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THE LOGIC OF OMNIPOTENCE

GEORGE MavroDES has recently presented an analysis designed to
show that, despite some appearances to the contrary, a certain
well-known puzzle actually raises no serious difficulties in the notion
of divine omnipotence.! The puzzle suggests a test of God’s power—
can He create a stone too heavy for Him to lift >—which, it seems,
cannot fail to reveal that His power is limited. For He must, it would
appear, either show His limitations by being unable to create such a
stone or by being unable to lift it once He had created it.

In dealing with this puzzle, Mavrodes points out that it involves
the setting of a task whose description is self-contradictory—the task
of creating a stone too heavy for an omnipotent being to lift. He calls
such tasks “pseudo-tasks” and he says of them: “Such pseudo-tasks,
not falling within the realm of possibility, are not objects of power at
all. Hence the fact that they cannot be performed implies no limit
on the power of God, and hence no defect in the doctrine of omnip-
otence.”® Thus his way of dealing with the puzzle relies upon the
principle that an omnipotent being need not be supposed capable of
performing tasks whose descriptions are self-contradictory.

Now this principle is one which Mavrodes apparently regards as
self-evident, since he offers no support for it whatever except some
references which indicate that it was also accepted by Saint Thomas
Aquinas. I do not wish to suggest that the principle is false. Indeed,
for all I know it may even be self-evident. But it happens to be a
principle which has been rejected by some important philosophers.?

1 George Mavrodes, ‘“Some Puzzles Concerning Omnipotence,” Philosophical
Review, LXXII (1963), 221-223.

2 Ibid., p. 223.

3 Descartes, for instance, who in fact thought it blasphemous to maintain
that God can do only what can be described in a logically coherent way: “The
truths of mathematics . .. were established by God and entirely depend on
Him, as much as do all the rest of His creatures. Actually, it would be to speak
of God as a Jupiter or Saturn and to subject Him to the Styx and to the Fates,
to say that these truths are independent of Him . .. You will be told that if
God established these truths He would be able to change them, as a king does
his laws; to which it is necessary to reply that this is correct. ... In general
we can be quite certain that God can do whatever we are able to understand,
but not that He cannot do what we are unable to understand. For it would be
presumptuous to think that our imagination extends as far as His power”
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Accordingly, it might be preferable to have an analysis of the puzzle
in question which does not require the use of this principle. And in
fact, such an analysis is easy to provide.

Suppose, then, that God’s omnipotence enables Him to do even what
is logically impossible and that He actually creates a stone too heavy
for Him to lift. The critic of the notion of divine omnipotence is quite
mistaken if he thinks that this supposition plays into his hands. What
the critic wishes to claim, of course, is that when God has created a
stone which He cannot lift He is then faced with a task beyond His
ability and is therefore seen to be limited in power. But this claim is
not justified.

For why should God not be able to perform the task in question?
To be sure, it is a task—the task of lifting a stone which He cannot
lift—whose description is self-contradictory. But if God is supposed
capable of performing one task whose description is self-contradictory
—that of creating the problematic stone in the first place—why
should He not be supposed capable of performing another—that of
lifting the stone? After all, is there any greater trick in performing
two logically impossible tasks than there is in performing one?

If an omnipotent being can do what is logically impossible, then he
can not only create situations which he cannot handle but also, since
he is not bound by the limits of consistency, he can handle situations
which he cannot handle.

HArRrY G. FRANKFURT

The Rockefeller Institute

(letter to Mersenne, 15 April 1630). “God was as free to make it false that all
the radii of a circle are equal as to refrain from creating the world” (letter to
Mersenne, 27 May 1630). “I would not even dare to say that God cannot
arrange that a mountain should exist without a valley, or that one and two
should not make three; but I only say that He has given me a mind of such
a nature that I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley or a sum of one
and two which would not be three, and so on, and that such things imply
contradictions in my conception” (letter to Arnauld, 29 July 1648). “As for
the difficulty in conceiving how it was a matter of freedom and indifference to
God to make it true that the three angles of a triangle should equal two right
angles, or generally that contradictions should not be able to be together, one
can easily remove it by considering that the power of God can have no limits.
... God cannot have been determined to make it true that contradictions
cannot be together, and consequently He could have done the contrary”
(letter to Mesland, 2 May 1644).
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