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- OMNIPOTENCE AND THE
ANSELMIAN GOD

Wes Morriston

Abstract: Can God be both omnipotent and essentially good? Working with
the Anselmian conception of God as the greatest possible being, a number
of philosophers have tried to show that omnipotence should be understood
n such a way that these properties are compatible. In the present paper, I
argue that we can, without inconsistency or other obvious absurdity, con-
ceive of a being more powerful than the Anselmian God. I conclude that
contemporary Anselmian philosophers have conflated two logically distinct
questions: (1) How much power would be possessed by the best possible
God? and (2) How much power is required for omnipotence? When these
questions are distinguished, it can be seen that the Anselmian God does not
have maximal power and is not omnipotent.

Analyses of omnipotence generally include a long list of things that even an
omnipotent person can not do. Even an all-powerful person cannot make
contradictions true, cannot alter the past, cannot make another person freely
do an act, cannot create a stone that he or she cannot move, cannot deter-
mine which “counterfactuals of freedom” are true, and so on. The principal
rationale for such “limitations” is that no one, no matter how powerful, could
transgress them. Even an omnipotent being, according to this way of think-
ing, need not have greater than the maximum possible degree of power.

There is one frequently cited “limitation” of God’s power, however,
that resists this pattern of explanation.! Many theists believe that God is
perfectly and essentially good—good, that is, in all possible worlds in which
he exists.” It seems to follow that God cannot do anything that he would
not be morally justified in doing. Consider, for example, the following
states of affairs:
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El. An innocent child being maliciously tortured.

E2. Innocent persons being tortured forever.

It's hard to see how God could be justified in actualizing either E1 or
E2. But on the face of it, there is nothing obviously impossible about these
states of affairs. We can consistently conceive of a being having all of God’s
power plus the power to actualize them. How, then, can God have the max-
imum possible degree of power if he cannot actualize E1 and E2?

The purpose of this paper is to consider and refute some of the more
popular proposed “solutions” to this problem that one finds in the literature
on omnipotence. 1 shall be looking particularly at the views of contempo-
rary “Anselmians” who have written on this topic—Thomas Morris, Thomas
Flint, Alfred Freddoso, and others.’

To deal with states of affairs like E1, it has been suggested that God can
at least “weakly” actualize such states of affairs. For the counterfactuals of
freedom may be such that there is a person P and a situation S such that if
P were in S, P would torture an innocent child. And God may—all things
considered—be justified in creating P in situation S. Since the fault then lies
with P, not with God, there is nothing here that is incompatible with God's
essential goodness.

Even if this were an adequate solution to the problem posed by E1 (and
in Part 2 I shall argue that it is not), there would still be a problem about
E2, since it is hard to see how a perfectly good and all-powerful person
could allow anyone to actualize a state of affairs in which innocent persons
are tortured forever.

Some Anselmian philosophers have argued that states of affairs like E2
are not genuinely possible. If God exists and is perfectly good and all power-
ful in all possible worlds, then there is no possible world in which E2 obtains.
But if there is no possible world in which E2 obtains, then, so it is claimed, E2
is not a genuinely possible state of affairs, and God’s inability to actualize it
does not count against his possessing the maximum possible degree of power.

On this view, God is a “delimiter of possibility.”* The very structure of
metaphysical possibility is shaped by his necessary existence. States of affairs
that would otherwise seem perfectly possible may not be possible because
they are incompatible with the necessary existence of a perfectly good God.

Attractive as this view is on first hearing, I believe that it does not suc-
ceed in solving the puzzle about E2. In Part 1, I shall try to show that the
kind of possibility invoked by the Anselmian account is not the only one rel-
evant to the analysis of omnipotence. In Part 2, I shall try to show that nei-
ther of the Anselmian solutions just mentioned succeed in solving the prob-
lem posed by E1.

ParT 1: Gop AS A “DEeLIMITER OF PossiBILITY?”

The kind of possibility Anselmians have in mind when they say that God is
a “delimiter of possibility” is the “broadly logical”” or “metaphysical” sense
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of “possibility.” (I shall be using these expressions interchangeably.) In this
sense of the word, some states of affairs may be impossible even though we
are unable to see how, or even that, this is so. For example, Goldbach’s con-
Jecture that every even number greater than 2 is the sum of two primes may
(for all we know) be true, or it may be false. If true, its denial is impossible.
If false, then Goldbach’s conjecture is itself impossible. Either way, one of
the alternatives is impossible in the broadly logical sense, even though we
have at present no way of knowing which.

It is in this sense, then, that the Anselmian suggests that E2 is impossible.
If, in the broadly logical sense, God exists in every possible world, then no state
of affairs logically incompatible with God’s existence obtains in any possible
world. But E2 is logically incompatible with God’s existence, since God is
essentially good. There is no possible world in which God allows E2 to obtain.

But 1s broadly logical possibility the only sort of possibility relevant to the
analysis of omnipotence? After all, one can “conceive” of many different sorts
of God and many different ways in which the “space” of possible worlds might
(for all we know) be structured. Might not our intuitions about some of these
conceptual possibilities have a bearing on the analysis of omnipotence?

Imagine, for example, a world in which creatures are ruled by a demon
whose power parallels that of God in every respect save one: the demon has
the power to actualize E2. Would not such a being be more powerful than
God? If so, then must we not conclude that the Anselmian God lacks maximal
power and is not omnipotent?

Alternatively, imagine a world in which the universe is created and ruled
by a demon who is so evil that he cannot so much as allow goods like sunsets
and symphonies and babies’ smiles. The demon has, let us suppose, an essen-
tial aversion to such things. There is no possible world in which the demon
lacks the power to prevent them, and no possible world in which he allows
them. Surely this restriction entails that the demon is less than all powerful?

My Anselmian opponents will doubtless reply that the “worlds” that fig-
ure in these thought experiments are not possible in the relevant sense of
“possible.”® But why should we agree that they are not possible? As nearly
as I can tell, there is nothing inconceivable about such worlds. I see no con-
tradiction or inconsistency in them. They may not be possible in the broadly
logical sense, but we have been given no reason to think that they are not.

It’s clear enough what is going on here. The Anselmian is operating on
the assumption, not only that God exists, but that a God of the Anselmian
sort exists—one who exists and possesses all the divine perfections, includ-
ing moral goodness, in every possible world. Since I do not begin with that
assumption, it naturally seems to me that the analysis of omnipotence
should take into account our intuitions about a space of possibilities that is
somewhat broader than that acknowledged by Anselmians—one that
includes not only those possibilities that are consistent with the existence of
the Anselmian God, but also many others that we can conceive without
inconsistency of other obvious absurdity. That is why it seems to me that we
can, without absurdity, conceive of a being more powerful than the
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Anselmian God. But if, as I have suggested, the Anselmian God lacks the
maximum conceivable degree of power, it is natural enough to conclude
that a God of the Anselmian type could not be omnipotent.

I can think of three rather different ways for Anselmians to respond to
this line of criticism. The first, and most straightforward, of the three, would
be to offer a proof that the Anselmian God necessarily exists. Of course, St.
Anselm had just such a proof. Alas, the best contemporary versions of the
Ontological Argument establish only that, if it is possible in the broadly logi-
cal sense that a maximally great being exists, then it is necessary that it exists.
Unfortunately, it is equally true that, if it is possible in the broadly logical sense
that a maximally great being does not exist, then it is impossible that it exists. As
in the case of Goldbach’s conjecture, we have no way of deciding which is the
correct premise prior to deciding which is the correct conclusion.’”

A second, more likely, response would be appeal to something like
Plantinga’s well-known theory of epistemic warrant.® If belief in the
Anselmian God could be shown to be basic to the noetic structure of the tra-
ditional theists—or at least to be derivable from other beliefs that are basic
to that structure—then, on Plantinga’s theory, it would follow that believers
are warranted in asserting that the Anselmian God exists.* The “intuitions”
of traditional theists about what is required for omnipotence may be differ-
ent from those of nontheists, but they are answerable to their intuitions, and
not to those of others.

This is not the place for a full-dress review of Plantinga’s epistemology,
but a couple of points can be made without going into all of that. The first
thing to see is that, even if traditional theists are warranted in asserting that
the Anselmian God exists, it does not follow that, for purposes of analyzing the
general concept of omnipotence, they are warranted in narrowing the space of
possibilities to just those that are compatible with the Anselmian theology.
Indeed, when analyzing any shared concept, it seems wrong to limit ourselves
to intuitions possessed only by some of those who possess the concept. If
Anselmians refuse to play by these rules, they may not unfairly be accused of
changing the subject. They may well have created an interesting new con-
cept—one that fits in more easily with their own theology, but they have not
succeeded in analyzing the concept of omnipotence that we started out with."

Suppose, however, that we agree to play by Anselmian rules, giving
weight only to the intuitions of traditional theists. It is still far from clear
that we ought to limit the space of possibilities in the way proposed by
Anselmians. Many traditional theists do, of course, share the core
Anselmian intuition that God is the greatest of all possible beings. They may
even agree that the greatest possible being must exist in all possible worlds.
But even if God would be greater if he possessed some of his attributes (e.g.
omniscience and omnipotence) in all possible worlds, it doesn't follow that
he would be greater if he possessed all of them in all possible worlds.

The case of moral goodness is particularly problematic in this regard.
Which is greater, anyway? A God who doesn’t do evil because he is essentially
good and can’t? Or a God who can do evil but is so good that he doesn’t
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choose to? There are traditional theists on both sides of this issue." My own
“intuitions” about “greatness” are pretty unstable. But it is not at all obvious
to me that Anselmians who believe that God is greater if essentially good get
the better of the argument at this point.”

I have suggested that, for purposes of analyzing the concept of omnipo-
tence, we shouldn’t just assume that the Anselmian God exists. But perhaps
the Anselmian can deny that any such thing is being assumed. Perhaps he
can get by with saying that an omnipotent being must have the maximum
possible degree of power (in the broadly logical sense) without assuming
anything about what kind of God actually exists, and therefore without
implying anything about whether states of affairs like E2 are possible. This
brings us to the third of the responses promised above.

The Anselmian will, of course, continue to insist that if God exists and
is essentially good, then states of affairs like E2 are not possible, and that in
that case God’s inability to actualize them does not count against his being
omnipotent. But this is perfectly consistent with acknowledging that if some
other sort of God exists, then there is a different space of possibilities, and
that in that case an omnipotent being might (for all we know) have the
power to actualize states of affairs like E2. Either way, the Anselmian may
say, we are free to analyze omnipotence in terms of maximal power within
the space of metaphysical possibility—wherever its boundaries happen to
be. If a critic (like me) continues to claim that omnipotence entails the abil-
ity to actualize E2, then the Anselmian may reply that the burden of proof
falls on the critic. In order to prove this point, the critic must show that the
Anselmian God does not exist.

If the Anselmian does go down this path, he will have to admit that we
can say little about what specific powers an omnipotent being must have
until we have determined (a) whether God exists and (b) what kind of God
exists. Why? Because the relevant space of possibilities cannot be fixed until
we have decided what kind of God, if any, “delimits” it. If, for example, the
space of possibilities is “delimited” by the necessary existence of a very pow-
erful being having an “essential” aversion to chiliagons, then chiliagon-
shaped objects are not possible, and even an omnipotent being cannot pro-
duce one. Even though we can see no contradiction or other absurdity in the
concept of something, it may (for all we know) lie outside the boundaries of
metaphysical possibility.

Thus we arrive at a kind of “modal skepticism”" in which all sorts of
apparently possible states of affairs could, for all we know, lie outside the space
of metaphysical possibility. Some philosophical theists cheerfully embrace
modal skepticism, seeing in it a valuable apologetic tool to be deployed
against various “atheological”'* arguments. For example Peter Van Inwagen
has suggested that it may, for all we know, be the case that “every possible
world that contains higher-level sentient creatures either contains patterns
of suffering morally equivalent to {the amount, kinds, and distribution of
suffering in the actual world}, or else is massively irregular.””” There is no
particular reason to believe that any such thing is true—he claims only that
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the limits of metaphysical possibility are so far beyond our grasp that it may,
for all we know, be true; and that, he supposes, entitles him to include it in
an epistemically possible “story” in which even an omnipotent deity would be
morally justified in actualizing a world containing “the amount, kinds, and
distribution of suffering” that we find in the actual world.

William P Alston takes a similar line. “Consistent conceivability” or
“conceptual possibility,” he writes, “is by no means sufficient for metaphys-
ical possibility, for what is possible given the metaphysical structure of real-
ity.”"* Alston goes on to argue that we “haven’t a clue” as to the precise
boundaries of metaphysical possibility. The reason is that:

We don’t have a clue as to what essential natures are within God’s creative
repertoire, and still less do we have a clue as to which combinations of these
into total lawful systems are doable. . . . [Clan there be life without hydro-
carbon? Who knows? Can there be conscious, intelligent organisms with
free will that are not susceptible to pain? . .. Who can say?

But plainly Alston assumes that omnipotence must be understood in terms
of the ability to actualize only those states of affairs that are metaphysically
possible. For he continues:

Since we don’t have even the beginnings of a canvass of the possibilities here,
we are in no position to make a sufficiently informed judgment as to what
God could or could not create by way of a natural order that contains the
goods of this one (or equal goods of other sorts) without its disadvantages.

This approach to the analysis of omnipotence (and to the problem of evil)
seems utterly wrong-headed to me. If we are as unclear as this about the
boundaries of metaphysical possibility, what reason do we have for thinking
that omnipotence is even a possible property? Why should we suppose that
the “stories” Van Inwagen and others tell about why God might allow suf-
fering feature a genuinely omnipotent deity? If, for all we know, the meta-
physical structure of reality may be such as to exclude all sorts of obvious
conceptual possibilities, then, for all we know, it may also be such as to
exclude the possibility that the concept of omnipotence has any instances.
Indeed, I would go further. If the space of broadly logical possibility is as
narrow as is sometimes suggested, then I suspect that it does exclude the
existence of anyone who could reasonably be called “all powerful.”

But the situation is even worse for the Anselmian who views God as a
prime “delimiter” of metaphysical possibility. He must reckon with the
(epistemic) possibility that any given state of affairs may be incompatible
with the existence of whatever necessarily existent persons may (for all we
know) exist. By way of illustration, consider the following (conceptually pos-
sible) state of affairs.

T1. A ten-ton rock levitating to a position one mile above the earth and then
remaining stationary for one hour while the earth rotates beneath it.

Surely we do not have to wait for the outcome of philosophical inquiry
into the existence of nature of God to know that an all-powerful being would
be able to actualize states of affairs like T1. A person’s inability to make a rock
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behave in the manner described by T1 should, all by itself, be sufficient to
show that he lacks the maximum conceivable amount of power and is not
omnipotent. (Any traditional theist who is tempted to say that omnipotence
may be unable to actualize the likes of T1 on the ground that T1 is meta-
physically impossible would do well to reflect on some of the more stupen-
dous miracles reported in scripture.'”) So, if the space of broadly logical pos-
sibility did turn out to exclude T1 for the sole reason that there is a neces-
sarily existent person-——call her Sally—who, due to an essential aversion to
levitating rocks, cannot help preventing T1 from obtaining in every possible
world, then I think we should say that this same space of possibilities also
excludes omnipotence. For, no matter how powerful Sally is in other
respects, we can conceive of a more powerful being—one just as powerful as
Sally in other respects, but who, unlike Sally, can actualize T1."

As far as I can see, the case of E2 is no different from that of T1 in this
respect. In itself, E2 is consistently conceivable. There does not appear to
anything logically absurd about E2. Apart from theological considerations,
there is no reason to suppose that E2 has a modal status different from that
of T1. So if maximal power and omnipotence entail the ability to actualize
T1, I would say that they also entail the ability to actualize E2. And if we end
up deciding, on the basis of theological considerations, that the space of
metaphysical possibility excludes E2, then we should say precisely the same
thing we would say if it turned out to exclude T1. We should acknowledge
that this is a space of possibilities in which no one could be all powerful.

My Anselmian opponents may wish to challenge this last inference, on
the ground that, no matter what the boundaries of the space of metaphysi-
cal possibility turn out to be, no others are possible.” It is absurd, they may
say, to suggest that an omnipotent being should be able to do things that
may, for all we know, lie outside the boundaries of possibility in the broadly
logical sense. Even if we do not know precisely how to draw the boundaries
of this kind of possibility, omnipotence can and should be defined in such a
way that it requires maximal power within, and only within, the space of
genuine metaphysical possibility.

1 do not think this approach to the analysis of omnipotence has much
chance of success. For one thing, it is far from clear that there must be a
maximum metaphysically possible degree of power. Indeed, if our igno-
rance of the space of metaphysical possibility is as great as has been sug-
gested, we have no reason whatever to suppose that power must have an
intrinsic maximum. For any given degree of power, there may (for all we
know) be a greater degree that is also metaphysically possible. For all we
know, therefore, there may be no such thing as the maximum metaphysi-
cally possible degree of power.

But let that pass. Suppose, for the sake of argument, that, no matter
what the space of metaphysical possibility looks like, there is a maximum
possible degree of power. The Anselmian account of omnipotence is still in
trouble. For if this is all there is to the property of having “maximal power,”
there is little reason to think that maximal power is sufficient for omnipo-
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tence. “Maximal power” certainly sounds grand and godlike. But if, when
we inquire more closely into it, it turns out that this property is—as far as
we can see—consistent with not being able to actualize E2 or T'1 or a host of
other perfectly conceivable states of affairs, then I think we have a reason of
some weight for not saying that possessing maximal power is sufficient for
being all powerful.

At the very least, I think it must be acknowledged that, whether or not
he possesses the maximum metaphysically possible degree of power, the
Anselmian God lacks the maximum conceivable degree of power. And that, |
think, is all that is needed to show that the Anselmian analysis cannot be the
correct analysis of the concept of omnipotence.

Some Anselmians may wish to respond by saying that what they are
after is the analysis, not of anyone’s rough, pre-philosophical concept of
omnipotence, but of the property we are referring to when we speak of
omnipotence. Even if our intuitions about conceptual possibilities are rele-
vant to the analysis of the concept of omnipotence (or of our “community
stereotypes” for applying this concept), they do not refute the Anselmian
analysis of the property picked out by that concept.

But why think that the property of having maximal power in the
Anselmian space of possibilities is the one picked out by the concept of
omnipotence? Why suppose that it is the property being referred to by ordi-
nary believers when they say that their God is all powerful? If the Anselmian
property fails to satisfy the intuitive requirements for instantiating our con-
cept of omnipotence, why think it is the property behind that concept?

It might be thought that the Anselmian could appeal to a causal theory
of meaning at this point. There is, after all, an experiential dimension to
Anselm’s Ontological Argument, and it is perhaps not accidental that the
key passages of the Proslogium take the form of a prayer. Might it not be the
case that the causal history of the word “omnipotent” includes one or more
experiential encounters with the power of God—encounters that led
unknown persons to begin speaking of God as all powerful? God’s power—
however that is best analyzed—might then be said to be all the power that
is required for omnipotence. Just as scientific investigation has shown that
H,O is the “natural kind” picked out by the predicate “water,” so, too, it
might be thought, theological investigation has shown that maximal power
in the Anselmian space of possibilities is the property picked out by the
predicate “omnipotent.”

Obviously such a theory will have limited appeal, since it presupposes
the existence of God. But let that pass. Even assuming the existence of a
Greater Than Which None Can Be Conceived, I doubt that the Anselmian
analysis of omnipotence can be rescued in this way. Omnipotence just isn't
the sort of property that could be said to produce characteristic “experi-
ences.”™ Displays of power take the form of actually doing things, and there
is no experiential difference between a stupendous miracle produced by an
omnipotent being and a similar miracle produced by a less than omnipotent
supernatural being. It is quite implausible, therefore, to suggest that






