists only if there is 

equivalence between states of affairs and propo-

sitions. Suppose there is such equivalence. Thus, 

there is a possible Socratesless world W such 

that if S belongs to W, then P (that is, a proposi-

tion [Socrates does not exist] belongs to W. By 

Pollock‟s CUC, we have that if S is a member of 

W then, necessarily, W‟s obtaining entails P‟s 
obtaining (obviously, P‟s obtaining implies that 
P is true). Now, the existentialist can easily re-

spond to Pollock that it will be improper to ac-

cept that Socrates is a constituent of P – for if P is 

true, Socrates does not exist, and P, therefore, 

does not exist too. But the most pressing chal-

lenge for Pollock is this – why should we believe 

that if P belongs to W (suppose, for the sake of 

argument, that P is possible in W, contrary to the 

existentialist claim), then the constituent of P 

must be the constituent of W (by CUC)? This 

objection was offered by Kroon (Kroon, 1989, p. 

217). It is not obvious that the fact, according to 

which Socrates does not exist in W, could be ap-

propriately characterized by P‟s obtaining in W. 

The existentialist, of course, will simply reject 

the idea that P expresses truth in W (that is, an 

inner truth about Socrates); at best, the existen-

tialist will assume that P is a truth of W (that is, P 

is true at W). But the latter does not entail that P 

must exist in W in order to be able to express the 

truth about W. Existentialists like (Fine, 1985), 

(Kroon, 1989), and (Prior, 1969) disagree that 

P‟s being true of W necessarily implies P‟s exist-
ence in W (see also Turner, 2005; Adams, 1981; 

Bealer, 1998). But if, possibly, P is true at W, 

and does not exist in W, then in W, if we have 

the truth of P, we do not have S. Thus, Pollock‟s 

crucial move becomes unacceptable for existen-

tialists. Of course, the inference If [Socrates does 
not exist], then Socrates does not exist, and so 
the nonexistence of Socrates obtains seems to be 

plausible, but in fact, it is not. Fine argues con-

vincingly (Fine 2005) that the inferences like 

Necessarily, P, if the proposition that P is true, 

and Necessarily, P is true if P are not always 

true. Also, the arguments of David (2009), 

Speaks (2012), and Williamson (2002) are other 

counterexamples to Pollock‟s Anti-Existentia-

lism, which are very close to Fine‟s argument. 
Consider the propositions like [I do not exist] or 

[Propositions do not exist]. Following Fine, these 

propositions are never true in W being expressed 

in W. Thus, it is not the case that my nonexist-

ence or proposition‟s not existing obtain in W, 

and so Fine‟s line of reasoning allows us to reject 
the essential step of Pollock‟s argument. Again, 
consider [I do not exist] from Williamson‟s point 
of view. Williamson argues that such a proposi-

tion is true if we accept Necessitism – the view 

that necessarily, everything necessarily exists. 

However, it is obvious that Williamson‟s Neces-

sitism is incompatible with Anti-Existentialism 

(both Plantinga‟s and Pollock‟s) because they 
argue that it is possible for an object X not to ex-

ist if the proposition [X does not exist] is true. 

Thus, both Fine‟s Contingentism and William-

son‟s Necessitism pose a serious challenge for 
Pollock‟s argument.  

From the counterexamples above, we see that 

the main existentialist objection to Pollock‟s ar-

gument is as follows. If S is equivalent to P, then 

this equivalence violates the constituent principle 

(because Socrates, as a constituent of P, is not a 

constituent of W). But it is not the case that P‟s 
being true of W necessarily implies P‟s existence 
in W, and so P is not identical to S. Thus, Pol-

lock‟s argument fails since this identity is a nec-

essary premise of Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialism. 

This is the argument of Fine, and the arguments 

of Kroon, David, and Speaks are, in general, in-

stances of Fine‟s argument. But this argument is 

based on the distinction between two types of 
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truth, and it is not clear whether we should ac-

cept this argument, especially if we agree with 

Plantinga‟s (1979) argument in De Essentia that 

this distinction is self-defeating (pp. 155-156). 

However, we can derive the same result without 

appealing to the distinction between inner and 

outer truth. 

Our argument is this. Pollock accepts the 

equivalence between propositions and states of 

affairs. Now, let us accept the equivalence be-

tween states of affairs and properties – say that S, 

Socrates not existing, is equivalent to Socrates 
exemplifies F - the property of not existing. It is 

well-known that some properties exemplify 

themselves, and some do not. For instance, con-

sider a property of being property. Every proper-

ty has a property of being a property. Thus, a 

property of being property is itself a property, 

and so it exemplifies itself. On the other hand, 

consider the property of being red. The property 

of being red is not red and thus does not exempli-

fy itself. Now, what kind of property is a proper-

ty of not existing? If Socrates exemplifies the 

property of not existing, Socrates exemplifies 

something; thus, the property of not existing is 

something existent. Thus, F does not exemplify 

itself. We have that Socrates exemplifies F if S 

obtains, and F is a property that does not exem-

plify itself. But then we can derive the following 

conclusion: 

(16) Necessarily, if F does not exemplify it-

self, then F exemplifies the property of 

non-self-exemplification 

If (16) is true, we can conclude that if F ex-

emplifies the property of non-self-exemplifica-

tion, then there is such a property as F‟s non-self-
exemplification. But if F exemplifies F‟s non-
self-exemplification, then F does not exemplify 

itself – that is, F does not exemplify F‟s non-self-
exemplification. Thus, we have a contradiction – 

given (16), necessarily, F does not exemplify F‟s 
non-self-exemplification only if F exemplifies 
F‟s non-self-exemplification. It is well-known 

that the property of non-self-exemplification “is 
at best extremely problematic” (Plantinga & 

Grim, 1993, p. 275); and it seems to be that “we 
can avoid the contradiction by claiming that there 

is no such property as non-self-exemplification” 
(Stephanou, 2007, p. 226). 

What is a connection between our reductio of 

F‟s non-self-exemplification and Pollock‟s ar-

gument? Suppose we have such a proposition as 

[F does not exemplify itself]. This proposition is 

true in virtue of the fact that F does not exempli-

fy itself. Now, the crucial move of Pollock‟s ar-

gument is as follows: if [F does not exemplify 

itself] is true, then there is such property as F‟s 
non-self-exemplification, and then, given the pre-

supposed equivalence between properties and 

states of affairs, there is such state of affairs F‟s 
non-self-exemplification. But it follows from the 

argument above that there is no such property as 

F‟s non-self-exemplification, and thus there is no 

such state of affairs as F‟s non-self-exemplifica-
tion. Even if the proposition [F does not exempli-

fy itself] is true, it is not the case that the truth of 

this proposition implies the obtaining of F‟s non-
self-exemplification. It means that Pollock‟s 
proof (if our argument is correct) has a false in-

stance. Within our counterexample, we do not 

need to appeal to Fine‟s distinction between in-

ner and outer truth – of course, [F does not ex-

emplify itself] is true in W, but in W, there is no 

F‟s non-self-exemplification.  

 

Conclusion. Pollock‟s Anti-Existentialism  

and Modern Existentialism 

 
As we see, the premises of Pollock‟s argu-

ment are, in general, not valid. However, this 

argument, I believe, can be easily reformulated in 

terms of classical propositional Existentialism, 

and in this form, Pollock‟s solution looks ac-

ceptable, more or less. For example, let us com-

pare this argument with Williamson‟s solution. 

Williamson (2002) proposes the following chal-

lenge for classical Existentialism – either [I do 

not exist] exists if I do not exist, and so I exist if I 

do not exist, or it is not the case that I could have 

failed to exist. By Williamson, we do not have 
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problems with sentences like [I do not exist] if 

we accept Necessitism – a thesis that, necessari-

ly, everything necessarily exists. However, Ne-

cessitism is a too high price to pay for the possi-

bility to save Existentialism. If we have, as Wil-

liamson believes, a choice between Necessitism 

or Anti-Existentialism, we think it would be 

plausible to reject Existentialism and accept An-

ti-Existentialism. Most modern philosophers do 

not build up their Existentialism on the neces-

sitist fundament. Also, some existentialists think 

that Necessitism is, in fact, a false challenge for 

classical propositional Existentialism because 

Williamson‟s argumentation for Necessitist Exis-
tentialism can be blocked by appealing to the 

distinction of truth in W and truth at W (Morato, 

2006). Even if we do not agree with this solution 

(for obvious reasons), we can say that William-

son‟s Necessitist Existentialism is much closer to 
Anti-Existentialism than to Classical Proposi-

tional Existentialism. However, for the sake of 

ideological parsimony, philosophers (who are 

sceptical about Classical Existentialism) do not 

need to appeal for Williamson‟s radical position 
because we already have Pollock‟s moderate so-

lution. Thus, Williamson‟s Necessitism is an ally 
of Pollock‟s Abstractionist Anti-Existentialism. 

Some philosophers try to combine Williamson‟s 
Necessitism with Plantinga‟s (and particularly 
Pollock‟s one) Contingentism (Jacinto, 2016) but 
without endorsing Anti-Existentialism (both 

Plantinga‟s and Pollock‟s one). Thus, the neces-

sitist line of argumentation for and against Exis-

tentialism is not very popular among contempo-

rary existentialists  

Pollock‟s criticism of Existentialism also had 

a strict impact on Moderate Existentialism. Mod-

erate existentialists (for instance, (Forbes, 1989)) 

believe that only positive existential statements 

have constituents, while negative existential 

statements lack them. Also, Pollock‟s argumen-

tation for Anti-Existentialism contributed to the 

emergence of a revised form of Existentialism 

that does not presuppose the principle that prop-

ositions have constituents (Stalnaker, Stephanou, 

Williamson). 

In the light of Pollock‟s argument, several 
philosophers introduced a revised form of the 

argument concerning the distinction between 

truth in W and truth at W. One of the most nota-

ble attempts regarding this issue is the argument 

of Speaks (2012). Speaks accepts Fine‟s distinc-

tion but disagrees with Fine that truth at W ex-

presses an outer truth. Thus, Speaks rejects the 

idea that if P is true at (or truth of) W, P would 

be true in W had W be actualized. Rather, 

Speaks tries to show that the difference between 

two types of truths must be understood in terms 

of context and circumstance, without appealing 

to such “transcendental” notions as “outer truth”. 
Also, Pollock‟s argument has sparked discus-

sions concerning the question of what can serve 

as an identity criterion for different possible 

worlds. Pollock argues that the possible (Socra-

tesless) world W, being obtained, necessarily 

implies the existence of the actual world W*, and 

thus W must share with W* its constituents. Fol-

lowing Fine, Kroon, the most prominent con-

temporary critic of Pollock‟s argument, argues 
that existentialists must accept the more strong 

version of logical equivalence between states of 

affairs than Pollock‟s identity-criterion – the ex-

istentialist could accept that “X1 and X2 are 
identical just when X1 and X2 are logically equi-

valent and share all their individual constituents 

(and hence necessarily co-exist)” (Kroon, 1989, 
p. 221). This problem is widely discussed in con-

temporary debates, in particular about the princi-

ple of Existence Requirement and the proposal of 

Takashi Yagisawa on how to reject this principle 

(see Yagisawa, 2010, p. 59; Caplan, 2007). Pol-

lock‟s argument also contributed to the devel-

opment of discussions regarding the following 

issue: what is for propositions and states of af-

fairs to be identical? Pollock argues that if S is a 

member of W, then W and W* have common 

constituents – that is, the constituents of S. But if 

S is equivalent to the proposition P - [Socrates 

does not exist] – how could P be nonexistent in 

the world in which S obtains? This question is 



215 WISDOM 1(21), 2022

Between Existentialism and Anti-Existentialism

�

Ϯϭϱ�

part of a broader debate about the nature of prop-

ositions and states of affairs, and Pollock, with-

out doubt, greatly contributed to these issues.  
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