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Abstract: This article defends a broadly Thomist understanding of the doctrine of
divine simplicity from the objection that such a position inevitably leads to a modal
collapse. To do so, it draws upon Barbara Vetter’s recent dispositionalist account of
modality, in which irreducibly modal multi-track powers are the truthmakers of
modal claims. Conceiving of God’s power on the analogy of these dispositional
properties enables us to hold that the divine life is itself the truthmaker of modal
truths, without requiring a real distinction between what is necessary and
contingent in God that would compromise divine simplicity.

The threat of modal collapse

It would seem to be a theoretical virtue of one’s doctrine of God that it
should not compromise one’s ability to reason about the world. An increasingly
popular argument claims that the doctrine of divine simplicity does precisely
that; specifically, that the doctrine of divine simplicity occasions a modal collapse
in which all appearances of possibility and contingency in the world are unmasked
as illusions, thus making everything absolutely necessary. In a modal collapse, this
is the only possible world, all true propositions are necessarily true, and things
could not possibly have been any way other than they actually are.

An argument to this effect is frequently raised by philosophers of religion against
the doctrine of divine simplicity. Both Thomas V. Morris and Gary Rosenkrantz
find that Thomas Mann’s account of God’s simplicity leads to what Morris diagno-
ses as a ‘modal uniformity’ in the divine life, undermining the possibility of any
contingency in the created order. Paul Copan and William Lane Craig similarly
argue that ‘divine simplicity leads to an extreme fatalism, according to which
everything that happens does so with logical necessity’. Steven J. Duby notes
that those more sympathetic to divine simplicity are aware of the challenge as
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well, canvassing how Brian Leftow, Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann,
William F. Valicella, Katherin A. Rogers, and Timothy O’Connor have each
attempted to reconcile divine simplicity and creaturely freedom. Duby concludes,
however, that ‘[a]ll of the aforementioned attempts to align God’s simplicity or
freedom end up weakening one or the other’.

Most recently, R. T. Mullins has extensively pursued this line of argument, first in
his essay ‘Simply Impossible: A Case Against Divine Simplicity’’, and further in The
End of the Timeless God. Mullins’s critique, what I will call the ‘modal collapse
argument’, has gained significant traction in just a few short years. He offers
the following concise presentation of the argument that divine simplicity leads
to modal collapse:

On divine simplicity God’s essence is identical to His existence. Also, God’s one simple act is

identical toHis essence/existence. God’s action of creation is identical to this one simple act, and

so identical to God’s essence/existence. God exists of absolute necessity. So His act of creation is

of absolute necessity since it is identical to His essence/existence. (Mullins (), )

In this argument, Mullins begins from three premises widely held by defenders of
divine simplicity: there is no composition in God; all of God’s attributes are iden-
tical to God; and God necessarily exists. If there is no composition in God, then the
act by which God creates the world cannot be a constituent part of God’s act, but
must be identical to it, for the divine act must be simple. But there can also be no
real distinction in God between this act and God’s being – both are identical to the
one simple God. God’s act of creation must therefore be identical to God. At this
point, Mullins’s argument depends upon a plausible but unstated premise:

() If necessarily God exists, and God is identical to God’s existence, then
all that is identical to God is necessary.

This premise is the hinge connecting the necessity of God’s existence to the divine
act by which God brings the world into being. If we accept it, then Mullins’s argu-
ment seems to follow through: the one simple divine act is necessary, so the act of
creation identical to it is necessary.

Several pages later (ibid., –), Mullins offers another argument, beginning
from the Thomist affirmation that God is pure act without any potency. If, Mullins
reasons, it is possible for God to do something that God does not do, then there is
some unactualized potency in God to perform that action. To restate this premise:

() If it is possible for God to do something that God does not do, God has
a potency to do it.

But if there is no potency in the divine life, then it is not possible for God to do
anything that God does not do; and so, necessarily, God does all that it is possible
for God to do.
It is worth noting that neither of these arguments, in itself, has yet proved a full

modal collapse: perhaps God’s act of creation is necessary, but does not
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necessitate everything that happens within the world. A full collapse depends upon
two other affirmations of God widely held by defenders of divine simplicity: God’s
immutability and omniscience. The former is derivable from divine simplicity: if
God possibly changes, then God possesses a potency for that change; but if
there is no potency in God, then God cannot possibly change and is immutable.

If God is omniscient as well, then God must immutably know the whole course
of created history with full determinacy. Any indeterminacy in God’s knowledge –
say, indeterminacy about which course of action a created agent will pursue –
would result in change in God’s knowledge of the world as God learns which
course of action the agent does pursue. So then, as God wills the creation of a
world, God must will that world in full knowledge of its determinate particulars,
its whole course from beginning to end. If the creation of that world is necessary
to God (the conclusion of Mullins’s first argument), then it is not possible that any
of its determinate particulars should fail to exist, and so all the determinate parti-
culars of that world exist necessarily. If God does all that it is possible for God to do
(the conclusion of Mullins’s second argument), then the only world that God can
possibly create is the actual one. There is nothing that is possible, but not actual; all
that is, is necessarily. We have a full modal collapse.
Mullins identifies three negative results of a modal collapse:

First, contingency and freedom completely vanish. Everything becomes necessary, so there is

no such thing as free will. Second, it denies that God is free over creation. He cannot exist

without it. He must create it. Third, any concept of divine grace is gutted of the very meaning of

grace. Grace is supposed to be a free gift from God that He did not have to give. On a modal

collapse, there is no such thing as grace because everything must happen as it does in fact

happen. There are no other possibilities. (ibid., )

These are dire theological consequences. If the proponent of divine simplicity is to find
a compelling response toMullins’s objections, it must be an account in which a simple
God is consistent with the attribution of contingency and possibility to the world.
In this article, I respond to Mullins’s argument by rejecting premises () and ().

Though God exists necessarily, God does not will all that God wills necessarily; fur-
thermore, there are things that God can possibly do but does not do, but there is no
unactualized potency in God. To motivate the rejection of () and (), I offer a dis-
positionalist account of modal grounding, according to which the simple life of
God can serve as the truthmaker both of the necessity of God’s existence and
the possibility of God’s creating otherwise. While I draw especially on the disposi-
tionalist account of modal grounding recently offered by Barbara Vetter, the pos-
ition for which I argue is a broadly Thomist one, committed to the claims that
God’s essence is identical to God’s existence, that God’s being is identical to
God’s act, and, in particular, that God’s life should be described as actus purus
lacking any unactualized potency.

My argument proceeds in several steps. First, I will contextualize the turn to dis-
positionalist accounts of modal grounding within the broader landscape of modal
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metaphysics, and consider how a Thomist might truly predicate a dispositional
property of God. Second, I call attention to some features of Barbara Vetter’s dis-
positionalist account of modal grounding that make it particularly well-suited to
one who wishes to ground the truth of modal claims in the simple life of God.
Third, I discuss how a broadly Thomist adaptation of Vetter’s dispositionalist
account of modality answers the modal collapse argument. Finally, I respond to
some objections that might be raised against the position I have outlined.

Thomism and dispositionalism about modal truths

In recent years, a number of philosophers – among them Alexander Bird,
Jonathan Jacobs, C. B. Martin, George Molnar, and Stephen Mumford – have
turned to powers or dispositional properties to ground the truth of modal
claims, rather than appealing to possible worlds to do this work. If modality can
be accounted for satisfactorily in terms of dispositional properties or some
feature of their analyses, we will no longer require quantification over possible
worlds in our definitions of possibility and necessity, and so are free either to rele-
gate them to the role of mere heuristics for metaphysical speculation, or to dis-
pense with them entirely. In general, this dispositionalist turn has been
motivated by an Aristotelian rejection of Humean supervenience, and a desire
‘to identify, within the actual world, the grounds, source or truthmaker of modal
truths’ – locating the grounds of modal truths within objects themselves, rather
than in sets of propositions.

From the standpoint of philosophy of religion, dispositionalism about modal
claims may be attractive because it accords well with many classical claims of
Christian theology, particularly as represented in the Thomist intellectual trad-
ition. Timothy Pawl, for instance, argues that ‘the Thomist can take powers to
be the truthmakers for possibility claims without violence to Aquinas’ metaphy-
sics’ (Pawl (), ). The powers of created existents are capable of accounting
for the truth of many modal claims – for instance, the claim that it is possible that
Smith will walk his dog. Yet there are also modal claims the truth or falsity of which
it is difficult to account for by appeal to any creaturely powers; paradigmatically,
the modal claim that there might have been no contingent beings at all.
For the truth of such claims, Thomas can point to God’s power as a truthmaker.

As Brian Leftow has neatly summarized Aquinas’s position,

God perfectly understands His power. Powers are powers to do a range of actions. If one

perfectly understands a power, one perfectly understands all that it is a power to do. One also

has a perfect grasp of each individual action in its range. Anything less would not constitute

perfectly understanding the power; a fuller understanding would be possible. So in perfectly

grasping His power, God perfectly understands every action it is in His power to do . . .

According to Thomas, God can bring about every state of affairs such that His bringing it about

entails no contradiction. So every such state of affairs ‘exists in God’s power.’ God knows these

states of affairs ‘as possible to His power’: He knows them as states He can produce, and

whatever He can produce ipso facto is possible. (Leftow (a), –)

Shoring up divine simplicity against modal collapse 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412518000859 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412518000859


For Thomas, then, it is God’s power that ‘makes true claims about possibility and
necessity . . . serv[ing] as their ontological ground or ultimate metaphysical explan-
ation’ (Brower (), ).

Which truths does God’s power make true? This is a contentious issue. Leftow
holds that, for Aquinas, God’s power makes true all modal truths, including the
truths of necessity; Pawl denies that truths of necessity have truthmakers, but
are true because their complement lacks a truthmaker; Frost holds that created
essences themselves ground the propositional truths of necessity about them.

Rather than wading into the thorny questions of interpreting Thomas’s texts, I
will simply note here that what matter most in resisting the modal collapse argu-
ment are the modal truths of possibility. If we can establish that a simple God can
ground the truths of created contingency, we will have resisted a modal collapse; I
will therefore leave the questions of whether there are truthmakers for necessary
truths and what they might be to the side. Henceforth, when I speak of God’s
power as a truthmaker for modal claims, I have in mind truths of possibility.
When I ascribe a power to some created entity, I am predicating a dispositional

property of it. Predicating such a property of a simple God presents two challenges
to any account of modal grounding that identifies God’s power as the truthmaker
for modal truths of possibility. The first concerns whether dispositional property-
talk can be used of a simple God at all; the second concerns whether predicating a
dispositional property-term of a simple God rules out predicating other property-
terms (for instance, goodness and will) of God.

The first challenge, then, asks how a dispositional property might truly be pre-
dicated of God. According to divine simplicity, God cannot possess any properties
that are really distinct from the simplicity of the divine life. But if God cannot
possess a power as a property, it seems that predicating power of God requires
affirming that God just is a dispositional property; and holding that God is an
abstract object is difficult to reconcile with the personal God encountered in
Scripture. To respond to this challenge, we require an account of how we may
truly predicate property-terms of God, what Thomists generally describe as ‘ana-
logical’ predication.

On Thomas’s understanding, each property predicated of the created order is
‘an accidens inseparable from its subject because caused by the specific principles
of its subject’ (Dewan (),  n. ). That is to say, each property-term in our
understanding and application of it to the created world is an ‘inherent (a “prop-
erty”) rather than a subsistent or concrete thing’ (ibid., ). This limitation is built
into our understanding of what it is for something to be a property: it does not
subsist of itself, but exists either as an abstract object, or concretely as a quality
of some other subject.
Accordingly, for the Thomist, it is inappropriate to predicate a property (as such)

of God. As Lawrence Dewan writes, when we say that God is good or wise ‘what the
word signifies is truly verified (that is, is to be found) in the very being or substance
of God (though in a more perfect mode), whereas the way the word says it is
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inapplicable – insofar as it . . . indicates inherence rather than subsistence’ (ibid.,
). Some likeness between God and created things, what Thomas calls the thing
signified (res significata) by our property-word, is affirmed of our predications of
God, and this likeness of God to the created order teaches us what the divine
nature is like. But the mode of signification (modus significandi), the way that
we generally use this property-word to refer to an accident that inheres in a sub-
stance, is denied. And so, ‘[t]o say “God is good”means that “what we call ‘good’
in creatures is to be found existing by priority in God, though in a more eminent
degree” ’ (ibid., ). Predications of God are thus said to be ‘analogical’, in that
the likeness between created properties and the simple life of God allows us to
predicate these properties of God truly, but their manner of existing in God (as
a limitless perfection, identical to the simple life of God) is only analogous to
their manner of existing in creatures (as limited inherents).
What we predicate of creation with property-terms like ‘good’ and ‘wise’ is also

truly predicated of God, not because goodness or wisdom exist in God in the same
inherently limited way that they exist in the created order, but because God is the
perfection and source of created goodness and wisdom. Similarly, when I ascribe a
dispositional property or ‘power’ to God, I do not mean that the divine nature just
is such a property as we customarily encounter it; I mean that the powers we cus-
tomarily encounter exhibit a likeness to God. God is truly powerful, but God’s
power is unrestricted even by the need to inhere in something as the subject of
that power. God is power (and goodness, and so on for all the divine attributes)
subsisting of itself, and so we are free to use both concrete (‘God is powerful’)
and abstract (‘God is power itself’) terms of God without surrendering God’s per-
sonal existence.

The second challenge concerns the predication of diverse property-terms to a
simple God. My response to the modal collapse argument will require predicating
not only power of God, but goodness and will as well. Without being able to affirm
all three of these predications to be true of God’s simple life, my alternative
account of modal grounding will fail. Yet, on the understanding of analogical
predication that I have provided, it seems that we can truly ascribe the diverse
attributes of power, goodness, and will to God without undermining divine simpli-
city. As Leftow writes, for the Thomist,

Omniscience is or supervenes on that state which is God’s knowing what He does.

Omnipotence is or supervenes on that state which is God’s having the abilities He has. The

terms ‘omniscience’ and ‘omnipotence’ of course carry distinct senses, but what reason is

there to find it odd that God satisfies them in virtue of the same inner state? Is this any more

surprising than that some substance satisfies ‘water’ (taken as having a sense involving directly

perceptible attributes) and ‘HO’ in virtue of the same inner constitution? (Leftow (), 

n. )

When we attribute omniscience and omnipotence to God, we are not saying that
these terms as we understand them are identical to one another, but rather that
whatever is true of God in these predications, when stripped of the limitation
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inherent in our property-talk and understanding of these properties in predicating
them, is one in the simple life of God. As predicated of creatures, attributes like
power and goodness seem (and indeed are) irreducibly diverse, yet in God, all
these attributes refer to the same ‘inner constitution’, the simple life of God. If it
is difficult for us to see how these diverse attributes might be one in God, this
shouldn’t overly trouble the Thomist, for Thomists have generally held that the
divine essence is incomprehensible.

In sum: while God is not, strictly speaking, a dispositional property, we can learn
something of what the divine life is like through reflection on them; for power,
understood as the dispositional property we routinely predicate of creatures
stripped of the inherent limitation in the manner we predicate them, is truly
ascribable to God. Henceforth, when I speak of power as ‘analogically predi-
cated’ of God, or when I speak of God’s power as being ‘on analogy to’ the disposi-
tional properties possessed by creatures, I will be assuming this account of the
difference between predications made of God and predications made of
creatures.

Vetter’s dispositions and God’s power

Not all understandings of dispositional properties are equally well suited to
be ascribed to a simple God. On what Barbara Vetter has called ‘the standard con-
ception of dispositions’, for instance, ‘[a] disposition is individuated by the pair of
its stimulus condition and its manifestation’, and ‘[its] modal nature is, in some
way or other, linked to or best characterized (to a first approximation) by a coun-
terfactual conditional “If x were S, x would M” ’ (Vetter (), ). While the
‘standard conception’ comes in various reductive, non-reductive, and realist
flavours, what these approaches have in common is a shared sense that counter-
factual conditionals are indispensable in accounting for how a disposition may
serve as a truthmaker for modal claims. Consequently, on the standard concep-
tion, a disposition is best understood as ‘a disposition to M when S’ (ibid., ).
Most dispositions, whether encountered at the level of everyday experience or of

physical law, seem to require more than one counterfactual conditional to be indi-
viduated properly: they are ‘multi-track’ dispositions, rather than ‘single-track’. A
single-track disposition is individuated by a conditional of the sort, ‘If this vase
were to be struck, it would break’, while a multi-track disposition employs many
counterfactual conditionals: the vase’s fragility is such that it may break if it is
struck with a hammer, but not if it is struck with a wiffle-ball bat. But how
should we relate these single- and multi-track dispositions to one another –
which is more fundamental? ‘Given the standard conception of dispositions’,
Vetter writes, ‘there is considerable pressure to favour the single-track, specific dis-
positions. If the nature of fragility is best or adequately characterized by condi-
tionals, then it will be infinitely complex, for it requires an infinity of
conditionals’ (ibid., ).
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This presents a problem for the defender of divine simplicity. If the standard
conception of dispositions is correct, and if we are seeking to understand God’s
power on the analogy of creaturely powers, God’s power is either single-track
(in which case what God actually does is the only thing God can do), or multi-
track. If God’s power is multi-track, then the standard conception leads us to
view God’s power as composed of an infinite number of single-track dispositions,
and so divine simplicity is violated.
Vetter argues, however, that many of the dispositions with which we are familiar

(for instance, electric charge) are impossible to account for if one presumes that
single-track dispositions are more fundamental than multi-track dispositions.

She thus takes the crucial step of claiming that multi-track dispositions are
‘more fundamental’ than single-track dispositions. In contrast to the standard
conception, she offers what she calls the ‘possibility conception’ of dispositions:

. A disposition is individuated by its manifestation alone: it is a dispos-
ition to M, full stop.

. Its modal nature is that of possibility, linked to or best characterized (to
a first approximation) by ‘x can M’. (ibid., )

On Vetter’s account, if a ballplayer has a dispositional property to catch baseballs,
one and the same property is the truthmaker for all the modal truths about ways
that that player can catch a baseball. Furthermore, this disposition is not complex.
The disposition to catch baseballs is not composed of the disposition to catch base-
balls approaching at °, and °, and so on – it is a disposition to catch baseballs,
full stop. While the disposition to catch baseballs is not itself fundamental (Vetter
calls it an ‘iterated potentiality’, a dispositional property able to be acquired based
on other dispositions one possesses), even at the fundamental level, dispositional
properties are multi-track.
Vetter’s approach requires no necessary appeal to counterfactual conditionals to

account for the modal truthmaking features of this property. The dispositional
property itself is understood to be modal, and is of itself fully sufficient to make
true the truths of possibility. Though counterfactual conditionals might, in prac-
tice, be employed in describing what a subject has a disposition to do, possibility
is rooted in the dispositional property itself. Vetter is thus able to define possibility
in terms of dispositional properties (she prefers to call them ‘potentialities’) quite
simply:

POSSIBILITY*: It is possible that p = df Something has, had, or will have a
potentiality for it to be the case that p. (ibid., )

In a final theoretical advantage of Vetter’s account for the defence of divine sim-
plicity, we are able to do away with the stimulus condition, individuating disposi-
tional properties solely by their manifestations. It is worth noting that
individuation in this way does not require that the dispositional property should
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ever actually be manifested – the baseball player is still able to catch a baseball,
even if she never tries to catch one. We could thus restate Vetter’s first feature
of the ‘possibility conception’ of dispositional properties in more classically
Thomist language by saying that they are individuated by their ‘end’, the manifest-
ation towards which such properties intrinsically tend.
Drawing, then, on the technical categories of dispositional properties that Vetter

works out, we may say that the simple life of God is analogous to (i) a power to will
God’s own infinite goodness. This divine power may be described as (ii) intrinsic,
(iii) maximal, (iv) first-order, and (v) multi-track. Within the created order, God’s
power is most like created powers that are intrinsic, maximal, first-order, and
multi-track, and Vetter’s account enables us to identify these particular features
of created powers as likenesses of the simple life of God. Yet power is predicated
of God analogically, absent the limitation of being predicated as the property of a
subject, and so even in God’s likeness to creaturely powers there is an even greater
unlikeness. In the interest of clarity, let me consider each descriptor of this claim
in turn.
First, this power is the power to will God’s own infinite goodness – this is its

manifestation or end. The ‘modal nature’ of this power is that God can will
God’s own infinite goodness, and the simple life of God makes true modal
claims of contingency because this power is truly attributable to God. We
should note that, on a Thomistic outlook, God’s infinite goodness is God, just as
God’s power is. There is thus no composition entailed by this willing: God’s
power is perhaps best understood as God’s volitional power to be God, who is
the source and standard of all created goods. Neither is there any necessary com-
position between God’s goodness and God’s willing, for as we saw above in our
discussion of analogical predication, the same underlying state of God’s simple
life can account for the truth of predicating both goodness and will to God. The
relevant power is God’s power to be God, and thus to be the perfection of all
goodness.
Second, this divine power is intrinsic, an attribute of the divine life itself (where

an attribute is understood to be analogically related to the life of God in the
manner I have described above). The divine power depends upon no external cir-
cumstances, and is not possessed jointly. God’s willing of God’s own infinite good-
ness is not conditioned or dependent upon any other entity, and is manifested
solely by God’s act.
Third, the divine power is maximal: God cannot fail to manifest this power. As

Vetter argues, many dispositional properties are intensive, ordered by degrees: a
thing can be more or less fragile, and something is maximally breakable if it is
not possible for it not to break – it will break under any circumstances. That
God’s power is maximal is ensured on the Thomist account by the affirmation
of the divine life as pure act. If there is no potency in God, then God cannot fail
to will any less than the full extent of this infinite good.
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Fourth, this divine power is a power simpliciter – that is, a first-order power,
rather than a power to acquire some other power (an ‘iterated’ potentiality, in
Vetter’s use). There would be two problems with holding that God’s power to
create (for instance) is an iterated power of God’s disposition to will God’s own
infinite goodness. First, acquiring such a power would require change in God,
which would require some potency in God that is subsequently actualized.
Second, God’s possession of an iterated power alongside the first-order power
to will God’s goodness would require composition in God. Any power that is attrib-
uted to God should thus be included within the first-order power analogically pre-
dicated of the simplicity of the divine life.
Fifth and finally, this power should be understood as a multi-track power. God’s

power is individuated by the one manifestation of perfectly willing the good, but
this power is multi-track, realizable in many different ways. In creating the
actual world, God realizes one ‘track’ along which God is capable of fully enacting
the willing of the divine life. To use the Thomist lexicon, there is no potency that
remains unactualized in this power being manifested by one particular track. A
baseball player has the power to catch a fly ball, and may catch it in any
number of different ways; but in catching it in one particular way, the power is
fully realized in act. Similarly, Thomas understands God’s willing of the created
order as ordered to the end of God’s own goodness; the same end might have
been willed through the creation of some other world, or through no world at
all. As Thomas writes at Summa Theologiae .., God ‘wills both Himself to
be, and other things to be; but Himself as the end, and other things as ordained
to that end; inasmuch as it befits the divine goodness that other things should
be partakers therein’. It is necessary that God wills this end, but not absolutely
necessary to the divine life that it should be willed in this particular way, inclusive
of the created order.

In explicating these claims, defenders of divine simplicity typically emphasize
that God’s life is itself full and infinite goodness, lacking nothing. Robert
Sokolowski for instance writes: ‘God is to be so understood, and the world or crea-
tures are to be so understood, that nothing greater, maius, is achieved if the world
or creatures are added to God’ (Sokolowski (), ). Consequently, had God
willed to exist without creation, God would not have willed a lesser goodness
than God has willed in creating the world – the same power would have been rea-
lized. Similarly, had God willed the creation of a different world, God would not
have willed a lesser (or greater) goodness than God has willed in creating this
one. Each of these acts of willing would have produced different effects, to be
sure, but in each case, the power manifested is the same: the power to will
God’s infinite goodness as ultimate end. The range of possible worlds is limited
only by the necessity of being compatible with the divine life itself and the attri-
butes ascribed to it. For instance, God’s goodness itself presumably renders
worlds where the righteous are unjustly subject to unending torture impossible
as a ‘track’ for realizing the divine power to will the good perfectly.
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We must offer some further qualifications if we wish to attribute this disposi-
tional property analogously to God. Most obviously, if we wish to maintain the
Thomist affirmation that the divine life should be described as pure act, it is
important to avoid conceiving of this property at any point in the divine life as a
power yet to be realized, and so indeterminate in the particular track by which
God wills the good that is the divine life. There is no point at which God
decides to create the world, thus selecting the track that includes the creation of
the actual world instead of the other possible worlds which might also have
served the end of God’s willing the divine goodness. We must rather understand
the creation of this particular world as included within the divine will from all eter-
nity: in the very timelessness of God’s life, this is the track by which God wills God’s
own goodness. Were this not the case, the divine life would be composed of act
and still-indeterminate potency. Rather than conceiving of God’s power as a dis-
positional property that may yet be realized along multiple tracks, it is important
to understand it as a multi-track property that is already fully realized in its deter-
minate content from all eternity.

Responding to the modal collapse argument

With this understanding of God’s power in mind, how might we respond to
the modal collapse argument?
Most importantly, this dispositional account of God’s power allows us to

reject the inference at () of the modal collapse argument above: God exists
necessarily, but this does not entail that God’s actual will and act (most import-
antly, God’s creative will and act) are necessary. While God necessarily wills
God’s own goodness (because it is a maximal dispositional property that is ana-
logically predicated of God), God’s power is intrinsically such that God can do
many other things that God does not do. Not creating would be perfectly consist-
ent with the willing of the divine good, as would be creating a world very different
than the actual world. All these modal claims of possibility are made true by
what God’s power is actually like in the simplicity of the divine life. Just as the
baseball player’s one power to catch baseballs makes true all the different ways
that she can catch a baseball, and as the vase’s fragility makes true all the
modal truths about its shattering, so also the one dispositional property
analogically predicated of God makes true modal claims about the contingency
of the created order and other ways that the world might have been. Nothing is
required for these to be true but the actual power of God, analogically
ascribed to the simplicity of the divine life. Accordingly, although God exists
necessarily and wills the divine good necessarily, it is inappropriate to conclude
that all that God does bears this same modal status. There are many things that
God can do (things compatible with willing the divine good) that God does not
do, and because the divine power is itself a truthmaker for modal claims, these
are metaphysical possibilities. No distinction or composition in the divine life is

 J O S EPH E . L ENOW

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412518000859 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412518000859


required to secure this result, for it is the one power of God that grounds these
modal truths.
In light of this argument, we should also reject the premise at (): the claim that

it is possible for God to do something that God does not do, does not entail that
there is potency in God. On the account that I have given, there is no potency
in God: from all eternity, God’s power to will the divine good is eternally actua-
lized – God wills the infinite good of the divine life along one track in fully deter-
minate fashion. When a ballplayer catches a baseball, her disposition to catch
baseballs is fully actualized along one track. There is no further work that she
needs to do to actualize this dispositional property – she has caught the baseball
as fully as it can be caught, and thus actualized this disposition as fully as it can
be actualized. Certainly, it remains possible for her to catch baseballs in other,
golden glove-winning ways, but the disposition itself is individuated as a dispos-
ition to catch baseballs, and she has done that. These other tracks of ball-catching
are not more fundamental than this disposition, such that one track might be
actualized while the others remain only in potency; the disposition itself has
been actualized and manifested. On the analogy of these creaturely dispositional
properties, the divine life is from all eternity the pure actuality of one track of
God’s power – willing the divine good, and the course of created history as
ordered to this good. God’s power is intrinsically such that other tracks are pos-
sible, but this is made true by what God is actually like, the divine power predi-
cated analogically of the simplicity of God’s life. Thus we have other
possibilities, without any potency in God.
Modal collapse is thus averted. God eternally wills to create, and this will is iden-

tical to the simplicity of God’s life; but God does not necessarily will to create, for
the power of God grounds the possibility that God might have created another
world, or might not have created at all. God does not do all that it is possible for
God to do, but this requires ascribing no potency to God. What comes to be
does not come to be necessarily, and God’s gift of grace is not compulsory,
because other ways of willing are perfectly compatible with the way the divine
nature actually is, and the way the divine nature actually is perfectly suffices to
ground a well-formed modal discourse including truths of both necessity and pos-
sibility. We may affirm divine simplicity, and nevertheless reason about how God
might have created the world otherwise.

Objections

Responding to three potential objections will render the lines of my account
more precisely.
First: my account affirms that God’s will to create – and in fact, God’s will to

bring the actual world into being in its complete course, with full determinacy –
is included in God’s life from all eternity. This will, and this act, are each analogic-
ally ascribed to God and identified with the simplicity of the divine life. Isn’t this
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precisely the modal collapse we were trying to avoid? The objection hinges on the
intuition that the eternally determinate actuality of God’s willing precludes the
possibility that God might have willed otherwise. If there is no potency in God,
there is no possibility of God doing otherwise than God does, and so there are
no other possible ways the world could be.
On Vetter’s account of modal grounding, however, there is no incompatibility

between the actuality of a state of affairs and the dispositional property that
makes possible that state of affairs. Quite the contrary, one of Vetter’s central
modal axioms is what she calls ACTUALITY:

ACTUALITY: Potentiality is implied by actuality:

Anything which is Φ must also have a potentiality to be Φ. (Vetter
(), )

The actuality of the ballplayer’s having caught a baseball entails that she possesses
a dispositional property (here again, Vetter prefers the language of ‘potentiality’
rather than ‘power’) to catch baseballs. That dispositional property not only
grounds the ballplayer’s possibility of catching the baseball in the manner that
she does, but numerically the same dispositional property grounds her possibility
of catching baseballs in every manner of which she is capable. If actuality and
power are not mutually exclusive attributes when encountered as accidental prop-
erties in the created order, why should we think that the actuality of God’s willing
and God’s power preclude one another when analogically predicated of the divine
life? As in the case of the ballplayer, the actuality of God’s willing the divine good
entails that God has the power to will the divine good, and so we also attribute this
power to the divine life. It is God’s power – the multi-track dispositional property
analogically predicated of God – that grounds the modal truths of possibility, and
so there is no modal collapse. The actuality of God’s willing does not preclude
God’s having this power. It is true that we require some account of how these
diverse predications of will and power can both refer to the simple life of God,
rather than to two different properties, but I have argued above that we possess
such an account. If we are able to predicate both the actuality of willing the
divine good and the power to will the divine good analogically to God, then we
are able to ground all the truths of what it is possible for God to do: creating
other worlds, refraining from creating at all, and so on.
A second objection is raised by Mullins against the traditional Thomist attempt

to distinguish between the absolute necessity with which God wills the divine life,
and the conditional necessity with which God brings the world into being. Mullins
writes,

[i]f God’s act of creation is of conditional necessity, His act is not identical to His essence. This

is so because conditional necessity is not identical to absolute necessity. So if the Thomist

makes this move, she will be abandoning divine simplicity because she will be forced to say

that God’s act is not identical to God’s essence. (Mullins (), )
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The worry is that, if God’s essence is willed with absolute necessity, but the cre-
ation of the world is willed with only conditional necessity, then either there is a
real distinction in God between essence and existence; or God has God’s
essence only by conditional necessity; or God’s act (and more particularly the cre-
ation of the world) is absolutely necessary. Yet according to the account I have
offered, we require no distinction within the divine will between what God wills
with conditional necessity and absolute necessity. Neither must we appeal to
any moment or state in the divine life prior to God’s willing what God actually
wills. God simply wills what God wills from all eternity, and God’s power is intrin-
sically such that it makes true many modal truths of possibility. God’s willing of the
divine good is necessary to God because the divine power is such that its full
actuality along any determinate track entails willing the divine goodness, and cre-
ation is contingent because that same divine power does not entail willing the
existence of any creature, but this depends on no real distinction within that
power itself.
Yet this raises a third objection: doesn’t the positing of many tracks along which

the divine power might be actualized introduce complexity in God? Leftow has
raised this objection in the course of considering whether the Thomist might dis-
tinguish between God’s will and God’s manner of willing:

mustn’t there be some real distinction in God between the willing and the manner, and how is

this compatible with divine simplicity? There either is or is not something in which it consists

for the willing to be in the one manner or the other. If there is, it seems that that something

must be there contingently, and so we introduce internal complexity in a simple God. If there is

not . . . we seem to solve the problem by magic. (Leftow (), )

According to the account I have offered, however, there is no distinction between a
necessary and a contingent component of God’s willing. God’s power is, necessar-
ily, what it is, and is itself such that it grounds non-actual possibilities without any
internal complexity. As in Vetter’s account of creaturely dispositional properties,
God’s power is fundamental: the possibly actualizable tracks along which this
power may be manifested are themselves based upon God’s power, on analogy
to the irreducible modality of Vetter’s dispositional properties. As with Vetterian
potentialities, we can distinguish between the property itself and the property as
realized along a particular track, but it is the very same property under discussion
in either case. Theologically, we might say God’s will is fully determinate, eternally
including the will to create the actual world and all the particulars of the course of
that world. God’s power to will the divine good is fully in act, and so God does in
fact will the divine good along some particular track. Yet the divine power is intrin-
sically such that it might conceivably have been actualized in many different ways
without difference in the power itself. It is, importantly, this intrinsic modal feature
of what the divine dispositional property is actually like, rather than a possibility
that God might have willed otherwise, that grounds the modal order of creation.
Here again, the relevant distinction is between God’s will and God’s power.
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If, then, the diverse attributes of power and will can be analogically ascribed to
the simplicity of the divine life, God’s power succeeds in grounding modal truths of
possibility without ascribing any potency or other real distinction to God. As
Vetter’s ACTUALITY shows, the actuality of some creature’s being Φ does not pre-
clude, but rather entails, a subject’s possessing a dispositional property to be Φ.
There is accordingly no reason that these attributions should be mutually exclusive
when predicated analogically of the divine life.

Conclusion

Does this account provide a sufficient account of metaphysical possibility
and divine freedom? One’s answer to this question will largely depend upon
one’s theological proclivities. It does not render creation absolutely necessary to
God, as the divine power also grounds the possibility of other courses of created
history. It follows the traditional Thomist rejection of any indeterminacy in the
divine will, without portraying God’s will as constrained by necessity.

Yet it is worth acknowledging that my account has little place for the sort of
deliberative freedom that many (including some within a broadly Thomist
outlook) have wanted to ascribe to God; but I join philosophers like Lynne
Rudder Baker and theologian Jesse Couenhoven in holding that it is undesirable
to attribute such freedom to the Christian, and to God. Nevertheless, for some,
holding that the divine will is fully determinate from all eternity may come uncom-
fortably close to holding that the act of creation is essential to God.
This would, however, be an improper conclusion. Worries that the eternal

actuality of the divine being might improperly constrain God’s will, or attempts
to base the divine being on an eternal divine decision, both threaten to push
beyond the proper limits of human intellect, attempting to peer into the incompre-
hensible mystery of the divine life in which the being and act of God are one. For
the proponent of divine simplicity, the being of God is not more basic than the will
or act of God – all these attributes analogically refer to the simple life of God. It
would be a mistake, then, to imagine that what God wills is determined by what
God’s being is like; the latter is no more basic or fundamental than the former.
It would be just as (in)appropriate to imagine God’s will and act as ‘constitutive’
of God’s being. In sum, we have no account to give of why this or any world is
what God wills to create – or, in the modal terms I have preferred here, why the
particular track of willing God’s perfect goodness that includes the creation of
the world is realized over against all the other possible tracks. The simple life of
God remains mysterious to us.
Having avoided the threat of modal collapse, we may nevertheless say that God

‘creates us out of the superabundance of perfection that characterizes his infinite
being’, and may on surer modal ground ‘[attribute] to God something both like
and unlike what we call free choice’ (White (), ). The divine nature
imposes no constraint upon what God wills in the created order, and so what
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God wills, God wills freely. Yet from all eternity the creation is included within the
divine willing that is the simple life of God. There are still, no doubt, questions that
remain about how we come to know of this simple life of God, how divine freedom
is related to creaturely freedom, and indeed around the coherence of the doctrine
of divine simplicity itself, but there is no modal collapse.
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Notes

. Use of the phrase ‘modal collapse’ to describe the consequences of the doctrine of divine simplicity
comes from Mullins (). Mullins himself draws the phrase from Kraay () and (), though
Kraay considers modal collapse in the context of God’s freedom or constraint to create a best possible
world.
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. See Morris (), especially  on the impossibility of creaturely contingency, and Rosenkrantz ().
. Copan & Craig (), .
. Duby (), –.
. Mullins () and ().
. Alan Torrance writes that ‘Mullins shows how divine simplicity and the attendant view that God is pure act

lead to modal collapse . . . a position that is clearly odious to Christian theology’ at Torrance (), –
; while Thomas McCall calls Mullins’s argument an ‘extremely important charge’ and a ‘very serious
objection’ at McCall (), –. Since the  publication of Mullins’s article, his claim that divine
simplicity leads to modal collapse has been cited also as evidence against divine simplicity at Smith (),
 n. ; Ortlund (), –; McNall (),  n. ; and Hinlicky (), .

. Christopher Tomaszewski has recently presented a forceful case for the invalidity of premise (), arguing
that Mullins’s argument depends on a fallacious modal substitution; see Tomaszewski (). Even if we
assume, contrary to Tomaszewski, that Mullins’s argument is valid, we can still show that it is unsound
due to this premise, (), being false.

. So Mullins, (), :

Anything that God might possibly be able to create or bring about, God must create or bring
about. Otherwise, God has unactualized potential. This entails that there is only one way that the
world can be – God actualizing all possible states of affairs. In other words, there is only one
possible world.

. See also Rogers (), –.
. Vetter ().
. St Thomas makes these claims in Summa Theologiae .-. A fine introduction to Thomas’s understanding

of divine simplicity may be found at te Velde (), –; for a more extensive discussion, see Burrell
(), –. Thomism is not the only avenue of response to the modal collapse argument. One might,
for instance, develop an account of divine simplicity that rejects the claim that God is identical to God’s
attributes, as did Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa; see Radde-Gallwitz (), especially pages –
 and –. Gavin Ortlund has traced the development of this understanding of divine simplicity in
St John of Damascus at Ortlund (), –. Recently, Mark Spencer has employed this strain of
Cappadocian thought, mediated through the Palamite essence/energy distinction, to modify the Thomist
account of divine simplicity in response to the challenge of reconciling divine simplicity and divine
freedom; see Spencer (), particularly pages –. In addition, one might opt for one or another
species of ‘modal deflationism’, according to which our modal attributions of necessity and possibility do
not map anything at the fundamental level. On deflationist accounts of modality, see Cameron (); for
an especially careful example of one such account, see Sider ().

. See Martin (), Molnar (), Mumford (), Bird (), Jacobs ().
. Vetter (), . At Vetter (), , she also notes the criticisms of possible worlds accounts of modality

offered byWilliamson () and Jubien () as motivating factors for the turn to dispositionalism about
modal claims.

. See also Jeffrey Brower’s response at Brower (), and Leftow’s rejoinder Leftow (b).
. It is worth noting Leftow’s own objections to his reconstruction of Thomas’s truthmaker theory, what

Brower calls the ‘power-reduction problem’ (the problem of how modal facts may reduce to an ostensibly
non-modal fact, God’s life), and the ‘one–many problem’ (the question of how the simple life of God can
make true many diverse modal facts). I agree with Brower’s rejoinder: ‘If Aquinas can show definitively
that God must be the explanation for all the powers he has and for all modal truths there are, then he will
have accomplished all he needs to accomplish, even if he can’t show how this is the case’; Brower (),
. Leftow’s worry that the doctrine of divine simplicity and its attendant rejection of any distinct aspects
in God’s life renders us incapable of describing precisely ‘how one unstructured, undifferentiated reality
makes true all modal truths, however varied their content’ (Leftow (a), ) seems mitigated by a
properly Thomist apophatic reserve. We should not be surprised that we cannot describe how the one
divine life itself is the source in which the varied things of the created order exist through participation,
because that divine life is essentially incomprehensible.
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. See Leftow (a),  and (b); Pawl (), –; and Frost (), –. Frost goes so far as
to say that ‘Aquinas’s texts leave no doubt that he did not hold the view that Leftow ascribes to him’ (Frost
(), ).

. These are, of course, versions of the objections to divine simplicity that Alvin Plantinga raises at Plantinga
(), –.

. On Thomas’s understanding of analogy, see especially Burrell (), – and te Velde (), –,
as well as Burrell (), McInerny (), and Stump (), –.

. Dewan is discussing here Aquinas’s In Posteriorum analyticorum Aristotelis ..
. Summa Theologiae ...
. Citing Summa Theologiae ... See Leftow (), – for an account of the divine attributes as

predicable of God in virtue of God’s being the ‘standard’ of attribution of these predicates to the created
order.

. This feature of analogical predication helps answer Alvin Plantinga’s worries that the doctrine of divine
simplicity might require holding that God is an abstract object; see also James Dolezal’s response at
Dolezal (), –. Leftow also notes that the suggestion that God has some abstract-object features
would help explain why God is a concrete object that seems to evidence some attributes otherwise true of
abstracta – for instance, necessary existence; see Leftow (), –.

. For other defences of the predication of diverse attributes to a simple God, see Leftow (); Brower
(); and Duby (), –. Describing the divine essence as incomprehensible raises many
questions about how we come to know it; see Burrell () for one Thomist account attempting to answer
them.

. One might object that dispositional property-talk, as a disposition to do some thing or some range of
things, inherently requires limitation, and so is unfit to be applied to God in a way that talk of goodness is
not. As we will see, however, the disposition I will ascribe to God is the disposition to will God’s own
infinite goodness, and so any other end of God’s willing could only be a privation or diminishment of this
act of willing, in that it would be directed to a lesser good or to the nihil itself.

. An anonymous reviewer wonders whether truths of possibility might be grounded not in God’s power (as
the Thomist tradition holds), but rather in matter (as is characteristic of more classical Neo-Platonism).
This position would actually end up quite close to Vetter’s, who grounds possibility not in God, but in the
potentialities of what exists at the origin of the universe (Vetter (), –). Such an approach would
not, as far as I can see, answer the modal collapse argument: if possibility is grounded wholly in creation,
divine simplicity still seems to require attributing necessity to God’s act of creation, falling afoul of
affirmations of God’s freedom in creating. See also Mullins’s discussion of John Philoponus at Mullins
(), –.

. In speaking of the ‘standard conception of dispositions’, Vetter has in mind accounts like those of Martin
(), Mumford (), Bird (), and Jacobs (); see Vetter (), ch. .

. In addition to the discussions of multi-track properties in Vetter (), see Vetter ().
. See Vetter (), –.
. Vetter notes this as her principal point of departure from Wilson () at Vetter (),  n. .
. I cite POSSIBILITY* over POSSIBILITY, as the former makes clear that POSSIBILITY is to be read as

untensed.
. So the Fourth Lateran Council’s () famous formulation: ‘between Creator and creature no similitude

can be expressed without implying a greater dissimilitude’ (Denzinger (), ).
. Thomas Aquinas (), . See also the Summa Contra Gentiles, –.
. Summa Theologiae ..; Summa Contra Gentiles, –.
. Frost (), .
. Ibid., .
. An anonymous reviewer raises the question of how we know that the actual world is in fact compatible

with God’s goodness. Given the immense suffering we encounter in the world, my suspicion is that we
believe this now only by faith, and hope to know it eschatologically. Adams () and () continue to
be indispensable in setting out clearly both the problem and a richly Christological description of how God
might overcome horrendous evils.

. This way of framing the issue is indebted to Brian Leftow’s critique of Thomist accounts of conditional
necessity at Leftow (), –.

. See Summa Theologiae .. and Frost’s discussion at Frost (), .
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. Baker () and Couenhoven ().
. Eleonore Stump has offered a suggestive understanding of divine freedom based on this insight at Stump

().
. See Levering () and McCormack ().
. Many thanks to Paul Griffiths, Paul Nedelisky, participants in a session of the Society of Christian

Philosophers–Pacific, members of the University of Virginia Metaphysics Writing Workshop, and three
anonymous reviewers for comments on various drafts of this article.
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