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According to one antitheist argument, God cannot know what it is like to be me because He, who is
necessarily unlimited and necessarily incorporeal, cannot have my point of view. In his recent article,
William J. Mander tries to demonstrate that God can indeed have His own point of view and my point of
view at the same time by providing examples that seem to motivate his claim. I argue that none of his
examples succeeds in this task. I introduce a different objection to the antitheist argument that appeals to the

Thomistic principle regarding divine attributes.

The difficulty of our knowing phenomenal, subjective aspects of a bat’s experiences is
vividly described in Thomas Nagel’s renowned paper ‘What Is It Like To Be a Bat??
Nagel contends that, in order for us to know what it is like to be a bat, we must have a
bat’s point of view. However, according to Nagel, since we lack a bat’s unique sensory
apparatus, sonar, we cannot have a bat’s point of view. Therefore, he concludes, we
cannot know —or at least it is extremely difficult for us to know —what it is like to be a
bat. In a recent issue of this Journal, William J. Mander? examines the antitheist argument
in the same dialectic: In order for God to know what it is like to be me, He must have my
point of view. However, since God is necessarily unlimited and necessarily incorporeal,
while I am limited and corporeal, He cannot have my point of view. Therefore, God

cannot know what it is like to be me.?

1. MANDER’S OBJECTION



Mander claims that the antitheist argument is fallacious because, according to him, God
can in fact have His own point of view and my point of view at the same time:
To say that one cannot simultaneously hold two perspectives is not quite right;
this can be done where one of them includes the other. For where a point of view
includes another more restricted sub point of view as one of its parts or
components, in holding the wider view one is simultaneously holding the
narrower view which it contains. ... We may suggest that God knows what it is
like to be us because his complete and unlimited perspective on the world
includes as one of its parts our limited and imperfect perspective on the same.
Mander cannot simply stipulate that God can have these two distinct points of view at
the same time because that is the negation of the sub-conclusion of the antitheist
argument. However, because of its speculative nature, neither can Mander demonstrate

his claim. Thus, he tries to motivate it by providing five relevant examples5:

(1) University and Colleges: Individual colleges have their own points of view but the
university as a whole has a point of view which includes those sub points of view.

(2) Week and Days: Last Sunday and next Friday are different points from which we can
regard the passing of time, but both are included within the wider point of view of this
week.

(3) Europe and Britain: Britain has its own point of view but, at the same time, it is a part
of the European point of view.

(4) Awareness and Senses: Our visual, tactile or auditory senses have their own points of
view but they are parts of the wider point of view of our complete conscious awareness.

(5) Adults and Children: Children’s points of view are included in adults” point of view.



Now, in the following, I show that those examples fail to motivate Mander’s objection to
the antitheist argument.

(1), (2) and (3) are simply irrelevant to the antitheist argument. As those examples
show, the word “point of view’ is often ascribed to many different objects like colleges,
countries, and so on. However, the point of view with which Nagel and the antitheist
argument—at least one version of the antitheist argument—are concerned is one in a
much more limited sense.® It is a point of view with which one’s “subjective phenomena
is essentially connected’.” This type of point of view cannot be taken by colleges, days or
countries, but only by an agent, such as a bat or me, that can have phenomenal
experiences.8

(4) and (5) involve, contrary to (1), (2) and (3), agents that can have phenomenal
experiences. Do they then motivate Mander’s objection to the antitheist argument? The
answer is, unfortunately, no.

(4) says that while we have different forms of senses, each of which has its own
point of view, they are parts of our complete conscious awareness. However, according
to the restricted sense of a point of view noted above, senses themselves are not qualified
to have points of view. For, again, they are not agents that can have phenomenal
experiences. While it does make sense to say that I have my own point of view through
those senses, it does not make sense to say that my visual sense alone or my tactile sense
alone has its own point of view.

(5) seems more promising than the others because it involves only adults and
children, both of whom can have points of view in the restricted sense; and, in fact, (5)

seems to prove that one can have two points of view at the same time. Nevertheless, this



example does not support Mander’s objection to the antitheist argument. For although
adults are different from children, they are not as different from children as God is from
me. The main thrust of the antitheist argument is that God cannot have my point of view
because God and I are fundamentally distinct from each other. While God is necessarily
unlimited and necessarily incorporeal, I am limited and corporeal. The antitheist
argument derives the impossibility of God’s knowing what it is like to be me by
appealing to this fundamental difference between God and me. This sort of
distinctiveness is not present in the example of adults and children. For, after all, adults
are merely grownup children!

In order to motivate his objection to the antitheist argument Mander needs to
provide an example in the following form: while p1 and p2 are fundamentally distinct,
pl can have pl’s and p2’s points of view—points of view in the restricted sense—
simultaneously because p1’s point of view includes p2’s point of view. As we have seen,
however, none of Mander’s examples fits this form.

At this point Mander might argue that his examples are mere metaphors. That is,
they are not supposed to justify the truth of his objection to the antitheist argument but
merely to illustrate the relationship between God’s point of view and my point of view.
However, they are problematic even as metaphors. For those examples entail the exact
opposite of what Mander needs to show for the purpose of defending his claim.

Forget about a point of view in the restricted sense and consider again the example
of Europe and Britain. Europe’s point of view includes Britain’s point of view. That is
why Britain can have both the British point of view and the European point of view at
the same time. Consider, again, the example of a university and colleges. The University

of London’s point of view includes Heythrop College’s point of view. That is why



Heythrop College can have both Heythrop College’s point of view and the University of
London’s point of view at the same time. Thus those examples seem successfully to
support Mander’s claim: “To say that one cannot simultaneously hold two perspectives
is not quite right; this can be done where one of them includes the other’.® However,
given Mander’s assumptions that Europe and the University of London correspond to
God and that Britain and Heythrop College correspond to me, what those examples
actually show is not that God can know what it is like to be me but that I can know what it
is like to be God! This is the exact opposite of what Mander needs to show.

In what follows, I provide a new objection to the antitheist argument. I demonstrate
that even if the antitheist argument successfully shows that God cannot know what it is

like to be me, that does not by any means undermine His divinity.

2. ANEW OBJECTION

According to traditional theism, God is necessarily omnipotent. That is, God is a being
such that He is necessarily maximally powerful. However, ever since Aquinas it has
been widely agreed that the doctrine of divine omnipotence does not entail that God can
do absolutely anything.!® Many, if not most, theologians and philosophers accept the
following Thomistic principle:

Thomistic Principle: The fact that God cannot do what it is necessarily impossible

to do does not undermine His omnipotence.
So, according to this principle, even if God cannot draw a square circle or create a
married bachelor, it does not follow that God is not omnipotent.

As we have seen, the antitheist argument attempts to show that because of His very

necessary perfection God cannot know what it is like to be me. While knowing what it is



like to be me requires that God be limited and corporeal, it is necessarily impossible for
Him to be limited and corporeal while retaining His divine nature. However, according
to the Thomistic principle, God does not have to be able to do what it is necessarily
impossible to do in order to complete His omnipotence.!2 Therefore, given the Thomistic
principle, the antitheist argument fails to undermine God’s omnipotence.

Now, proponents of the antitheist argument might claim that even if God does not
have to be able to know what it is like to be me for His omnipotence, He still needs to
know it for His other divine attributes, such as divine omniscience. However, this is not
true. The doctrine of divine omnipotence subsumes all the powers that God has to have
and actually has. Thus, if the power to know what it is like to be me is outside the scope
of the doctrine of divine omnipotence then His inability to know it does not by any
means undermine His divinity.

As Mander contends, there seems no good reason to think that God cannot know
what it is like to be me. However, given the Thomistic principle, even if God cannot
know what it is like to be me, for the reason to which the antitheist argument appeals,

the divinity of God is not undermined at all.
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