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ABSTRACT: For several years Linda Zagzebski has been exploring the coherence and
theological implications of an attribute called omnisubjectivity. In her mind, the
theological implications of omnisubjectivity could extend to Christian doctrines such
the Trinity, sanctification, and more. For this essay, I wish to consider Zagzebski’s
suggestion that omnisubjectivity could be useful for dealing with the particular
problem of creation. I will argue that the current models for omnisubjectivity cannot
help with the particular problem of creation, but that divine imagination and
simulation can be developed in order to offer some minimal assistance for dealing with
the particular problem of creation.
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Introduction

For several years Linda Zagzebski has been exploring the coherence and theological
implications of an attribute called omnisubjectivity. In her mind, the theological
implications of omnisubjectivity could extend to Christian doctrines such the Trinity,
sanctification, and more. For this essay, I wish to consider Zagzebski’s suggestion that
omnisubjectivity could be useful for dealing with the particular problem of creation. I
will argue that the current models for omnisubjectivity cannot help with the particular
problem of creation, but that divine imagination and simulation can be developed in
order to offer some minimal assistance for dealing with the particular problem of
creation.

This paper shall proceed as follows. In the first section I will articulate the general
and particular problem of creation. In the second section I will distinguish creation ex
nihilo from eternal creation in order to properly set up the discussion on the particular
problem of creation. In the third section I will explain what is omnisubjectivity and
consider Zagzebski’s three models for how God is omnisubjective. The fourth section
will articulate Zagzebski’'s proposal for omnisubjectivity and the problems of creation.
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I will argue that the proposal is lacking in several serious ways. In the fifth section I
will develop some proposals for divine imagination and consider some objections.
This will provide proponents of omnisubjectivity with ways to extend their view. This
will also provide alternatives for people who think omnisubjectivity is incoherent but
that something in the neighbourhood is correct. Finally, I will tie all of the threads
together to develop some concluding thoughts on divine imagination and the
particular problem of creation.

The Problems of Creation

In contemporary philosophical theology there is a distinction between The General
Problem of Creation and The Particular Problem of Creation. Each is related to a
specific question. Why would God create anything at all? Why would God create this
particular universe? These are interesting questions in their own right but they are
connected to a history of serious objections to the foundations of philosophical
theology and the rationality of theism. For example, there is a history of atheistic
arguments that claim there is no reason for God to create the universe. This lack of a
reason to create is argued to undermine inferences that our universe is the product of
a divine designer (see, e.g., Bossche, 1998 and Manson, 2013).

The concept of God is that of a perfect being which is the single, ultimate foundation
of reality. A model of God seeks to give a unique articulation for what it means to be
perfect and in what way God is responsible for everything else in existence. A serious
problem arises when theologians try to develop the account of divine foundationalism
because there needs to be an explanation for why God produced anything at all. What
is often at issue is God’s perfect rationality which demands that God always acts on
the basis of objectively good reasons. If a model of God prevents one from identifying
a good reason for God to produce something, then that undermines the plausibility of
that particular model of God.

Elsewhere I have argued that classical theism is unable to provide an answer to this
issue, whereas other models of God can. Classical theism says that God cannot be
moved or influenced by external considerations, and that God realizes all values in
Himself (see Murphy, 2017, pp. 80-81 and Murphy, 2021, p. 156). This makes it
exceedingly difficult to discern what possible reason God could have to create.
Whereas other models of God say that God can be moved or influenced by
considerations that are external to the divine nature, and further that it is simply
incoherent to suggest that God somehow realizes all possible values in Himself (see
e.g.,, Mullins, 2020a and Mullins, 2023). After all, the value of a creator-creature
relationship cannot be realized by God all alone in Himself. The potential value of such
relationships can be one possible reason for God to create in general. One general
motive for God to create anything at all is to bring about the realization of values that
would otherwise not obtain.
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As interesting as those debates are, they are not the main focus in this article. My
focus is on the particular problem of creation. Out of all the possible universes that
God could create, why this one? As I have explored elsewhere, God has various
options such as creating a theologically deterministic universe or an open universe.
Perhaps God could create a Molinist universe (See Mullins, 2024, ch. 6). Maybe God
could create a universe that has a presentist ontology of time, or maybe God creates a
universe with an eternalist ontology. It may even be that God is eccentric enough to
create a morphing block universe in hypertime (for more, see Mullins, 2025). I very
much doubt that last possibility, but the point should be clear. God has options, and
perfect rationality demands that God has an objectively good reason to create the
particular universe we find ourselves in.

Zagzebski has suggested that omnisubjectivity could be explored to help answer
the particular problem of creation (Zagzebski, 2013, p. 36). Below I will explore this in
more detail and argue that the current models of omnisubjectivity do not help answer
the particular problem of creation. Then I will argue that omnisubjectivity can be
developed further to deal with certain issues if we extend this attribute to include
divine imagination. I need to continue setting the stage before I can do that, but I wish
to offer a clarification before moving forward. As I understand Zagzebski, she is not
saying that omnisubjectivity can give a full answer to the particular problem of
creation. She is merely saying that omnisubjectivity can help fill in the details of an
answer. I will explain this more below, but itis important that readers understand how
minimal her claim is before continuing.

What is creation ex nihilo?

To help readers better understand the problems of creation, it will be important to keep
in mind a common starting assumption in these discussions. Readers need to keep in
mind the notion of God all alone prior to any created order. This is because a common
assumption in these discussions is the doctrine of creation ex nihilo. The doctrine of
creation ex nihilo says that the universe has an absolute beginning, prior to which God
was all alone. According to Samuel Lebens, creation ex nihilo is the affirmation that,
“The universe was created by God at some point in time (perhaps the first moment in
time), before which there was nothing (except God)” (Lebens, 2020, p. 31). Since God
was all alone, there is no pre-existent matter from which God produced the universe.
To give but one example of this, al-Ghazali says that,

God brought it [the universe] into being after its non-existence, and
made it something after it had been nothing, since from eternity He
alone was existent and there was nothing along with Him. After that,
He originated creation as a manifestation of His power and a realization
of what He had previously willed, and of what from eternity had been
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truly His word. He did this not because of any lack of it or need for it.
(Renard, 2014, pp. 112-113)

This is distinct from a doctrine of eternal creation which says that God and the cosmos
are co-eternal, or that God never exists without a created universe of some sort
(Lebens, 2020, p. 31). Again, to give merely one example, the contemporary theologian
Thomas Jay Oord offers a series of objections to the notion of God all alone that is
taught in the doctrine of creation ex nihilo. He explicitly argues against the doctrine of
creation ex nihilo in order to justify his claim that God eternally creates a successive
series of universes such that God and the created order are co-eternal (cf. Oord, 2023).
This will be important to keep in mind when I consider panentheism later since
panentheism rejects creation ex nihilo in favour of an eternal creation.

Both doctrines have a long and interesting history in their own right with
philosophers on both sides laying forth their arguments. Famously Maimonides and
Aquinas claim that the philosophical arguments for each doctrine are at a stalemate,
so the teachings of one’s faith must decide in favour of creation ex nihilo.! I am not
going to attempt to adjudicate this debate here. My point is that readers need to keep
in mind the doctrines of creation ex nihilo and eternal creation when they are
considering the subsequent sections of this essay. The general and particular problems
of creation typically assume the doctrine of creation ex nihilo. They ask one to consider
God all alone prior to creation, and then ask why God would create in general, and
why this universe in particular.

What is Omnisubjectivity?

There is one final piece of the puzzle that I need to discuss before I can consider
Zagzebski’s proposal for the particular problem of creation. What is omnisubjectivity?
In Zagzebski’'s earlier writings, she claimed that omnisubjectivity is perfect total
empathy with all creaturely conscious states (Zagzebski, 2008; 2013; 2016). In her
recent book on omnisubjectivity, she has expressed doubts about this. Her current
definition of omnisubjectivity is a bit different. According to Zagzebski,
“Omnisubjectivity is the property of having a complete and perfect grasp of all actual
and possible subjective states, past, present, and future, from the first-person
perspective of the possessor of the state” (Zagzebski, 2023, p. 119). To be clear,
Zagzebski has in mind God knowing propositional knowledge and phenomenal
knowledge. One of the motivations for affirming the property of omnisubjectivity is
that it expands omniscience beyond mere propositional knowledge because there is
more to know in the world such as phenomenal knowledge.

1 For a historical overview of some of these arguments, see Dales (1990) and Adamson (2016).
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One of the issues that Zagzebski considers in her more recent work is the question,
“How is God omnisubjective?” In earlier work she seemed to assume that empathy
was the only answer, but in her recent book she considers three possible answers to
this question. There is empathy of course, but there is also perception and panentheism
as possible answers to how God is omnisubjective. Allow me to briefly articulate each
model.

On the empathy model, God’s omnisubjectivity is perfect total empathy, or “a
complete and accurate copy of all a person’s conscious states” (Zagzebski, 2023, p. 66).
For any conscious state that one might have, God has a perfect copy of it. For example,
God really understands what it is like for you, from your own first-person perspective,
to have anxiety. Zagzebski expresses doubt that empathy can deliver omnisubjectivity
because there is always a difference between an empath and the one being empathized
with. An empath is always aware that she is considering a copy of a person’s conscious
states. The empath does not adopt the other person’s conscious states as her own. If 1
empathize with Zagzebski, I come to understand what it is like for her to be a world’s
leading philosopher. I do not come to know, “I am the great philosopher Linda
Zagzebski.” Hence in empathy there is always a bit of a gap between the empath and
the one empathized with. Zagzebski worries that this gap undermines
omnisubjectivity, which is why she wishes to consider multiple models for how God
gets the omnisubjectivity (Zagzebski, 2023, pp. 68-69). I, however, am unbothered by
this gap. This is merely the logical limit of empathy. If God came to know, “I am the
great philosopher Linda Zagzebski, and this is what it is like to be me,” God would
not be empathizing with Zagzebski. Instead, God would have lost His mind because
God would have confused Himself with Zagzebski. I take this sort of cognitive failure
to be impossible for a perfect being. My worry is that Zagzebski is asking for the
impossible, but of course, the impossible is not a strike against the empathy model.
But I shall set aside my sympathies for divine empathy at the moment.

On the perceptual model, God merely perceives that you have some particular
conscious state. According to Zagzebski, this does not really seem to give God full
omnisubjectivity since God only knows that you have some particular conscious state.
Mere perception does not give God a total grasp of that conscious state (Zagzebski,
2023, p. 72). To develop this thought a bit further, the problem is that God does not get
the phenomenal knowledge through mere perception. If you are in pain, and God
perceives it, God merely has the propositional knowledge that you are in pain.
Nothing about mere perception gets God the full phenomenal grasp of what it is like
for you to be in pain at this moment. I think Zagzebski is right to have doubts about
this model for how God is omnisubjective, but I will set those aside.

The final model of omnisubjectivity that Zagzebski considers is panentheism
(Zagzebski, 2023, p. 73). This is an odd move since panentheism is a model of God that
is incredibly difficult to demarcate. Panentheism has the catchy slogan that the
universe is in God, but God is more than the universe. The problem is that it is not at
all clear what this means in a non-metaphorical way that clearly demarcates
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panentheism from its rivals (cf. Mullins, 2016). In fact, I can find nothing in Zagzebski’s
writings that help me figure out what panentheism is, nor anything that can help
illuminate how God is omnisubjective. Even further, Zagzebski has admitted to me
that she hopes I can figure out what panentheism is so that she can discern if it helps
the case for omnisubjectivity.?

One problem is that panentheists seem to disagree on just about everything. For
example, Avicenna affirms that God is completely unmoved by the world. That does
not sound friendly towards omnisubjectivity. In fact, many panentheists affirm that
God is impassible and in a state of pure blissful contemplation of Himself. Again, this
is not remotely congenial towards omnisubjectivity. Other panentheists, such as Oord,
are happy to affirm that God has a perfect grasp of all creaturely conscious states and
feels everything along with creation. Of course, notice here that Oord is affirming
omnisubjectivity by way of empathy and omniscience. Nothing about panentheism is
doing the explaining for how God is omnisubjective. Instead, the affirmation of God’s
radical empathy is what is intended to demarcate Oord’s model of God from
something like Aquinas” model of God.3

So what exactly is panentheism? To be honest, I don’t really know. Elsewhere I have
suggested that the only way to clearly demarcate panentheism from its rivals is that it
rejects creation ex nihilo in favor of a doctrine of eternal creation (cf. Mullins, 2023).
This is intentionally ignoring the fact that one contemporary panentheist says he
affirms creation ex nihilo (e.g. Clayton, 2008). But such outliers must be ignored in
favor of the majority view among panentheists who explicitly reject creation ex nihilo
(cf. Gocke, 2017). Otherwise, no progress can be made for figuring out what
panentheism could possibly be.

With that being said, I now have three models of omnisubjectivity to consider. This
will help readers grasp what Zagzebski’s proposal is for dealing with the particular
problem of creation.

What is Zagzebski’s Proposal for Omnisubjectivity and the Problems of Creation?

In her earlier writings, Zagzebski claimed that omnisubjectivity can help tackle the
general and particular problems of creation. Again, my focus is on the particular
problem of creation. Since Zagzebski articulates this proposal in her earlier work,
readers should keep in mind that she is assuming the empathy model of
omnisubjectivity. I will argue that the empathy model does not help with the particular
problem of creation. Then I will consider her other models of omnisubjectivity to see
if they fare any better. I argue that they do not help, but in the next section I will make
a suggestion for what will help.

2 She has told me this in personal conversations.
3 For more on this see Mullins (2025, Ch. 2).
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In her earlier work, Zagzebski takes omnisubjectivity to be God’s total perfect
empathy of all creaturely conscious states. Empathy is gained by having a direct
cognitive acquaintance with another person. Thus it seems a bit difficult to figure out
how empathy could help God decide which kind of universe to create. When God is
deciding, there are no creatures in existence for God to empathize with.

Zagzebski is not deterred by this problem, and suggests that God might have
counterfactual or hypothetical omnisubjectivity. Careful readers will have noticed that
the definition given above from Zagzebski’s recent book has this counterfactual
cognitive grasp built into the definition of omnisubjectivity. What Zagzebski does in
her earlier work is try to defend this position. So allow me to elaborate on her defense.

Any Molinist might initially find this attractive because it looks like an extension of
middle knowledge. This is divine empathy with merely possible conscious states of
merely possible conscious creatures. Zagzebski claims that this kind of power better
captures God’s cognitive perfection (Zagzebski, 2013, p. 36). Not only that, she thinks
that it would help us make sense of God’s creation and providential control. She
writes,

the ability to grasp counterfactual conscious states from a first person
perspective seems to be a necessary condition for ideal governance of
the world. If God does not know what it would be like for conscious
beings to have their experiences, how can God know what to create?
(Zagzebski, 2013, p. 36)

On standard accounts of God’s omniscience and decision to create, theologians only
speak of God knowing the truthvalues of the propositions about those possible
universes. God is said to know all of the descriptive facts about those possible worlds,
but there is hardly any mention of God knowing the phenomenal facts about what
those worlds are like. Zagzebski takes this to be a cognitive deficiency that is
unbefitting of God. She says,

Lacking a grasp of those experiences as they would be experienced by
individual beings in that world is a failure to fully grasp that world, and
hence, it is a failure to grasp the ways the actual world could have
turned out. That does not seem worthy of a cognitively perfect being.
(Zagzebski, 2013, p. 36)

When it comes to discerning which particular universe God should create, Zagzebski
says that God’s counterfactual omnisubjectivity must come into play. Again, in her
earlier work she is assuming the empathy model for how God is omnisubjective. The
suggestion is that God’s empathetic knowledge will help Him compare and contrast
the different possible universes that He might create. Without such knowledge,
Zagzebski says she can’t see how God could adequately compare the universes. She
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asks us to imagine that God lacks counterfactual omnisubjectivity. In that case, God
“could not know what it would be like for him to create such a world and to have an
empathic awareness of it. This not only puts serious limitations on a creator God, but
also limits his knowledge of his own counterfactual self” (Zagzebski, 2013, p. 37-8).
This, says Zagzebksi, is a serious problem.

She doesn’t say much about how all of this works, but she does give some
suggestions. For example, she asks us to consider the notion that God rewards and
punishes free creatures. Zagzebski says that if God does not know in advance what it
would be like for a person to have certain subjective experiences, then it is difficult to
see how God could adequately have a plan for rewarding and punishing people
(Zagzebski, 2013, p. 38).

The careful reader will notice that this is not a full answer to the particular problem
of creation. As I said earlier, I don’t think Zagzebski intends it to be a full answer.
Instead, omnisubjectivity is meant to assist with the answer. Omnisubjectivity gives
some of the details about how God considers different possible universes. Grasping
such phenomenal knowledge is meant to supply God with unique reasons in favor or
against any particular potential universe. So allow me to extend Zagzebski’s proposal
on her behalf before offering my critique.

Any answer to the particular problem of creation will need to specify what God’s
goal is. In my previous discussions of the particular problem, I consider something
called God’s most central purpose (Mullins, 2024, p. 82). This is God’s goal to enter
into friendship with as many humans as possible. The idea is that this is not God’s only
goal for creation, but it is an incredibly significant goal that God intends to satisfy.
Imagine that this is in fact's God’s most central purpose for the universe. If that is
God’s goal, that will significantly narrow down the range of potential universes for
God to consider creating. It should be obvious that God will no longer consider
creating universes in which human life will not be possible. Instead, God will consider
potential universes in which human life will be inevitable. Imagine further, that God
is considering a range of different universes in which human life is inevitable. How
can God whittle down His options even more? This is where Zagzebski’s proposal
could come into play. It could be that God considers the phenomenal states of potential
conscious creatures in each universe, and those phenomenal states supply God with
unique reasons to select a particular universe. Perhaps one of the potential universes
is filled with an amount of suffering that is far too unacceptable, or maybe another
universe has a greater variety of unique human experiences than others. These could
be important reasons that factor into God’s decision to create one particular universe.
Again, it is not the full answer to the particular problem of creation, but it certainly
gives more detail to the story, which is something desperately needed in philosophical
theology.

It seems to me that Zagzebski is right in suggesting that this kind of phenomenal
knowledge is important for answering the particular problem of creation. However,
what are we to make of all of this? I have my doubts that this is coherent. Again, this
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proposal was developed with the empathy model for how God is omnisubjective.
Omnisubjectivity here is total perfect empathy. The problem is that empathy is
achieved by some sort of direct cognitive acquaintance with another conscious being.
In the scenarios that Zagzebski is describing, there are no conscious creatures for God
to empathize with. So this entire suggestion seems to be a non-starter. Empathy does
not help with the particular problem of creation because there are no creatures to
empathize with prior to creation when God is making His decision. If there are
creatures for God to empathize with, omnisubjectivity comes too late to assist God in
making a creative decision.

Since in later writings Zagzezbski explores other models for how God is
omnisubjective, these are worth taking into consideration as well. So next consider the
perception model for how God is omnisubjective. Does this help with the particular
problem of creation? No. Perception does not help because this also presupposes the
existence of creatures. Prior to creation, there are no creatures to perceive. If there are
creatures for God to perceive, omnisubjectivity comes too late to assist God in making
a creative decision. Moreover, I don’t know what it could mean to literally perceive
the phenomenal states of hypothetical creatures. So this model also sounds like a non-
starter.

What about panentheism? There are several problems here in terms of answering
the particular problem of creation. The biggest problem is that panentheism does not
help because panentheism is incredibly fuzzy. Again, Zagzebski offers no clear model
of panentheism in her writings. As stated before, omnisubjectivity does not seem to be
doing anything to help explain what panentheism is, nor does panentheism seem to
help illuminate what omnisubjectivity is. Another problem is that omnisubjectivity
does not help here to explain why God must create in general, nor why God must
create a particular universe.

In my own articulation of how panentheism can answer the particular problem of
creation, omnisubjectivity plays no role. As mentioned above, I think the clearest way
to demarcate panentheism from its rivals is to reject creation ex nihilo in favour of an
eternal creation. God always exists with a created universe of some sort. There is no
state of affairs where God is all alone to consider His options. What this means is that,
once again, omnisubjectivity would come too late to factor into God’s decision to create
any particular thing. God is eternally creating, and thus God is eternally grasping a
variety of creaturely conscious states. So it seems that omnisubjectivity cannot do the
explaining for why God creates this or that thing.

To see this further, panentheists typically have a different explanation for why God
would create in general, and this explanation answers the particular problem of
creation. One standard panentheist answer is to appeal to the diffusiveness of the good
(Mullins, 2023). This means that God is the greatest good and as the greatest good must
produce as many other good things as possible. Why does God create in general?
Because goodness must produce more good things. Why does God create this
particular universe? Because goodness must produce all other possible good things.
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This is a nice and tidy answer to the general and particular problem of creation.
However, notice that nothing about grasping potential or actual creaturely conscious
states does any explanatory work. All of the work is being done by goodness.

Where does this leave us? All of Zagzebski’s models for how God is omnisubjective
fail to help with the particular problem of creation. This might seem to be bad news
for omnisubjectivity, but I have a proposal that might help.

What Does Help? Divine Imagination

I want to revisit Zagzebski’s current working definition of omnisubjectivity. Zagzebski
says, “Omnisubjectivity is the property of having a complete and perfect grasp of all
actual and possible subjective states, past, present, and future, from the first-person
perspective of the possessor of the state” (Zagzebski, 2023, p. 119). The problem for
Zagzebski is how God gets this grasp of actual and possible subjective states. As
Zagzebski acknowledges, empathy and perception can only help fill in the details for
actually existing creaturely conscious states (Zagzebski, 2023, pp. 131-2). I suppose
God’s memory can help fill in the details for past creaturely subjective states. One
serious problem that Zagzebski keeps encountering is how to fill in the details for
possible and future subjective states. She suggests that divine imagination might help,
but laments that there has been little serious reflection on divine imagination
(Zagzebski, 2023, p. 133). I think I can fill in some of those details on her behalf. The
issue with my account will be the complete grasp. If Zagzebski thinks that empathy is
a problem because there is a gap between the empath and the one empathized with,
then she will not like the gap that I will have in the account below. However, just as 1
maintained that Zagzebski is asking for too much from empathy, I maintain that any
complaint against what I am about to say is also asking for too much. There are logical
limits to what can be grasped, and I believe that my account fills God’s knowledge to
the logical limit. What is needed for God to be omnisubjective is for God to have a
variety of cognitive powers that give Him the capacity to undergo experiences and
simulate or imagine potential experiences. Allow me to explain.

Omnisubjectivity is an interesting attribute, but I think it is grounded in something
more fundamental, namely, God’s maximal cognitive excellence. My suggestion is that
how God is omnisubjective is explained by identifying the different cognitive powers
that God has. God is omnipotent which I take to be the maximal set of power granting
abilities which logically excludes all liabilities. One set of power granting abilities is
maximal cognitive excellence. Maximal cognitive excellence covers God’s cognitive
powers related to beliefs, emotions, and rationality. As I see it, God has the power to
develop true beliefs in the right way, and is always appropriately responsive to
objectively good reasons. God’s power to develop true beliefs covers not merely
propositional knowledge but also phenomenal knowledge as He experiences new
things over time. This requires that God is a temporal being, but I know of no good

80



reason to reject divine temporality, so I see no problems with this. Emotions are felt
evaluations of a situation, and God’s emotions are always appropriately fitting to any
given situation. God is sad or angry when humans commit sins, and God is delighted
when sinners repent. These are rationally fitting emotions to have, so a perfectly
rational being will have them when it is appropriate.

I believe that God’s cognitive powers entail the ability to empathize with others, just
as Zagzebski argues for in her work. This is because empathy is an epistemic state that
one achieves, and a maximally excellent cognitive being will have the power to achieve
this. However, I also believe that maximal cognitive excellence entails the power to
imagine or simulate propositional and phenomenal states. The traditional doctrine of
divine ideas says that God necessarily and eternally knows all of the possible creatures
that He could produce. This is typically understood to be that God has the idea of all
possibilities (cf. Ward, 2020). My suggestion is that the divine imagination be extended
to include God knowing all possible phenomenal states. I don’t think this is too much
of a leap for your average theist to make. If one is willing to accept that God knows all
of the logical possibilities, it seems like a very small step to say that God also knows
all of the logically possible phenomenal states. If I can imagine some possible
phenomenal states, then surely God could imagine all possible phenomenal states.

What are the consequences of this? As I see it, this introduces a difference between
what God imagines and what the experience will actually be like. As Zagzebski points
out, we often imagine something, and after we experience it we can say, “That is what
I thought it would be like” (Zagzebski, 2023, p. 133). Some might worry that this
creates a gap in God’s knowledge because God’s imagination of what it would be like
is not the same as the experience itself, but I say that this alleged “gap” is just the
logical distinction between what is possible and what is actual. God can imagine what
it would be like to create this or that universe. Imagining what it would be like to create
universe X is a distinct phenomenal state from what it is like to actually create universe
X. As perfect in cognitive power, God can tell the difference between a simulation and
the actual experience. So whatever this “gap” is, it is simply a logical limit, and that is
no strike against omnisubjectivity.

God'’s Imagination and God’s Phenomenal Knowledge of Actual Events

Again, my proposal is that maximal cognitive excellence could be seen as entailing that
God’s ideas include a phenomenal grasp of all logically possible phenomenal states.
This is my proposal for how God is omnisubjective with respect to knowledge of
possible and future phenomenal states. The kind of phenomenal knowledge had via
divine imagination is different from the kind of phenomenal knowledge God has via
actually experiencing a particular event. An obvious question should arise at this
point. Does this even make any sense?
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Some philosophers claim that God’s imagination would be so incredibly accurate
that there is no possible difference between God’s imagination and experiencing the
real thing.* This would call into question the coherence of my proposal. I understand
the intuition behind this claim, but I think it is mistaken on two points. First, it
overlooks the fundamental difference between a simulation and the real thing. Again,
a cognitively perfect being should be able to tell the difference. If God could not tell
the difference between a simulation and the real thing, God could be subject to
deception or illusion, and that is a liability not a power. Hence, it seems more plausible
to affirm that there is a difference between God’s imagination and God’s experience of
the actual thing.

Second, there should be a clear difference between God’s imagination and God’s
phenomenal knowledge of actual events. For instance, the difference between divine
imagination and experiencing creation involve different mental acts entirely. The
intention behind imagining a possible universe is clearly different from the intention
to actually produce a universe. The difference in mental acts of intention entails a
difference in phenomenal knowledge. One divine mental act involves intending to
imagine a potential universe, which should entail knowing what it is like to imagine a
potential universe. Another divine mental act involves intending to produce an actual
universe, which should entail knowing what it is like to produce an actual universe.

Further, if Zagzebski is right to build in phenomenal knowledge into the divine
ideas, then the differences between divine imagination and creation should be even
more stark. The doctrine of divine ideas says that God necessarily has all of the ideas
of all possibilities. If one says that the divine ideas include phenomenal knowledge,
then God necessarily has this phenomenal knowledge of all possibilities. To make this
point more clear, God necessarily knows what it is like to imagine all possible
phenomenal states. God necessarily knows these as possible phenomenal states. That
is different from God contingently knowing what it is like to actually produce a
universe of His own free will. So I think the suggestion that there is no difference
between God’s imagination and God’s phenomenal knowledge of actual events is just
deeply mistaken.

What About Transformative Experiences?

There is another potential worry that some might have to my account of divine
imagination. Some of the discussions on so-called transformative experiences argue
that there are certain kinds of phenomenal states that just cannot be grasped in
advance.’ For example, one just cannot know what it is like to have a child until after
one in fact has a child. If that is right, then God cannot have a perfect grasp of
unrealized phenomenal states as omnisubjectivity claims. Further, without this

4 This was suggested to me by Alan Rhoda, John Keller, and various members of the Philadelphia
Philosophy of Religion Reading Group.
5 For an overview, see Chan (2024).
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phenomenal knowledge, omnisubjectivity simply cannot be of any use for helping
God decide which universe to create. In which case, the question of this paper has a
very clear answer. Can omnisubjectivity help answer the particular problem of
creation? The answer will have to be no.

How can the proponent of omnisubjectivity reply? There are at least two different
ways of replying that I can imagine.

First, one can say that transformative experiences are certainly true of humans, but
they do not apply to God. God’s imagination is of all logically possible phenomenal
states, end of story. It is simply impossible for God to have a transformative experience
because God is omnisubjective. That is one way to reply.

Of course, this answer comes with an odd entailment. God will have to know what
it is like for humans to undergo a transformative experience. Which seems to entail
that God will have to know what it is like to undergo a transformative experience. To
be honest, I am not sure what to think about this issue. In previous writings, I have
argued that God can know what it is like for you to enjoy sinning, but God’s
empathetic knowledge does not entail that God in fact enjoys sinning. True, God
knows what it is like to enjoy sinning, and God'’s final evaluation of such a thing is
quite negative (Mullins, 2020b). I find myself uncertain if a similar analysis can be used
to help omnisubjectivity deal with God’s grasp of transformative experiences. So the
plausibility of this answer to the objection of this section remains to be seen.

Here is a second strategy for replying to the objection. Omnisubjectivity is the
property of having a complete and perfect grasp of all actual and possible subjective
states, past, present, and future, from the first-person perspective of the possessor of
the state. One could say that the case of transformative experiences falls into the
category of impossible subjective states. It is simply impossible to know in advance
what it is like to have the transformative experience of X or Y. God has a grasp of all
possible subjective states, but some subjective states simply cannot be known without
undergoing the actual experience.

I anticipate that this reply will be unacceptable to some. One might complain that
this is just playing with words. While it is true that it is impossible to know what X
and Y are like without actually undergoing the experience, both X and Y are possible
subjective states. After all, transformative experiences are possible subjective states. So
this reply is fudging the issue to try to save omnisubjectivity. Personally, I am
uncertain if this is really fudging the issue, so I invite others to develop the thought
further.

What I want to do is suggest something in the neighborhood in case
omnisubjectivity cannot fully handle the cases of transformative experiences. It may
be that God’s imagination includes a grasp of a vast range of phenomenal states, but
that there are certain logical limits. Perhaps God has a maximally excellent
imagination, but there are logical limits that make omnisubjectivity logically
impossible. God has the maximal amount of phenomenal knowledge that is possible,
but what is possible is just shy of omnisubjectivity. What does this proposal look like?
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Say that there are transformative experiences for God. Perhaps creating a universe
is an example. God can have an incredibly vivid imagination of what that might be
like, but God knows that His imagination will not give Him the full story of exactly
what it will be like. Perhaps this is because any divine imagining of creating a potential
universe will logically exclude the divine intent to create that potential universe.
Would that be a problem?

I'm not sure if it would be a problem. It depends what else one wishes to say about
their model of God. Consider neoclassical theism which affirms that God knows the
future. God’s foreknowledge will include knowing of the truthvalues of all future
tensed propositions. Further, there is something that it is like to have foreknowledge
and such foreknowledge can temper one’s present emotions in various ways.® I
suppose a neoclassical theist can also say that God’s foreknowledge includes grasping
all of the future phenomenal states that are knowable. God’s foreknowledge would
exclude any cases of transformative experiences.

If one is an open theist, the story will be slightly different. God will know all of the
possible ways the future might unfold, and God will know the objective probability of
any of those timelines being realized. Further, God will have an exhaustive
contingency plan worked out for each possible future timeline. What God does not
know is which timeline will in fact be realized because such knowledge is impossible
to have. Why? Because there are a large number of propositions about the future that
do not have a determinate truthvalue, or because the truthvalue of all propositions
concerning the future contingents of creaturely freedom are all false. It depends how
an open theist works out the semantics for the open future. What matters for this paper
is that the open theist might say that God’s imagination can supply God with a wide
range of phenomenal knowledge, but that certain kinds of phenomenal knowledge
simply cannot be had in advance. It is not a strike against omniscience that God cannot
know what is impossible to know, so no problem here.

Notice something here in both of these statements. In the case of neoclassical theism,
I see no serious problems for one’s theology in terms of developing a coherent account
of divine foreknowledge and providence. This is because foreknowledge and
providence are typically worked out without any discussion on God’s phenomenal
knowledge. So my suggestion here for the neoclassical theist is simply adding divine
phenomenal knowledge to the story. In the case of open theism, I see no problem for
divine providence and omniscience because those details have already been worked
out without typically discussing God’s phenomenal knowledge. But there might be an
issue for the main question of this paper.

The main question of this paper is whether or not omnisubjectivity helps with the
particular problem of creation. Since I am asking you to consider maximal divine
imagination at the moment, the question is slightly different. Does maximal divine
imagination help answer the particular problem of creation? I don’t see why not. Recall

6 For more, see Mullins (2024, Ch. 8).
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that omnisubjectivity is meant to add some details to the story of why God creates this
particular universe. It is God’s imagination that gives Him the grasp of all possible
subjective states, and this grasp supplies God with unique reasons to consider any
particular universe. Omnisubjectivity is not intended to give the full story, it is merely
a supplement. In a similar way, maximal divine imagination can serve to supplement
the story because a maximal imagination will supply God with unique reasons to
consider any particular universe. All maximal divine imagination does is acknowledge
that there are certain logical limits to what can be phenomenally grasped in advance,
and those logical limits are cases of transformative experiences.

Is Divine Imagination a Serious Departure from The Traditional View of God?

I wish to consider one final objection someone might have to omnisubjectivity or
divine imagination in general. Zagzebski has one worry about this account of divine
imagination. If God can imagine all possible phenomenal states, there will be
something that it is like to imagine all of these states. Perfect imaginative feeling is a
feeling itself. She is uncomfortable with this because it strays too far from traditional
Western theism (Zagzebski, 2023, pp. 133-4).

In response to this worry I deny that there is such a thing as traditional Western
theism. As I explore in my book, From Divine Timemaker to Divine Watchmaker, there are
a variety of models of God being debated throughout the entire Western tradition. It’s
not like divine impassibility or classical theism was the only option until the 1990’s.
Far from it. Peter of Ireland was one of Thomas Aquinas’ childhood teachers, and Peter
rejected divine impassibility (Sermoneta, 1969, p. 45). The Hebraic conception of God
found in the Hebrew Bible is a passible God through and through, and surely this
conception of God is part of the Western tradition of philosophical theology (cf.
Johnson, 2021 and Lamb, 2022). True it is different from the way later thinkers like
Plotinus would describe the indescribable One, but just because there is an
unspeakable Plotinian strain of thought in the West does not mean that we have to
affirm it. Al-Maturidi and al-Shahrastani were rejecting divine simplicity long before
Aquinas was born. The 9% Century group called the Karramis embraced divine
temporality. As did 12 Century thinkers like Fahr ad-Din ar-Razi and Aba Barakat
al-Bagdadi (Hoover, 2022, pp. 94-5). Some scholars say that divine temporality was the
majority view at Oxford in the early 14t Century (Dales, 1990, p. 199). Divine
temporality was certainly a wildly popular view during the Scientific Revolution with
such luminaries as Isaac Newton and Samuel Clarke (Mullins, 2025, Ch. 5). Many years
before this, Gersonides famously developed Aristotle’s conception of God in order to
maintain that God does not know the truthvalues of future contingents (cf. Gersonides,
1987). This view on the open future was hotly debated and eventually condemned by
Pope Sixtus IV in 1473 (Cross, 2014, pp. 219-20). The influence of that condemnation is
clearly minimal since we are still debating it today. My point is that the Western
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tradition of reflection on the nature of God is filled with all manner of debates that are
not terribly far off from the debates we see in contemporary philosophy of religion.
Appeals to a non-existent historical consensus on the nature of God should not
dissuade us from following the arguments where they lead. If the arguments
surrounding omnisubjectivity lead to a passible God, one should not shy away from
the conclusion merely because it violates the opinions of a small number of past
thinkers.

Concluding Thoughts

Where does that leave us? Here is my stance. Prior to creation, God may be able to
simulate what it would be like to create a universe, but that is not the same as actually
experiencing what it is like to create a universe. Prior to creation, God just cannot know
what that actual experience is like because that is the logical limit of imagination. The
same goes for God contemplating His ideas and simulating all the possible
combinations of conscious experiences. It is one thing to contemplate the idea of
Socrates” emotional life, and quite another to actually empathize with the emotional
life of an actually existing Socrates. A cognitively perfect being can tell the difference
between a simulation and actuality. As far as I can tell, at best, simulation would only
give God phenomenal knowledge of what it might be like for a creature to experience
such and such. It would not give God knowledge of what it would actually be like for
a creature to experience such and such. Subsequent to the act of creation, the
cognitively perfect God can perceive and empathize with creatures that actually exist.

Does this fully answer the particular problem of creation? No. Omnisubjectivity, as
Zagzebski says, is only a way of filling in some of the details about God’s decision-
making process. While I think that divine imagination and simulation may help some
with God’s decision about what to create, I think that this suggestion only goes so far.
This is because God could simulate what it would be like to create Calvinist, Molinist,
and open universes. So whatever limited benefit simulation might have for the
particular problem of creation, it does not obviously point God in any particular
direction. The main driving force for answering the particular problem of creation is
whatever God’s goal is, as I suggested above. Omnisubjectivity can only fill in some of
the details, and it can only do so if one affirms that God has the power of imagination.
This prior imagination of God would certainly help God consider the different possible
worlds to create that would best satisfy whatever His particular goal is for creation.
This prior imagination would supply God with unique reasons to consider because
grasping the potential phenomenal states of a possible universe are distinct reasons
from merely grasping the propositional content of a possible universe.

In this paper I have considered Zagzebski’s attempts to articulate what
omnisubjectivity is, how God is omnisubjective, and the implications for answering
the particular problem of creation. I have argued that Zagzebski’s work can be

86



extended and developed in interesting ways in order to fill in more details to one’s
philosophical theology. In particular, theologians should develop an account of divine
imagination in order to maintain omnisubjectivity or something close enough, and
then fill in some of the details for the answer to the particular problem of creation.
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